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Praise for Dan Jenkins’s Hilarious


YOU GOTTA PLAY HURT

“Marvelous characters, witty dialogue . . . and a hip, flip, profane prose style. . . . Dan Jenkins may be the funniest man in America. . . .”

—Florida Times-Union

“A laugh a page . . . Jenkins is back at the top of his game, one that’s dazzling enough to rank him among the top U.S. humorists.”

—Arizona Daily Star

“Crackles with one liners . . . Jenkins is in his usual raunchy and wry form.”

—San Antonio Express-News

“Shines with its own cynical brilliance.”

—USA Today

“This is funny stuff, page after page. PG-rated funny, XXX-rated funny. Gut-busting funny.”

—The Washington Times

“YOU GOTTA PLAY HURT is dead-on droll . . . a cynic’s delight . . . Jim Tom Pinch is a great fictional character.”

—New York Daily News

“Laugh out loud stuff. . . . It grew harder and harder not to like Texas good ol’ boy Pinch and the two women who fall in love with him.”

—Miami Herald

“A ribald, entertainingly knowledgeable account of a typical year in the life of a sports columnist.”

—Chicago Tribune

“A lot of fun . . . [with] laugh-out-loud, hilarious one-liners . . . Jenkins takes a humorous look at what he sees as the hypocrisy of sports and sports reporting. He pokes fun at everyone, from the athletes to the coaches to the reporters. . . .”

—Press Enterprise (Riverside, CA)

“YOU GOTTA PLAY HURT is Dan Jenkins at his iconoclastic best, devastating the people who have turned a joyful world into a dreary bottom-line jungle.”

—Jack Whitaker

“No one writes sports fiction like Dan Jenkins.”

—Houston Chronicle

“As usual, Jenkins takes no prisoners. Jim Tom Pinch, the narrator, is . . . uproarious . . . YOU GOTTA PLAY HURT is a rollicking tale . . . an old-fashioned comic romp.”

—Richmond Times Dispatch

“Dan’s book is another stampede of merriment and he captures the life of a sports writer perfectly—part heaven, part pothole. YOU GOTTA PLAY HURT will be widely quoted and badly imitated. . . .”

—Lesley Visser

“Dan Jenkins is playing at home, and woe to the opposition: fiction is a contact sport.”

—Roy Blount Jr.
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To the memory of Andre Laguerre, last of a breed—a writer’s Managing Editor.



PART ONE


NOBODY SAID IT WAS GONNA BE EASY
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HERE’S HOW I WANT THE phony little conniving, no-talent, preppiewad asshole of an editor to die: I lace his decaf with Seconal and strap him down in such a way that his head is fastened to my desk and I thump him at cheery intervals with the carriage on my Olympia standard. I’m a stubborn guy who still works on a geezer-codger manual anyhow, so I write a paragraph I admire, the kind he likes to dick around with, especially if it’s my lead, then I sling the carriage at him, and whack—he gets it in the temple, sometimes the ear. Yeah, it would be slow, but death by typewriter is what the fuckhead deserves.

I was daydreaming. I was sitting alone at a table under an umbrella on the veranda of the Regina, occasionally glancing up at the jaunty white duncecap of the Jungfrau, bonus Alp.

I had my Scotch and water, my Winstons, my pot of coffee on the side, my Herald Trib. Nice day. Sunny. Windbreaker weather. If you want the truth, I was doing three of my favorite things: smoking, drinking, not giving a shit.

Switzerland was where I was in that week that was the beginning of the rest of my life. I was there to watch a pack of ski tramps slide down a mountain so I could glorify them in the magazine that sent me over there to write a story about them, a story I would file to New York so an editor with no ear and no taste could take out a carving knife and flail at it like one of those chefs in a Japanese restaurant.

This was late February. I had already been sitting around for two weeks in the French Alps and Italian Alps. I was making my way, ski race by ski race, to the Winter Olympics in Austria. Always a thrill, the Winter Olympics. You get to watch waiters and babysitters figure skate, Americans fall down in the snow, and inhale the quaint odors of sweating Scandinavians who grow icicles in their noses and wear oversized flyswatters on their feet. Cross-country skiing’s not a sport, it’s how a fucking Swede goes to the 7-Eleven.

The managing editor or one of his lukewarm drones likes to cut that line. I put it in, the clean version, and they take it out, like they take out everything else they don’t get.

Magazine journalism practices tyranny from the bottom. Editors become editors in the first place because they can’t write. Then they jack around with stories that are written by the people who can write in order to justify their squalid existence.

It’s an eternal truth in magazine journalism that an editor exists in large part to kick a writer where and when it hurts the worst. In all my years, I had known very few editors who could take a so-so story and improve it with their pencil, but they were absolute masters at fucking up good ones.

That was my view, anyhow. Some people said it was too harsh, but I’d never known a writer who disagreed with it.

It was a curious thing, I was thinking to myself at the Regina. I used to go to sleep dreaming about pussy. Now I went to sleep dreaming about killing people.

The Regina Hotel was an old haunt, a Victorian wedge of gingerbread from which you could look down on the village of Wengen. No cars in Wengen, and no way to get there except by a bunch of trains that stopped in Spiez four or five times. This had once given Wengen a certain charm, but now it was over-hoteled and sprawling with shops that sold nothing for everybody. The tourists were multiplying like fruitflies, hopping off green-and-yellow cograils every twenty minutes to swap ski pins and observe the engaging Swiss art of wood-stacking.

Nobody can stack firewood like the Swiss. Designer firewood. They study chocolate in grade school, Rolex in high school, numbered accounts in college, and get their MBAs in wood-stacking. Well, why not? The Swiss haven’t had anything else to do for seven hundred years.

Every time I arrive in the country, I’m reminded of the old joke about God creating Switzerland. God asked the Swiss people what they wanted in the way of a country. They said they wanted huge Alps, deafening streams, and beautiful pastures where their riotous cows could ring their disco bells through the night. God provided all this in three days. The first Swiss innkeeper was so pleased, he asked if there was something he could do for God in return. God said yes, as a matter of fact. He was a little thirsty. He would like a glass of milk. “Fine,” said the innkeeper. “That will be ten francs.”

You can’t get a laugh with that joke in Switzerland for the same reason that nobody has ever been able to name a Swiss comedian. Mention to people that you’re going to Switzerland and first they smile and say, “Oh, it’s lovely,” then they change expressions and say, “Of course, there are the Swiss.”

Funny tiling is, I kind of like Switzerland. It’s clean, it’s civilized, it’s quiet, it’s almost as picturesque as a weather map in USA Today. The phones work, the trains run on time, they keep the roads clear. Everybody seems to have a job. On the wall of no john are you likely to read, “Call Bruce at the Cafe du Cerf for a real good time.” It seems to me that the only way you can get mugged is when you pay the bill for the raclette.

Of course, I could never live there. No college football.

Whenever I went to Wengen, for the past twelve or fifteen years, I had stayed at the Regina. It was too expensive for all the ski teams and European journalists, and it wasn’t modern enough for American tourists; hence, there was a good chance that no American bore would find me on the veranda or at the lobby bar, and say, “Who do you think will take it, Jim Tom?”

Amazing how people always think a sportswriter is supposed to know who’s going to win something. I’ll cover a football game, golf tournament, tennis match, World Series, whatever, and invariably somebody will come up to me and say, “Who’s going to take it, Jim Tom?”

I usually predicted a human being would take it, or a team of human beings, unless I was at the Kentucky Derby, in which case I would predict an animal would take it.

So there I was that day on the veranda of the Regina, thinking I was safe, when I got trapped. This guy intruded on my table like he figured I must be tired of reading the Herald Trib. He might have guessed I was a fellow American from my brown penny loafers, beige corduroys, white golf shirt, and navy-blue windbreaker, but in fact, he knew I was Jim Tom Pinch from the picture that ran with my column in the magazine, the picture of a man in tinted glasses with gray streaks in his hair, a thin mouth, a rusty complexion, and the expression on his face of someone who might be suffering from a stomach disorder.

“Hi, there,” the guy said in a big voice. “You’re Jim Tom Pinch!”

“Guilty,” I said, looking up over the top of my glasses.

The guy was a vision in stars and bars. Bright blue stretch pants with a white racing stripe down the side. Red sweater with white stars all over it. White turtleneck and blue ski cap with white stars on it. He was dressed for burial at sea.

“I’m Clipper Langdon,” he said. “Good friend of Bryce.”

Bryce Wilcox, head drone, my managing editor.

“Really?” I said, absently.

“The Brycer’s my neighbor up in Westchester. We’ve been known to bat it around Winged Foot together.”

“Good golf course,” I said, “considering it’s not Pine Valley.”

Only a slight insult.

My eyes returned to the International Herald Tribune, to a book review about a savagely incoherent Ecuadorian novelist who was in line for the Nobel Prize in literature.

“So . . . who do you think will take it?” he asked.

“Take what?”

“The DH.”

“The DH?”

“The downer.”

“The downer?”

I looked up at him again and briefly studied the round, eager, amiable face of everything wrong with living in Westchester County.

The Lauberhorn race was why I was there. It was the toughest downhill, or DH, in Alpine ski racing. The Masters, the Wimbledon, of the circuit. Its name was taken from an Alp near Wengen that had an animal-shaped rock on top of it, looking as if nature had been helped along by a sculptor in search of a logo.

I had covered the Lauberhorn many times in the past, even in those years when there was no Winter Olympics coming up. Covering the Lauberhorn and the Hahnenkahm in Kitzbuhel, the other big ski race in Europe, was a way to get out of the office and away from ice hockey and pro basketball in the winter, and Europe wasn’t all that bad a thing to do between football seasons and other sports that made sense. Golf, tennis, college basketball.

I predicted a ski racer would win the Lauberhorn. I said it with a straight face.

“A ski racer?” Clipper Langdon squinted. “Heh, heh.”

“On the other hand,” I said, “if it’s a pole-vaulter, I’ll have a hell of a story for the Brycer.”

“You guys,” he said, shaking his head, smiling.

“You aren’t staying here, are you?” I inquired with a certain amount of fear.

“Oh, no. We’re down the hill at the Palace in Gstaad. Mucho train rides. Just came up for a slope check.”

The “we” to whom he referred were the “mega-clients”—his term—on the ABC-TV junket. They were on their way to the Winter Olympics. It was a way for the network to entertain advertisers and hopefully create more business.

“I know the Palace,” I said.

Which was true. I knew the Palace in Gstaad from a summer three years ago when I had skillfully stretched an assignment on glider-soaring and hot-air ballooning in the Saane Valley into six weeks with the ulterior motive of working on a novel.

I spent those six weeks cradled in unheralded Alps at the Hotel Valrose in Rougemont, only five miles from Gstaad. I had stopped at the Valrose to ask directions to Gstaad but had stayed for dinner and discovered the best fresh trout, omelettes, and entrecotes in the civilized world and decided to make it my headquarters.

The glider-balloon story required only a week of my time. I hired a long-haired college kid named Horace, who was traveling around Europe by bike, to go up in those silly things for me and tell me what it was like. Horace said the glider was like being on “good weed,” and in his considered opinion, the hot-air balloon farted more than a high school football coach.

For the next five weeks I stayed in a room at the Valrose that overlooked the train station, ate luxuriously, and wrote 140 pages of The Past, which might have been the dumbest novel ever perpetrated on the American reading public if it had been finished and had found its way into print. But the bulk of it blew off my lunch table on the sun deck of the Videmanette one day. I like to think the worst chapters settled into the cow-watering pond below the sun deck, and the best chapters, if there were any, had been taken by the wind and were now frozen in the Jungfrau glacier.

The Past was a futile effort to change my life and career, but the only thing the tiring experience did was convince me that for better or worse I belonged in the dodge of sportswriting, where at least I knew my way around. There’s no need to outline the plot of The Past for you. I will only say that after 140 grueling pages, the narrator was still knocking up cheerleaders and playing high school football in Texas.

Not that I hadn’t been “published.” I had once been the mechanic, the as-told-to person, on a book by an NFL running back named Puckett. The book had been a success if you only counted the money it made and not what the critics said, but I hadn’t made nearly as much money out of it as the running back did.

There had been other opportunities to write books like that, books for famous coaches and famous athletes, but I never intended to do it again. Famous coaches and famous athletes have very little to say about anything. You have to make it up. They can’t even remember anything accurately. My immortal, Billy Clyde Puckett, would say, “That was the Sunday I delipped three niggers and stuck two sixes in the Dallas end zone,” and he would be off by two years and four niggers. You have to invent almost everything, try to put it in their words, then argue with them about the facts and the tone. Aside from politicians and movie stars, it’s my opinion that famous coaches and athletes might be the most unaware and worst informed people in society about anything other than what they do, which is not to say I don’t like a good many of them and enjoy their company. I just don’t want to write any more books for them. It’s carpentry, not writing.

Anyhow, I knew the Palace Hotel in Gstaad. I had once enjoyed four cappuccinos there at ten dollars a cup.

Clipper Langdon looked as if he might be dangerously close to pulling up a chair to my table, so I said, “Listen, I’m kind of hung over, but tell me something—do I still have that sign on my back that says, ‘Please Talk to Me’?”

“Hey, that’s funny,” he said. “ ‘Please Talk to Me.’ Heh, heh. I can use that at F and W. Didn’t mean to intrude, Pincher. I can see you’re sitting here working on the old lines. Writer at work, as they say.”

I was reminded that it’s impossible to insult ad salesmen or ad agency people. If they were insultable, America would never know there were differences in toothpastes and insurance companies.

Clipper backed away with all good cheer, saying, “Glad we met. I might be coming on board, by the way.”

“On board what?” I said, looking up again from the newspaper.

“The big bird. Bryce is lighting the runway for me. The publisher’s job is opening up, and my feet are rather stuck in concrete at Floyd and Warren. Incidentally, that’s graveyard about the pub job, but I guess it doesn’t hurt to mention it to a crew member.”

“Our publisher is leaving?” I would have used our publisher’s name if I’d known it.

“They’re taking him upstairs to the war room. I’ve never been around print much, but everything’s commerce, isn’t it?”

I made a noncommittal noise as I turned a page of the paper.

The fact is, it didn’t matter to me if Clipper Langdon became publisher of the magazine. A magazine publisher was in charge of the ad salesmen only. This was something the average person didn’t understand. Publisher to the average person sounded like the man who was most responsible for all the stories and pictures, and most publishers didn’t go out of their way to discourage this thinking.

But all publishers were the same guy, as I had observed them—glad-handing nincompoops—although they did serve one useful purpose. They were boisterously artful in soothing and stroking advertisers who might get angry over a certain story because the clueless jerks had missed the point of the story in the first place.

As Clipper reached the corner of the Regina, he called back to me. “Guess you’ll be talking to the flight deck, Pincher. Tell the Brycer you saw the Clipper.”

The Pincher made a mental note of it as he dropped his head and reached for a cigarette.
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THE SKI RACERS FROM ALL the different nations were lodged in a group of smaller, less expensive hotels in Wengen, and I thought this made good sense for the brainless to be concentrated in one area. I once stayed in that type of hotel when I was a younger man and didn’t know any better and occasionally found myself traveling with the U.S. ski team in order to report firsthand on its calamities. Four to a bath down the hall, set menu, bread-throwing at dinner, and radios and boom boxes blasting out European rock music, which is what happens when a jackhammer runs into a tuneless songwriter.

In those carefree days, ski racers were interesting to observe at times, and they often added to the frivolity of the circuit by shoving Volkswagens into hotel lobbies for the sheer French fun of it, by playing “drop trou” on the practice slopes, by eating wineglasses—yes, grinding up the glass in their teeth and chasing it down with beer—and by interrupting dinner when one of them would take a mouthful of lighter fluid, strike a match, and blow a terrifying flame across the dining room. Ski racers were no smarter nowadays, but with the big money to be made, they were calmer, more serious, and more tedious, as were most athletes in most sports.

Luckily, I didn’t have to try to talk to many ski racers anymore. Christine did that for me.

Christine Thorne was the magazine’s researcher on winter sports, track and field, and other funny sports, most of which you only thought about in an Olympic year. She spoke very good French and German, a dab of Italian, a dab of Spanish. She was in her mid-thirties and had been with SM since it started, coming over from Newsweek where she had gone to work after graduating from one of those eastern colleges where they stamp out magazine researchers. Christine was a good friend and running mate of Nell Woodruff, another researcher who had been with SM since its inception and was roughly the same age as Christine. Nell, a long-legged blonde whose good looks were often obscured by her unattended hair and careless use of eye liner, was an even better friend of mine. My best friend, you might say. The three of us were close, part of a gang in the office that included a couple of other writers.

Christine was on this trip and headed for the Winter Olympics to get me quotes from all the winter sports athletes, not only the ski racers but the precious young men and dreaded teenage witches who figure skated. At the moment, Christine was off getting me quotes from Pepi Henkel, the arrogant Austrian Nazi, and Emile Louvois, the arrogant French nobleman, both of whom were trying to become the new king of the slopes now that Jean Aubert, the arrogant Swiss, had been killed, along with three Japanese tourists, in the collision of a glider and a hot-air balloon over Chateau-d’Oex.

Christine would bring me back the quotes and I would slip on my surgical gloves, do the piece on my Olivetti portable, the geezer-codger machine I used on the road, and beat everybody to the nearest bar.

I had always written fast. It was partly due to my newspaper training back on the Fort Worth Light & Shopper, and partly because I had discovered a long time ago that my first impressions were generally the most accurate. I had also learned that if I took too much time on the piece, I would screw it up to where nobody might comprehend it but a savagely incoherent Ecuadorian novelist.

I seldom needed to worry about Christine coming back from an interview with something usable. She had big tits and was quite pretty—coal-black hair, wide green eyes, a perpetual look of wonderment on her rosy face, and, so far as I knew, she had never met a cock she didn’t like to suck, except for mine.

I don’t know that it’s a universally held belief among women that all men think with their dicks. I only know that a few magazine researchers of my acquaintance seemed to be convinced that this was the quickest way into a jock’s mind.

Nell Woodruff once took delight in confessing to me how she had been able to obtain a crucial bit of information from a Cincinnati Red when she was helping me cover a World Series.

After a particular game, Nell, without any great difficulty, had lured the Cincinnati Red, a particularly attractive fellow, into bed, and in the middle of doing him what must have been an immensely satisfying favor, she had asked him why he had been thrown out at the plate on a suicide squeeze.

As I said, Nell was a close friend and she couldn’t resist sharing the humor of the situation with me as she imparted the crucial bit of information.

In its completeness, what the Cincinnati Red had said was something on the order of:

“Oh, God . . . oh, shit . . . they stole our sign, and . . . oh, Christ . . . the third baseman . . . oh, Jesus . . . was yelling squeeze before . . . oh, yes! . . . before the pitch.”

It was a comfort to me in Switzerland knowing that Christine Thorne was as much of a dedicated journalist as Nell Woodruff.
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THE LAUBERHORN DOWNHILL WOULD BE run the next day, not that I would see any more of it from somewhere up near a turn or at the finish line than I could from the veranda of the Regina. You can’t see a ski race unless you’re watching it on TV. At the finish line, I had long since learned that all you can do is stand around, sip coffee, smoke, and listen to a PA announcer shout things like, “Achtung! Seeban und drysig, sepps und trysig!” Which means hold the gravy on the sauerbraten.

Then here will come a tuck of lycra in a helmet and goggles, taking air, slats chattering, a couple of golf clubs under his arms, and maybe if you’re lucky, he’ll fall and plow into a little restraining fence and suffer brain damage. Two minutes later, here will come another one.

A downhill race is over in about thirty minutes. The first fifteen racers who push out of the starting gate are ceremonially seeded on past performance. They deserve to benefit from the smoothest trail, according to ski racing rules. The other seventy madcaps who follow don’t matter unless one of them falls and has a good quote later, like, “I vas swooshing down the mountain and my mind vas all confusion.”

Thousands of recreational skiers will line the mile-and-a-half or two-mile course of a major downhill. They make strange, muffled, European sounds as the racers fly past them, but they can’t see any more of the competition than the crowd at the finish line. They just like to be up there with their knapsacks of apples and cheese, yodeling. The average yodel means: “My dick is freezing.”

I found out the hard way that you can’t see a ski race. It was in another life on another magazine but in the same village of Wengen and at the same race, the Lauberhorn. It must have been twenty years ago, now that I think back on it.

Since I was at my first ski race, I had stupidly asked a French writer from L’Equipe where I should go to watch it. Up at the start, he said, to get the full flavor, the drama, the tension. He persuaded me to rent a pair of skis and board a cograil with him and a group of other European writers and photographers. The cograil would take us up the mountain to a spot near the start.

I explained to the Frenchman that I was only a beginner on the slopes, I couldn’t handle anything difficult, but he assured me that I could stem or sideslip my way down—it wasn’t all that steep where we were going.

So the cograil churned up the mountain and wove its way through the Alps, and like a Mongoloid, I sat there gazing idly out of the train windows, taking in the picturesque scenery. I watched the finish line go past. The cograil finally stopped at what was supposed to be a train station but more closely resembled a bench with a roof on it. Everybody jumped up and got off the cograil, so I followed. Two minutes later, the Europeans had all stepped into their bindings and were gone. There they went, wedeling down the mountain, the tail-wagging swine, fast becoming specks in the distance.

The day was cold. The sky was gray as a Nazi uniform. The wind sounded like Agatha Christie sent it. And I was now alone on this Alp. I could look down to see the start of the ski race, about a mile down.

My first thought: take one step and you fall to Interlaken. My second thought: I don’t have enough cigarettes to wait for the spring melt. I was forced to try to ski.

But when I attempted to put the boot on my right foot into a binding, the left ski vanished. It was last seen sliding down a wall of ice toward the sun deck of a restaurant in Kleine Scheidegg, a village where you’re supposed to go to eat marrowbone soup and watch French climbers falling off the north wall of the Eiger.

Fuck it, I’ll walk, I said to nobody. I left the other ski and the poles in the shed in case a one-legged skier came along. I took about five steps down the mountain before I fell. Suddenly, I was spread-eagled against the mountain, clutching at roots and stumps, inadvertently making snowballs, causing such noises as a ski jacket does when it mashes against a sheet of crushed ice.

I slid on my stomach until I was hung on a ledge, clinging to a root. Here, I was reaching for a Winston and my Dunhill when a ski patrol person came out of nowhere.

He did a hockey stop, spraying me with fluff, and said something in fluent Himmler.

“Fool American,” I said, forcing a grin.

He helped me to my feet, or boots, and with gestures and more Himmler, I understood that he wanted me to stand on the backs of his skis and hold on around his waist so I could ride with him to the bottom of the mountain.

Unless you’ve ever tried to stand up on two blocks of ice going forty miles an hour, you may not know how difficult it is. We skied about ten yards before my boots slipped off his skis. The crash took us end-over-end for another twenty yards down the slope.

Digging out of the snow, the ski patrol person said, “Ve try again.”

“No!” I said, sternly, digging myself out of the snow.

“Ja, ve try.”

“Fuckin’ der tryin’,” I said.

“Ja, ve must try. You havin’ no skis or der ski pole-ins.”

Words to that effect.

I said, “Das iss goot. I valk.”

“Nicht valkin’,” he said.

“Ja, I valk,” I said. “I go valkin’ down. Donka bitter, bitter donka.”

I groped around and lit a cigarette and smiled reassuringly.

“Nicht rauchen,” he said, gesturing naughtily at my Winston.

“Calmin’ der nerves,” I said. “You go. I valk. Valkin’ und rauchen. Goot.”

He schussed away.

I was scared shitten but I valked.

Rather I slid on my butt, I slid on my side, I was frequently spread-eagled again, clawing, scratching at roots. Now and then, I paused to rauch. It took about an hour to get down.

I reached the finish area in time to see the last few racers of the day glide under the Ovalmaltine banner.

The winner had long since been determined, held his press conference, and was back in his hotel being nibbled on by a cluster of Heidis.

I limped over to the press tent to beg for coffee. Several people, it seemed, had been watching me negotiate the mountain off to the side of the racecourse.

I recognized one of the faces. The man was, that winter, the assistant manager of the U.S. ski team, but he was someone I had known better as the sports information director, the SID, of a university in the Big Eight.

“Jim Tom!” he said, laughing. “Goddamn!”

“Ski racing is my life,” I said, wearily.

Still laughing, he said, “I knew it had to be somebody from Sports Illustrated, but I didn’t expect it to be you.”

In those days, I was writing for SI instead of SM, The Sports Magazine, America’s only other four-color national sports weekly. SM was an experiment that had worked, much to SI’s annoyance, and we were fierce competitors now. At least we thought so.

On the veranda of the Regina, I was thinking about that first experience in the Alps when Christine Thorne joined me.

“Bryce wants you to call him,” she said, taking a chair at the table in her snug jeans, white cableknit sweater, and white headband. A fellow of looser morals might have noted that the bulky sweater obscured her tits.

“Why do I have to call Bryce?”

“He wants to put Emile Louvois on the cover, even if he doesn’t win tomorrow. He likes the idea of a cover that says ‘Vive la France.’ ”

“Why, because it’s never been used?”

“He wants to talk to you about the story. He wants you to hammer the angle that Louvois is the best ski racer in the world.”

“Even if he loses?”

“Yes. To support the cover.”

“That’s stupid.”

“I know. I tried to tell him Pepi Henkel has won more races this winter. I said Pepi would probably win tomorrow. I said he would probably win the Olympic downhill. I do think Pepi is better than Louvois right now, but Bryce said he read in The New York Times that Louvois is the best ski racer in the world.”

“There’s nobody here from The Times,” I said. “The Times hasn’t had anybody on the circuit all season.”

“They sent a stringer here. I met him in the press center.”

“Does he have a pointed head?”

“He’s nice. He lives in Brussels. He normally covers NATO and the World Bank.”

“That’s fucking great,” I said, rising from the table.

On the way to my room to call New York, I didn’t cuss The New York Times. The only two newspapers I read regularly or trusted in general were The Times and the Washington Post. But I couldn’t help thinking about the absurd influence The Times had on my profession. Researchers at SM and SI, or Time and Newsweek, for that matter, relied on The Times for accuracy in checking facts. I was sure that if there had never been a New York Times, there would never have been a Time magazine. What made this funny was that The Times could be as wrong as the Fort Worth Light & Shopper on occasion, but nevertheless, it had become common practice among the Bryce Wilcoxes of the magazine world to trust the accuracy and postures of The Times over their own writers and reporters in the field.

It was safe. A Bryce Wilcox would never have to defend a writer’s stance on something controversial or provocative to upper management if he hung in there with the opinions and reporting in The Times. To a questioning superior, he could always say, “Well, it was in The Times,” and thus, he would be blameless for whatever inaccuracy might have appeared in SM. This came under the heading of “plausible deniability,” a thing that CEOs in America had raised to an art form.

Bryce Wilcox was a nice-looking, dark-haired, well-dressed man in his late thirties, ever mindful of his image, who was on the move, keeping a sharp eye on any opportunity that might elevate him within the company. He had taken the precaution to marry the perfect wife, Monica. Bryce’s wife couldn’t tell you where the Persian Gulf was but she could find Bloomingdale’s blindfolded.

Staying blameless for anything that might go wrong on the magazine, Bryce thought, was the surest way to get himself promoted to the 33rd floor, the corporate floor, from where, someday, he envisioned that he would have more time for golf as he presided congenially over the supply of paperclips in the building and would live happily ever after in his bloating stock portfolio.

In my experience, it had been a rare managing editor who cared as much about the magazine he ran as he did about his profit sharing in Fund A and Fund B.
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IT WAS 8 A.M. IN MANHATTAN but I knew Bryce Wilcox would already be in the office. He liked to arrive two hours ahead of the staff, proof to the corporate floor, he imagined, that he labored more diligently over the content and appearance of the magazine than anyone else. Not many of us on the staff were fooled. We were aware that all he ever did in those two hours was calculate the end-of-the-year bonus he would receive for staying under budget and hiring minorities.

Bryce only thought about minorities when it was quota time. In the past few months, he had stocked the copy room and picture department with a Pakistani, a hyphenated Hispanic—a double coup—and an Oriental who barely spoke English, and had hired as a researcher a black girl who had graduated from medical school at Johns Hopkins and had been interning at New York Hospital.

Charlotte Murray, the black girl, had aspired to be a doctor all her life. She had no interest in journalism whatsoever, or any knowledge of it, but Bryce had offered her a starting salary of $70,000 a year, which she could only have refused if she had wanted to run the risk of having her housekeeper mother and janitor father back in Detroit have her committed to a mental institution behind a tall wire fence. Charlotte’s salary was well over three times as much as a starting researcher at SM had ever been paid, and the only reason Bryce had gone after Charlotte was because our CEO, an oily dwarf named Fenton Boles, had casually mentioned to Bryce that it would be nice to see another black on the staff in some capacity or another.

Bryce had met Charlotte in the emergency room at New York Hospital. He had taken himself to the hospital one morning to be treated for a minor knife wound in his rib cage after having been mugged by the Puerto Rican who was substituting for his regular limo driver. A limo to transport Bryce back and forth from Westchester to Rockefeller Center was one of his perks as managing editor, as was his membership in Winged Foot, and the six-TV-screen “media room” he’d had built onto his narrow, two-story, wood-frame house on Old Shipwreck Cove in Larchmont. Elsewhere in the house, Monica had worked hard to make every room resemble a page out of Better Homes. When Monica led you on a tour of the house, she would stop and pose in each room, then continue on.

Not everyone knew about Charlotte’s whopping salary. It would cause a revolt. You needed to be a friend of the gossipy Eileen Fincher, Bryce’s secretary, a slender brunette in her forties, or Nell Woodruff, or Christine Thorne, or a pal of mine among the senior writers, Ralph Webber, who had been servicing Eileen, among others, for a number of years, and whose nickname, was Wooden Dick.

Ralph was known as a quiet writer. He enjoyed doing those long, studious, mostly unread features on such enthralling subjects as sneaker manufacturing, flags, raccoons, sports diets, and the construction of soccer balls. Still boyishly handsome for a man of fifty-one—curly hair, quick grin, holdover Georgia accent—Ralph was usually findable around the office either prowling the halls between paragraphs or peeking into doorways or drawing the newest female staffer into an extended, confessional conversation. Almost everyone on the staff knew Ralph had a wooden dick. He had spent more three-hour lunch breaks and closing nights in midtown Manhattan hotel rooms with adventurous female co-workers than anybody in the history of magazine journalism. He commuted by bus and train from a town in New Jersey nobody had ever heard of, and he was, of course, a happily married man, the father of five.

I hadn’t betrayed Ralph’s confidence and let it slip to any outsider about Charlotte Murray’s salary, nor had Nell or Christine. We all liked Charlotte. She was cute and feisty and would do well on the magazine despite her lack of knowledge about sports. Common sense would see her through once she got it in her head that there were four quarters in a football game, five players on a basketball team, eighteen holes on a golf course, and other such mysterious things.

Charlotte endeared herself to me one day when she said she wanted to learn about golf. I asked her why.

“So I can be a credit to my race,” she said.

Bryce accepted my collect call in New York, and said, “Hey, big guy. How’s it going over there in Switzer-rama?”

“Oh, we’re fondueing along,” I said, but before I could get to the point, he said, “You missed a whale of a sales conference in Ponte Vedra. I played the Big Track. Shot thirty-nine on the front, forty-one on the back. Two three-putts. Played from the blues.”

I said, “Bryce, listen, I can’t . . .”

But he said, “I hit sixteen in two with a driver and three-wood. Is that any good? Played Marsh Swamp the first day. Good members’ course. Lot of bulkheads.”

I said, “Bryce, about the Frenchman. I think . . .”

But he said, “Four of us went down in the Gulf stream. Wheels up at Butler at nine in the morning. We were on the tee at twelve-thirty. Not bad, huh?”

I said, “Bryce, I hear you want a cover on the Frenchman, but if he loses tomorrow, we’ll look silly.”

“The Frenchman’s sexy, big guy. He’ll sell.”

“You must have a picture you like.”

“Heck of a picture. He looks like a movie star. He’s wearing a red sweater.”

The old survey thing again. Red outsold any other color on the newsstands, or so Bryce had been led to believe by a group of marketing ferns.

I said, “Just for the sake of discussion, what if he finishes tenth?”

“You’ll make it work,” he said, blithely.

“What if he breaks his leg?”

“Might be better. The best ski racer in the world breaks his leg. We were there.”

“He’s not the best ski racer in the world, Bryce.”

“Best average.”

“Best average of what?”

“Best average of finishes. It was in The Times.”

“He hasn’t won a race.”

“He’s been second three times, third twice.”

“Pepi Henkel’s been first three times.”

“Henkel falls down a lot.”

“Right, he’s reckless. He either wins or falls. Which makes him more interesting—and three wins makes him better than Louvois.”

“Hey, big guy. You’re forgetting something.”

“Like what?”

“The Frenchman is the best ski racer in the world if we say so.”

The arrogance of national magazines had always amused and amazed me. It was as if slick paper and four-color art made something a fact. I had been victimized by this arrogance many times, and as recently as a year ago. I had written a long feature on Notre Dame football after the Fighting Irish had won their twenty-ninth straight game, a win streak that covered three seasons. The piece hadn’t come close to suggesting that Notre Dame was unbeatable; in fact, it hinted strongly that the streak was in jeopardy, seeing as how a very good Southern Cal team was the next opponent and an even better Miami team was waiting down the road. But with a Notre Dame running back on the cover and in blazing type almost as large as the SM logo, Bryce wrote a cover billing that said: WHY NOTRE DAME IS UNBEATABLE.

The issue hit the newsstands and reached subscribers two days before the Trojans whipped the Irish 34 to 7. I was still living down the humiliation, not with my chums in the trade but with letter-writing readers who insanely think that the byline person also writes the headlines and cover billings.

Now, I said, “Louvois is not the best goddamn ski racer in the world in any story I intend to file from here, Bryce.”

Silence.

“Are you there?” I said.

“Yo. Have you still got that old Armour putter in your bag?”

“Have I what?”

“The last time we whipped it around West up at Winged Foot, you had an old Armour putter in your bag. Want to sell it? This Ping is killing me.”

“Bryce, I didn’t bring my clubs to Switzerland. I know it sounds crazy, but I rarely travel with my golf clubs in the winter. Can we get this settled?”

I thought I heard another voice on the line.

“Who’s in your office?” I asked.

“I’ve got CNN on,” he said. “The market’s on a roll in Japan.”

“That’s a relief,” I said.

“Damn!”

“What now?”

“Gold dropped seventeen dollars.”

“Bryce, I’ll compromise with you. I’ll do a feature on Louvois. You hold it till he wins something. If he wins tomorrow, fine. If he doesn’t, I write the game story on the winner and you go with a basketball cover.”

“No way, Jose.”

Bryce had a knack for original phrases like that. He often inserted them into my stories, and everyone else’s. You could get them taken out if you were in the office at closing time, but on the road, death. He was also fond of hard as a rock, fast as the wind, and the ever-popular cold as ice.

He said, “Wayne Mohler just did an NBA piece, and I don’t want to put back-to-back niggers on the cover.”

That word came easy for him around me, a native Texan, and other southerners in the office. Bryce thought it made him sound macho, one of the gang. He had never understood that I only used the word humorously, as a lot of blacks themselves did, including Charlotte Murray, but Bryce, after all, was originally from somewhere up around Boston, and one of the best-kept secrets in America is that Boston is a more racist city than Birmingham, Alabama.

What I didn’t say on the phone was that I was going to write the story on whoever won the race, and if it didn’t happen to be the movie-star Frenchman in the red sweater, then one of Bryce’s lukewarm drones would have to toil through the night rewriting it, or “saving” it, to borrow from the language of the drones.

Our conversation ended when I did say, “You’re missing a big opportunity, Bryce. If the Austrian wins, you could have a better cover billing than ‘Vive la France.’ You could say, ‘Look Out, Jews, Here They Come Again.’ ”
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THE MORNING OF THE LAUBERHORN downhill, Christine and I went for a stroll through the village before we wandered down to the finish line, which was below the train station near the old church. We walked past bakeries, ski shops, gift shops, other hotels, and a pension where I glanced up to see an elderly ex-Gestapo agent sunning himself on a balcony while Magda Goebbels read a newspaper.

It was when we stopped for coffee at a sidewalk cafe that Christine said, “I don’t know why you complain so much, Jim Tom. You have the best job in the business.”

She was probably right, and I suppose before I go on any farther, I ought to explain some things about myself and how I got where I was.

The job was one I had designed for myself when Ed Maxwell started up The Sports Magazine eight years ago as a direct competitor of Sports Illustrated. Ed was my old boss, a man who had been managing editor of SI for fifteen years. Ed had hired me off the Fort Worth Light & Shopper after I had freelanced five pieces to SI. He had brought me up to New York, to what most people in my profession would romantically refer to as the big league. This was an opportunity of a lifetime, of course, and I had leaped at it and felt confident that I could handle any assignment. I had learned how to work hard and write fast on the newspaper. I had studied all of my heroes in sportswriting, the men who had taken the profession to another level. Ask me to name my all-time starting eleven and I would give you John Lardner, Red Smith, Jim Murray, Damon Runyon, W. O. McGeehan, Henry McLemore, Blackie Sherrod, Furman Bisher, Grantland Rice, Doc Greene, Bob Considine.

I wrote for fifteen happy years under Ed Maxwell at Sports Illustrated. Ed was a managing editor who cared about writers and their words. He admired all kinds of writing: risky, flippant, provocative, opinioned, analytical. Ed deserved most of the credit for making SI a success. He showed confidence in the people he hired and stood behind them. He was an aloof man, a pudgy fellow who drank his lunches but could hold his whiskey and often said that more good story ideas came out of a bar than a story conference. Back then, he once told me the three greatest things I would ever hear from a boss. One, I couldn’t receive too much hate mail to suit him. Two, I couldn’t spend too much money on the road. Three, if any editor jacked around with my copy, he would have him killed or fired, my choice.

Ed was too good to be true, of course, and those glory days came to an end when Ed was forced into retirement at the age of sixty-five, although he was a young sixty-five and could still outthink and outperform most men half his age. He didn’t take kindly to being pushed aside and immediately began trying to start up his own magazine. It took him two years, and in the meantime, I got along okay with Ed’s successor at SI, Clinton Dowdy, even though Clint’s idea of what SI should be evolved around the dictum that, essentially, writers should write more and spend less.

Ed eventually found a man named Les Padgett at a cocktail party. Les Padgett was willing to bankroll SM. Les was the chairman of the board of The Padgett Group, or TPG, a conglomerate that was making a fortune in toilet paper, pet food, diapers, other grocery products, cable TV, and was already in publishing. TPG was the parent company of five other magazines: World Events, Celebrity Parade, Vibrant, Southern Mansions, and Essence. Les was a man in his forties whose daddy had invented nondairy creamer, and he primarily occupied his time getting married and divorced to socialites and movie stars, but he gave Ed the millions needed to start up SM, saying he would just as soon do this with some of his money as give it to the “Federal gubmint.”

I was the first writer Ed money-whipped away from SI. Other so-called names followed, like Wayne Mohler from the San Francisco Chronicle and Ralph Webber from the Atlanta Constitution. I like to think it was the writing that made us an instant success, but more likely there had simply been a market for SM. Today SM’s circulation was 2.4 million. We were still a million behind SI, but there was little doubt in my mind that the gap would be narrower if Ed Maxwell were still alive. He died of a sudden heart attack four years ago. I was out in LA on a story when I heard the news. After shedding a few tears, I did the only thing I thought would please Ed. I picked up a dinner check at the Beverly Hills Hotel for fifteen hundred dollars.

Unfortunately for the staff, the one thing Ed hadn’t done was put his successor in place. Bryce Wilcox came to us out of nowhere. Bryce was chosen by Fenton Boles, the oily dwarf who had murdered his way up to CEO of The Padgett Group. Bryce’s single qualification was that he was the assistant managing editor of Celebrity Parade, the man responsible for putting some of the movie stars on the cover that Les Padgett married. As I look back on it, I think Bryce must have got the job because he was a golf nut and convinced Fenton Boles that a sports magazine should have a sporting fellow as m.e.

Bryce would have his brain locks, but I didn’t regard him as quite as big a sap as did some others on the staff. I had been getting along with him for four years. He understood that my by-line was of a certain value. Therefore, I was doing the same job for Bryce that I had done for Ed Maxwell. I was writing a thousand-word column every week on the back page, subject of my choice. I would occasionally write a lead if there was no game-story writer on the scene, which was the case in Switzerland at the Lauberhorn. For these chores, I was now earning a hundred and fifty thousand a year.

Which was all the more reason why Christine didn’t like to hear me complain. She knew how much money I made, thanks to Ralph Webber, the old salary detective in the office.

“Complaining is part of the deal,” I said to Christine at the sidewalk cafe in Wengen. “If you don’t complain a lot, people get the idea you don’t do anything but have fun—go to sports events with parking passes and working-press credentials that put you on the inside of everything and give you the best seat in the house. People don’t think about the writing part. I live with idiots who come up to me, and say, ‘Are those your words in the magazine? I mean, do you just write them or what?’ ”

I told Christine the story again, maybe for the fifth time, about the guy who sat next to me on a flight to Houston one day. He kept looking at me as if he recognized my column picture. Finally, he summoned up the courage to nudge me, and say, “Listen, I really like your sentence putting-togetherness, paragraph-wise.”

Such things, I said, were responsible for my premature gray hair, my height shrinking to six feet, and the fixed sardonic expression on my face that made it seem like I was about to complain about something, even when I wasn’t.

I said my salary might sound like a lot of money to a researcher, but it wasn’t much money if you were feebleminded enough for your primary residence to be in New York City, where it was a known fact that the federal, city, and state taxes eat like a Labrador retriever. It wasn’t a lot of money if your job had cost you three wives, two of whom you had been in love with and one of whom you had liked tremendously. It wasn’t a lot of money if you had been separated from your only son most of his life and he was now in his eighth year of college. And it wasn’t a lot of money if you were now fifty-four years old and in a death struggle with the exact opposite of a stiff dick and a limber back.

I asked Christine to consider the arithmetic. After federal, state, and city taxes, I brought home only $75,000 a year. The mortgage payment on my two-bedroom co-op at 72nd and Third Avenue was $30,000 a year. The maintenance on my co-op was $12,000 a year. The monthly bills in New York, whether I was in town or not, added up to another $12,000. The annual tuition for James Junior, who was now at the University of Georgia after pursuing a phantom degree at TCU, Oklahoma, and Auburn, was $10,000 a year. I loved that kid, I said, and some of my fondest memories were those rare times when I had been, able to take him on trips with me and introduce him to a Roger Staubach or an O. J. Simpson or a Jack Nicklaus, and I still laughed about the time when he was twelve and said his favorite soup came out of the vending machine in the Minneapolis airport and his favorite salad dressing was what they served on Delta Airlines, but nevertheless these days his gasoline, beer, golf balls, guns, drugs, and ammo were costing me $5,000 a year. His mother and my first ex-wife, Earlene, was getting $400 a month, or roughly $5,000 a year for dental bills, auto repairs, and hush money. On the plus side, my other ex-wives, Janice and Priscilla, didn’t need any money. They were both married to rich guys now. This left $1,000 to dole out regularly to my co-op building staff—the doormen, hallmen, and handymen—a bribe to keep the doormen, hallmen, and handymen from burglarizing my apartment when I was on the road, which was constantly.

Take away my expense account, I said to Christine, and I might as well be one of the homeless, sleeping in the tunnels under Grand Central Station.

Christine had no sympathy, as I might have suspected, for in order to survive in Manhattan, she was sharing a third-floor walkup in the Village with two other researchers, Joel from World Events and Rachel from Celebrity Parade.

“You poor thing,” she said, snottily, and we went to cover the ski race.
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THE FIRST RACER ON THE course was Pepi Henkel, the arrogant Austrian. The big electronic scoreboard near the finish line flashed his interval at 1.03.98. The point nine-eight might be vital because ski races are usually, if not frivolously, decided by fractions of a second. I was often entertained at my typewriter when I would think to myself that I was making a hero out of a guy who had skied two miles down a mountain and had defeated his nearest competitor by two one-hundredths of a second. It wasn’t as though he had broken six tackles and dashed for a touchdown in the Rose Bowl, or birdied the last three holes to win the Masters, or hit a game-winning World Series home run in the ninth inning off a left-hander throwing gas. The skier hadn’t even raced the guy side-by-side. All he had done was avoid falling down better than the other racers, but I would have to appear authoritative and say it was perfectly obvious that the winner had been quicker at the top, faster on the steep, smoother on the flat, and more fearless when he negotiated Das Nose of Der Rabbit, the most dangerous turn on the course. It was silly. But so was putting funny things on your feet and wanting to plunge down a mountain at eighty miles an hour.

The Austrian, low in his gleaming yellow racing suit and helmet, suddenly came into view, soaring off a ledge. He landed easily, went into a fetal position, and schussed under the finish banner.

Austrian flags waved in the crowd, and a chorus of a thousand Himmlers, going ohhh-ahhh, accompanied him to a scratchy stop. He was clocked in 2.05.28. When the next eight racers were slower, Pepi Henkel began to pose for the dozens of photographers surrounding him, one of whom was our man, Shag Monti.

Pepi made sure all of his logos were on display, especially the logo on his skis, which he removed and held in a vertical position near his photo-op heart.

Christine advised me that Pepi Henkel was earning more than two hundred and fifty thousand a year for using that particular make of skis—Panzer-Messerschmitts, or something like that—and another two hundred and fifty thousand for using specific brands of boots, bindings, poles, goggles, and sun creams.

Not bad, I thought, for a young Austrian with the brain of a rooster and the personality of a rock formation who would never know how to do anything in life but ski and fuck himself into comas. But I didn’t envy him all the unhappy, middleaged American wives he would have to be fucking ten years from now when he was running the ski school in Vail. That would be tougher duty than sportswriting, surely.

Just then, Pepi stopped grinning and stared up at the electronic scoreboard. Emile Louvois was on the course and the Frenchman’s interval was faster than anyone by a full second.

Louvois lost part of his lead on a mogul or a turn somewhere—how was anyone at the finish to know? But in his French blue racing suit and matching helmet, he tucked his way into our sight and came under the finish banner in 2.05.20, or eight one-hundredths of a second faster than Pepi Henkel.

The Frenchman saw his name flicker to the top of the scoreboard and raised his arms in victory. French flags emerged in the crowd and people shouted things that sounded to me like, “Cafe-croissant chateau!”

The Austrian scowled, as the photographers fled from him.

I scowled, too, but for another reason.

“That French prick just made a genius out of Bryce,” I said to Christine. “Bryce can’t wait to tell everybody on thirty-three how he closed the cover early and saved forty thousand dollars, he was so sure Louvois would win the race. He’ll be a hero at the weekly managing editors’ luncheon, pointing out how much smarter he is than the writer and researcher he sent over here.”

“Louvois was fantastic,” Christine gulped. “Did you see how he took the last bump? He was very low. He won it at the bottom.”

“He did?”

“Oh, yes.”

“Remind me of that when I’m typing.”

With nothing better to do at the moment, I went with Christine to stand in the midst of the other writers and photographers—shooters, they like to call themselves—who were encircling Louvois.

Shag Monti, our ace shooter, was in the throng, busily sputtering Nikon motor. Other cameras hung around his grimy relic of a safari jacket. Shag was a Renaissance man, a fading memory of the sixties. Ex-dope dealer, ex-carpenter, ex-tennis pro, ex-waiter, ex-guitarist. His hair was still long and matted, his body lean, his chin bearded. He took pride in his nickname of Earth Dude.

I tried not to hang out much with shooters. They couldn’t talk about anything but lighting and lenses. They made their own travel arrangements, stayed in their own hotels, mingled with their own kind.

“Earth Dude,” I said, acknowledging Shag.

“Hey, man,” he said. “What it is?”

“Raclette and fondue.”

“I’m blimped out, man. Fondue fever.”

I asked if he had been assigned to Innsbruck.

“I’m there,” he said, “but it’s gonna be a long three weeks if I don’t score some discipline.”

Dope, he meant.

For a moment, I listened to the Frenchman’s babble.

“Yes, it was in my mind to do well,” Louvois was saying. “Yes, the winning is better than the losing. Yes, I must give credit to my skis. Yes, the skiing is very good in my village. Yes, my father owns the pension where we live. Yes, I knew what I had to do, but, as you can see, I have done it, no?”

It was Christine who picked up on the frantic achtungs being shouted over the PA. She nudged me, then Shag, and called our attention to the electronic scoreboard.

A racer from the third seed, starting thirty-sixth, was on the course and his interval was a full two seconds faster than Louvois.

“Who is he?” I asked Christine.

She looked at the start list.

“Drin Hoxha,” she said.

“Drin Hoxha?” I responded. “That’s not a name, it’s a dance.”

“I’ve never heard of him,” Christine confessed.

Shag Monti said, “I better get a position in case the dude stands up.”

He shuffled away.

Delving into the press kit, Christine broke into a slight grin. “He’s an Albanian.”

“You’re shitting me?”

I don’t mind admitting that the prospect of an Albanian winning that race made my heart swell. Albania didn’t have any athletes. Albania didn’t have any people. Well, it had one person. Peter Lorre in Casablanca.

We heard roars from up on the hill, out of our sight, which indicated the Albanian was still on his skis.

“This is great,” Christine said, actually excited.

Now here came Drin Hoxha in his black-and-white racing suit and red helmet. He took a little too much air off the last bump and came down unsteadily, up on one ski, but he regained his balance and went into his tuck.

Our eyes darted from racer to clock, from clock to racer.

“Christ,” I said. “He can fall and still win.”

“Go, Drin!” Christine yelled.

I looked at her. “No cheering in the press box, please.”

Drin Hoxha then glided under the finish banner and our eyes shot to the electronic scoreboard. The Albanian not only won, he beat Emile Louvois by three seconds. In Alpine ski racing, that was a drowning.

“You’ve got some work to do,” I said to Christine, calmly. “We don’t know anything about this guy.”

“Not the kind of work you think.”

“What do you mean?” I said, innocently.

Coldly, she said, “I am not fucking an Albanian, Jim Tom.”
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PERSONALLY, I THOUGHT DRIN HOXHA even looked a little like Peter Lorre in Casablanca. He was a stubby fellow with a shiny face and distrustful eyes. I therefore concluded that the Lauberhorn had been won by a Monsieur Hugarte, who had shot two German couriers at the starting gate, robbed them of the letters of transit, and sped down the mountain to have a glass of wine in Rick’s Cafe Americain. Only this time he didn’t get arrested and dragged away by Claude Rains’ henchmen. He got rich from endorsements, bought the joint, scooped Ingrid Bergman, and became the most famous Albanian since Zog. When last seen, he was strolling toward the Winter Olympics with Emile Louvois, saying, “I know your name’s not Louie, but this looks like the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”

A lot of that, I fear, was in the story I wrote on the geezer-codger Olivetti in my room at the Regina that afternoon, a story Christine checked and faxed to New York for me.

I fully understood that when the story was received in New York, the deadening process would begin. It would first be handled by one of Bryce Wilcox’s glorified clerks, or senior editors, who were known to most of us as Drones One Through Ten. The story would then be passed along to an assistant managing editor named Lindsey Caperton, then to another assistant m.e. named Doug McNiff, and then it might be given a final trampling by Bryce himself, but only if Bryce had nothing better to do. In the end, the story might read as if it had been written from a pharaoh’s crypt.

Drones One Through Ten never stopped the rhythm of a piece completely. Drone One was usually too preoccupied with The Times crossword. Drone Two would be drunk from a four-hour lunch and slumped at his desk, pissing in his pants and muttering to himself, “Windy boy, windy boy.” Drone Three would be locked in his office, screwing a tall weepy woman from the copy room. Drone Four would be working on his seventh unpublished novel. Drone Five would be swimming laps at the West Side Y. Drone Six would be playing bridge in the art department. Drone Seven would be interviewing for a job at People. Drone Eight would be helping organize a labor union. Drone Nine would be searching for a slow-closing feature he had lost behind a filing cabinet. Drone Ten would be in Bryce’s office, trying to explain why he had forgotten to assign a photographer to shoot a Duke-Georgetown basketball game.

Whichever drone would “catch” my story—dronetalk—would only do the following: read it haphazardly, scratch out the most entertaining sentence in the lead, change every other comma to a period, kill the third paragraph, insert the word “happily” somewhere, replace the most crucial paragraph with something off the AP wire, kill the kicker line, and be rid of it.

The story would now find its way, either by taking flight from an outbox to an inbox or by flashing from one word-processing screen to another, to Lindsey Caperton’s office.

Lindsey was a devious, cherub-faced, lifelong SAE from the University of Virginia, now in his middle thirties, who had never written an interesting sentence in his life, particularly when he had covered pro football for a time, so Bryce had naturally promoted him to assistant m.e.

Lindsey was now in charge of putting a parenthesis in every paragraph he touched and pretending that he never liked anything in the magazine, story or photo, unless Bryce liked it, in which case Lindsey liked it enormously. In a story conference, you could always count on Lindsey to say one of two things: “You’re exactly right, Bryce,” or “I couldn’t agree more, Bryce.” Lindsey liked to tell staff members that his door was always open if anyone had a personal problem, but every staff member knew to be cautious about Lindsey and his door—it could be slammed on your neck.

Now the story, chock full of Lindsey’s parenthetical facts and observations, would reach the office of Doug McNiff, who for some wildly arcane reason was known as a “good word man.”

Doug’s great sorrow in life was that he hadn’t gone to an Ivy League school. He tried to compensate for this by affecting a British accent, which wasn’t easy for a man who came from Oklahoma City. The accent would come out of a void and disappear just as mysteriously. Doug also figured it enhanced his image never to remove the coat of his suit or loosen his tie as he sat in his office editing copy. He would sit erect at his desk, clearing his throat or humming old Broadway melodies, while he made theatrical slash marks with his blue pencil on the pages before him.

Equally infuriating was that Doug and Lindsey never dealt honestly with a writer. They would never say, “I don’t think this works,” or “This doesn’t seem clear to me.” What they would say was, “Bryce feels rather strongly that we owe the reader some clarity here,” or “Bryce rather imagines we can do without this paragraph.”

It was always on Bryce, the superior. But Bryce would seldom have seen the story at that point, so there would be no use going to Bryce to get something changed back the way you wanted it, if not the way it might be more accurate or make better sense. The only thing to do, if you were lucky enough to be around the office before the issue closed, was sneak into the copy room and work with the tall, weepy woman, Miriam Bowen, and get it fixed. For once the magazine was on the newsstands or in the hands of the subscribers, Bryce and Lindsey and Doug never looked at anything but the pictures.

When writers gathered for drinks at Fu’s Like Us, a hideous Chinese restaurant but friendly neighborhood tavern on the ground floor of our building in Rockefeller Center, the conversation nearly always got around to the baroque things that Doug or Lindsey had done, at one time or another, to somebody’s story. Their worst atrocities occurred when Bryce would glance at the rough file, fail to grasp the humor or subtlety in it, and instruct Doug or Lindsey to “liven it up.” If you were filing from out of town, as I was from Switzerland, the finished product could look as if Yorkshire terriers had been chewing on it.

An office joke turned up on the bulletin board in the main hall one day two years ago. Examples of Lindsey Caperton’s editing talent. Wayne Mohler and I were both accused of the joke. We collaborated, was what happened. What stayed on the bulletin board until Lindsey yanked it down was:

BY CHARLES DICKENS

It was the best of times—and, ironically—the worst of times.

BY HERMAN MELVILLE

Beats me why but somebody hung this moniker of Ishmael on me, but it stuck. You can call me that.

BY ERNEST HEMINGWAY

He was an old man (58 last October) who fished alone in a skiff (a small light sailing ship or rowboat) in the Gulf Stream (part of the Atlantic Ocean) and he had gone eighty-four days (a new NCAA record) without taking a fish (SM, July 18, 1951).

In Fu’s Like Us, I would argue that Doug McNiff could be more dangerous than Lindsey Caperton at times. Doug was always poised with “faster than a speeding bullet,” ready with his references to Frank Merriwell and Hairbreath Harry, and it scarcely need be said that he was a staunch advocate of the exclamation point.

Still burned into my soul was a job Doug had done on me when I covered a Super Bowl in Miami, one of those Super Bowls where Joe Montana won another one for the 49ers. Over the years, I felt I had said just about everything there was to say about Joe Montana, as had every other writer in Western culture, so I led with:

“Joe Montana, comma.”

Bryce didn’t get it and told Doug to “fix” it.

What appeared in the magazine, with MY by-line on it, was:

“Whoo-boy! Joe Montana did it again!”

When I returned to the office a few days later, I marched into Doug’s office, but not to call him a mangy motherfucker and a menace to journalism, as Wayne Mohler would have. I simply slumped against the door facing and asked Doug in a calm, pathetic voice how many more whoo-boys I might expect to find in my stuff in this calendar year.

Doug had smiled graciously, and said, “I rather liked your lead, Jim Tom, but Bryce felt it was a bit oblique. Did the best I could at a late hour. Nice piece, by the way.”

The poor bastard. We writers were already having our revenge on him. He lived in the far reaches of some gloomy county above Westchester in a town that didn’t even have a deli. He faced a two-and-a-half-hour commute to the city, one way. He was married to a loon named Claire who wore culottes and thought of herself as a ceramicist. Doug’s runaway daughter was thought to be on crack and laid up in Harlem, and his dropout teenage son, highly skilled in drive-by shootings, was last reported to have been sighted in the vicinity of Jacksonville, Florida.

In fairness, I guess I should say that these journalistic horrors I mention only happened to me when I wrote in the lead area, up front in the magazine. Nobody tampered much with my weekly column on the back page. Bryce assumed that my column was only read by a handful of cynics anyhow, but more important, it sold a full-page facing ad on the inside back cover, to J & B Scotch whisky one week and to Winston cigarettes the next. In Bryce’s mind, I wrote money, not a column.

It was Lindsey Caperton who called the Regina and told Christine that Bryce was “very disappointed” with my story. It seemed there had been far too much about the Albanian, who won the race, and far too little about the Frenchman, who was on the cover. Lindsey was running it through his word processor to do what he could to “save” it.

As Christine reported to me later in the Regina bar, Lindsey had been greatly troubled by one particular reference I had made in the piece. She was laughing so hard she could barely repeat the question Lindsey had asked her, which was:

“Who is Claude Rains?”
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I SAW NO REASON WHY Christine and I shouldn’t spend a couple of days in Geneva on the expense account. We needed the rest before we moved on to Innsbruck to get all tense and keyed-up over the Winter Olympics. Geneva is one of the great eating cities. I rank it up there with Buenos Aires, Brussels, Rome, Paris, Fort Worth, and Austin in this respect, although the Texas towns only come into it for barbecue and Tex-Mex, which was what I dreamed about that winter when I wasn’t dreaming about killing people.

In Geneva, the management of Le Hotel Richmond was acquainted with me from previous visits; thus I was able to get us each a room with a balcony and a view of the lake for only four hundred and fifty dollars a night. The hotel was conveniently situated, near the only place I wanted to dine, but for Christine’s enjoyment, it was also near all of the elegant shops where you can watch Arabs buy emerald elephant’s eyes for no more than eighty-nine thousand dollars and change. Over the years, I had seen West Germans buy diamond-studded cake pans in Geneva, Japanese buy diamond-studded golf clubs in Geneva, and I had seen my first pair of diamond-studded Guccis on a North Vietnamese diplomat in Geneva.

I made Christine eat three meals at Cafe de Paris. I had been going to Cafe de Paris for many winters. Nothing fancy about the place. It was more the equivalent of a Swiss diner. You only needed to say one thing to the slow-moving waiter: “Bring it on, s’il vous plait.”

What would be brought on was the only dish the restaurant served, a Cafe de Paris steak, which came out lean and sizzling on a platter with French fries and a green salad. The steak would swim around in a delicate brownish-gold sauce. The true gourmet would slosh the French fries and salad around in the same sauce. All this, along with three Scotches, came close to being my favorite meal, European category.

After dinner the second night, we hit a nightclub in Geneva’s Old Town. The first highlight of the show was hearing a male vocalist sing, “My kind of town, Geneva is,” then “I left my heart on Zurich’s Bahnhofstrasse.” The second highlight was the headliner, a stripper named Heike. She was made up to resemble, I think, Marilyn Monroe, for the benefit of the Japanese businessmen in the audience.

Heike’s act started slowly but she finished in a blaze of glory. Her main prop on stage was a Honda motorcycle. The engine miraculously cranked up on its own each time Heike went down on the gas cap or dry-fucked the rear fender.

Eventually, we returned to the Richmond and made the hotel bartender wealthy. We both got a little drunk, I’m afraid, or why else would I have pulled my chair closer to Christine’s, slipped my arm around her, and said, “I love you, my treasure. I want to marry you”?

Christine didn’t remove my arm, but she said, “You don’t love me and I’m not going to marry you.”

“Why not?” I said. “I’m available and you’re a borderline spinster.”
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