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for my dear wife, Mary


No matter how much time I have left with you,


it isn’t enough.




and for my dear friend Reuven Frank


Referring to television, Reuven once told me,


“In the kingdom of the blind, the one-eyed man


is a consultant.”


I was never quite sure what Reuven meant by that,


but I believed him.







You never know what worse luck your bad luck has saved you from.


—CORMAC MCCARTHY
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It happened on a bleak Friday afternoon in late November…












 



It happened on a bleak Friday afternoon in late November in the year 2011. That’s when the hand shot out and grabbed him.


The assault took place during one of those cold spells that occur with regularity between Thanksgiving and Christmas. A blustery wind whipped around street corners and made life miserable. It was the kind of cold New Yorkers say goes right through you. The streets were filled with bundled-up shoppers in overcoats and scarves, executives wearing dark blue cashmere topcoats, tourists shivering in mackinaws, earmuffs, and Yankee baseball caps just purchased from street vendors.


The fingers that took hold of him were so strong he could feel the pressure through his fur-lined raincoat, sport coat, turtleneck sweater, and the two undershirts beneath. The man had been lost in thought walking along the east side of Madison Avenue when the attack took place. He experienced a thick feeling of terror grip his chest like an iron vise. He was sure he would soon be fighting for his life against a demented lunatic right there in the middle of the pavement. He could see tomorrow morning’s Post headline:






CRAZE-O MURDERS FAMOUS TV


PRODUCER ON UPPER EAST SIDE








The hand spun him around. As the producer came face-to-face with his assailant, he couldn’t believe his eyes. The hand with the powerful grip belonged to a pathetic old cripple!


The producer was relieved.


He wouldn’t have to physically defend himself against a crazed maniac after all. Quite the contrary. His assailant was powerless and disabled, old and sickly to boot. The geezer had to be in his eighties, guessed the producer. The old man’s strong grip came from years of supporting himself on a crutch. He had been frightened by a lame, emaciated bum, frail and misshapen.


The cripple had a face full of liver spots. He hadn’t shaved in days. His sparse beard was filthy. Crumbs of food were embedded in it. His lips were chapped, split in some places, with several sores on them. The old cripple’s entire right side was tilted down toward the street. His right arm hung limply by his side. His right leg appeared to be almost useless. It was obvious he’d suffered a stroke. The cripple wore a seedy, weather-beaten fedora and a torn and stained overcoat worn more for protection than looks, like a turtle’s carapace. The coat was held together by one button and several large safety pins. Portions of dirty socks protruded through the sides of his old, cracked shoes.


The producer’s relief turned immediately to violent machismo. He pulled away from the filthy clutching fingers with a violent jerk. When he did, the old cripple stumbled backward one or two steps. Several passersby scowled at the man for being so arrogant and physical with someone so old and less fortunate than himself.


The cripple seemed unperturbed.


The producer was furious. Goddamn it, he thought, why do I always attract the lunatic fringe? Why does every panhandler follow me down the entire length of the street asking for money, waving his filthy paper cup in my face? How come every hobo carrying a billboard on his back shoves his flyers into my stomach and every pedestrian with the flu coughs and sneezes in my direction when he walks by? And why does every nitwit in Manhattan stop me to give me his god-awful television ideas? As sure as I’m standing here, this derelict has the best television show ever created by man.


“What do you think you’re doing?” hissed the producer.


“Aren’t you…aren’t you the guy who—?”


“I’m not anyone you should be the least bit concerned about.”


“But you are, aren’t you? You’re the famous—”


The cripple slurred his words when he talked. Yellowish spittle gathered in the corners of his mouth and saliva drippings covered his chin. Nothing about the poor soul was the least bit appealing.


“I’m not famous.”


“Yes, you are.”


“Just go away, you son of a bitch, and leave me alone.”


“Easy now, mister. There’s no need for that kind of language. Show a little respect for your elders. Just tell me whether you are or are not the big-shot television producer who had all those game and reality shows on the air. The one I’ve been wanting to talk to for an entire year. No, more like praying to talk to. Well, come on, you are, aren’t you?”


“I’m a television producer, but I’m not famous. Now go away.”


“Ha! I knew you were famous and I know who you are. You’re—”


“Didn’t I just tell you to go away? Where do you get off grabbing my shoulder, anybody’s shoulder, you bent and misshapen piece of scheise.”


“I must talk to you,” said the cripple, immune to slurs. “I’m sure you won’t believe your ears when I tell you what I’m going to tell you. Or your eyes when you see what I have to show you. You’ll—”


“You’re not going to show me a damn thing. Now go away, do you hear?”


“Like I was saying, you’ll want to hear what I have to say because…because…” The cripple suddenly stopped speaking and started coughing. Violently. The spasms turned his white face red as the poor man gasped for breath. The cripple’s helpless coughing momentarily mesmerized the producer. It caused him to stare at the sick shell of a man and wonder when he would quit his awful hacking. Other pedestrians stopped walking and regarded the cripple as they passed. Eventually the cripple was able to get his coughing under control, and when he did he continued speaking as if nothing had happened. “…because it’s important I speak with you. Very very very important. Three verys.” The cripple cackled.


“I’m sure what you have to discuss is important,” said the producer. “Every misfit walking the streets of this city always wants to talk to me about something important, usually some incredible television idea, the best ever created by man. Or the beggar wants money for something. Okay, okay, I’ll give you a couple of dol—”


“I don’t want your goddamn money!” snapped the cripple, fuming. He took a deep breath. “God knows I can use it, but I don’t want it. I didn’t stop you to ask for money. I stopped you because I want to offer you something that I am sure will make you money. Tons of it. And some most assuredly for me too. I just want you to come to my room and hear what I have to say and see what I have to show you. I can explain everything…and…and you know…a picture is worth a thousand words, right? When I show you my video you’ll see what I mean. I need you to come to my apartment because I don’t want to take the video out into the street. You’ll understand why when you see it. It’s the most incredible television idea—”


“See! Of course it’s an incredible television idea. Didn’t I tell you every miscreant on the street has an incredible television idea? It’s always an incredible television idea. Not just a good television idea but an incredible television idea. Do you have any idea how many times I am approached with incredible television ideas in a given week?” The producer shook his head, taking a moment to think angry thoughts. “Besides, I don’t develop television program ideas anymore, Bozo, especially someone else’s television idea. I never did that. I only develop my own ideas. Besides, I quit the damn television business long ago, and—”


“Not that long ago. Not really. What’s it been? Five years?”


“Ten.”


“Okay, ten. If it’s been ten years, then it’s time for you to get back into the fray.” The cripple smiled.


“Don’t you presume to tell me—”


“You won’t believe this idea of mine,” continued the cripple. “You must hear what I have to explain to you and see what I have to show you in private. It’s extremely important you see the videotape. It’s also important that it be just the two of us. After you hear what I have to say and see the tape, you’ll understand. I promise you, I absolutely promise you, you’ll beg me to let you do my program idea posthaste. You’re the one person alive who’s smart enough to understand what I intend to show you and do something about it.”


A passing ambulance’s screaming siren momentarily stopped the two men’s exchange. During the lull, the producer thought to himself, maybe this creep will go away peacefully if I just speak calmly and nicely to him.


“Look, old man,” he said calmly and nicely, even trying to smile a bit, which was difficult, for the producer never smiled, “you’ve got the wrong guy. I don’t have all the contacts with the networks and syndicators I used to have. I would have a hard time getting an idea of my own done these days. Believe me, that’s true. Good-bye, old man.”


The producer turned and started to walk away.


“That’s bullshit,” yelled the old cripple, limping after him.


 


Vera Bundle decided to make herself a cup of afternoon tea in the kitchen of her home in Steubenville, Ohio.


Steubenville’s just across the Ohio-Pennsylvania border on the Ohio side, a bit west of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, and north of Wheeling, West Virginia. Like Pittsburgh, Steubenville’s a steel town. They make a lot of it there. Or used to. They also have some fairly large paper mills in Steubenville and more whorehouses than most cities of comparable size. Steubenville’s a gray, depressing city. Its population has been trending downward since 1980. Roughly twenty thousand people live there now.


Dean Martin grew up in Steubenville.


Vera Bundle did too.


Short and plump, Vera Bundle was in her midseventies and still relatively spry for her age. She was never seriously sick and had good color. Her hair was frizzy and naturally brown. She kept it cut short and worn in a pageboy. The bangs running across her forehead resembled dead weeds, making Vera appear even more dowdy than she was, which was seriously dowdy. Vera Bundle tended to wear plain, formless dresses, usually under an apron tied in the back. She always wore sensible shoes on her slightly large feet and favored small hats when she went out. Vera had a nice smile but didn’t use it often. That’s because Vera Bundle rarely had a lot to smile about.


Vera always wore a pair of granny spectacles that rested on the bridge of her red and veiny nose. The hundreds of tiny purple veins came from years of drinking “occasional” glasses of sherry and frequent shots of J&B scotch. She drank mostly out of boredom and more now than she had in the past. Even Vera noticed how her drinking had increased. She guessed it was due to her becoming more and more uninterested and listless about life. She often wondered why over the past few years a gray curtain seemed to have dropped down in front of her. Why, the first word she said every morning when she woke was “damn.” Vera never used to wake up and say that. She used to be happy in the morning. It was the start of a brand-new day.


Now she said damn.


Vera missed her dear husband, Norville. More now than she had in the past. Perhaps that was the root of her unhappiness. Prolonged life without Norville—it had been almost fifty years—might very well be the cause of her depression. Well, it made sense, didn’t it? For one thing, she and Norville had done so many things together. Their daily breakfast ritual, going to the movies, reading in bed before going to sleep. The simple life. It was so much fun. And Norville was so funny! He could make Vera Bundle laugh louder and longer than anyone else she knew. But for so long now, Norville had been just plain dead Norville, a pile of bones in a beat-up casket in the cold, hard ground out there in Memorial Park Cemetery.


“I know this is a touchy subject, Vera, but you haven’t laughed or done much of anything since Norville passed,” said her friend Esther Wigton over tea one afternoon at the Conrad Hotel. The Conrad was the only hotel in Steubenville that served high tea at four P.M. “Norville died fifty years ago, Vera. Isn’t that time enough to mourn someone? You should have moved on years ago.”


Vera sighed. She had heard that speech maybe a thousand times from Esther.


Vera Bundle was retired now. She used to teach geography at PS 13, the grammar school in downtown Steubenville. Vera knew she would miss teaching after she retired, but enough was enough. At her farewell lunch she told the crowd as much. Actually it wasn’t exactly a crowd. Only four friends came to Vera’s retirement party.


“I think forty-five years is plenty of teaching for one person,” she told them.


The four friends nodded.


At the end of her short speech Vera thanked her friends for her going-away present. It was a Timex wristwatch they had all chipped in to buy her. “It’s something I will always cherish,” she said.


The four friends nodded.


Vera loved being retired. She finally had the time to concentrate on furthering her own education in her own way. It was something she had been doing part-time her entire life. Now she would be able to do it full-time. What that meant was she could study her Encyclopaedia Britannicas and National Geographics all day, all afternoon, and all night, if she so desired.


And she so desired.


Vera Bundle owned a complete set of the Encyclopaedia Britannica, all twenty-five volumes. Vera’s encyclopedia covers were made of imitation leather with gold-flecked borders. The twenty-five volumes were housed in a special custom-made bookcase that came with the set. It had taken Vera three years of saving from her bimonthly teaching paychecks and some of the money her husband Norville left her to purchase the set of encyclopedias complete with its own bookcase. It was an extravagance, but so what? Vera considered the investment the best she’d ever made. She adored her Encyclopaedia Britannicas.


Vera Bundle had her own special routine prior to perusing a volume of the Britannicas. First she made herself a cup of tea. She would pour the hot water into her cup, dip her tea bag once or twice (she didn’t like her tea too strong), add quite a bit of milk and two heaping teaspoons of sugar, and stir. Every time Vera made a cup of tea—every single time—she thought of her late husband Norville. How he used to say, “I like my tea like I like my women, Vera, hot and sweet.”


“Now you stop that, Norville Bundle,” Vera would reply, pretending to be angry.


“Aw, I’m only teasing you, Vera baby,” Norville always said, tickling her ribs with his index fingers, Vera wiggling around, trying to dodge his fingers but not trying to dodge his fingers. “Vera, you know you’re the only one I’ve ever loved.”


They’d joke around talking silly like that for a spell and then they’d hug and kiss…and…


God, she missed him.


After Vera Bundle finished stirring her tea, she added a shot glass, filled to the top, of J&B scotch. Vera never stirred the tea once the scotch was in the cup.


When her tea was prepared, Vera took two vanilla sugar wafers from the cookie tin in the cupboard and carried the tea and wafers on a small tray to her favorite armchair in the living room. She placed the tray on a tea table that was her mother’s, and her mother’s mother’s before that, going back maybe a hundred years or so. Once in the armchair, Vera pulled the chain that turned on the floor lamp with the imitation Tiffany shade. Vera used a hundred-watt bulb in the lamp. In the past she’d used lesser-watt bulbs, but in the last five years her eyes had become worse and worse. Now she was forced to wear store-bought glasses for reading, and her lightbulbs had increased from forty watts to sixty watts to the present hundred watts.


When Vera needed to buy store-bought glasses with a higher magnification or if she were compelled to go to a one-hundred-and-fifty-watt bulb, she vowed she would make an appointment with Dr. Duane Carper, the cute young eye doctor in Wheeling. Vera’s friend Esther Wigton constantly raved about Dr. Carper since seeing him a month ago. Vera was sure Esther had a crush on the eye doctor. When Vera was a young girl she could never have imagined a woman of sixty-plus years having a crush on anyone. She still couldn’t imagine it. Women of her age and Esther’s were much too old for those kinds of shenanigans. True, Esther Wigton was younger than she. Esther was in her midsixties. About the age Vera was when she met John. But Vera got over it real quick and Esther hadn’t gotten over anything. In fact, she was still acting downright childish. An example of this had happened just the other day at the Inn of the Sixth Happiness Tea & Sandwich Shop.


Esther said to Vera, “God, Dr. Carper’s sexy.”


“My goodness, Esther, Dr. Carper must be half your age!” said Vera.


“What’s age have to do with it? Duane’s a man and I’m a woman, for God’s sake.”


“Now it’s Duane, is it?”


“Oh, control yourself, Vera. I know how the subject of sex gets you all riled up.”


“No, you control yourself, Esther,” whispered Vera. “People at the other tables can hear you.”


“Oh, Vera, for heaven’s sake. You’re such a prude. So someone overhears us. So what?”


“So what?”


“Yes, so what? What’s wrong with getting a little at our age? Or at least dreaming about getting a little?”


“This entire conversation is absurd.”


“It’ll all stop being absurd, Vera, when you get the hots for some young man.”


“Get the hots. Honestly, Esther.”


Was that it? Had she gotten “the hots” for John?


“You’ll see, Vera. You’ll find yourself doing things you never imagined you would do in your life. That is, if you ever meet a younger man who gets your blood boiling.”


“Honestly, Esther. Gets my blood boiling. You are something.”


After making herself comfortable in her armchair, with a cup of tea sitting on the table beside her, Vera would take an encyclopedia from the bookcase, sniff its leather cover, then open the book and sniff the first page. She never tired of these delicious and familiar smells. After her sniffs, she usually examined the entire volume from cover to cover, riffling through its pages, lost in a wonderful world of facts and figures, historical data, exotic photographs, and maps and charts until something caught her eye. Then she would stop and read and read and read. She daydreamed of the faraway cities and countries she came across that she would never see, places with magical names like Al Jizah, Timbuktu, and Kilimanjaro.


“So much to read, so little time to do it,” Vera often said aloud.


Along with her beloved Encyclopaedia Britannicas, Vera had a subscription to National Geographic dating back to 1941, the year Vera started elementary school. The subscription was a gift from her Uncle Conrad Finley. Uncle Conrad would tell Vera, “You’ll get more out of one National Geographic than all the other textbooks you’ll ever read.”


Now, seventy years later, there were so many Geographics piled up in nice yellow stacks on her bedroom floor that sometimes she couldn’t move around. Occasionally a handyman friend of hers had to come to the house and make passageways to allow Vera to walk to bed at night or to the bathroom when she had to go.


Vera would be the first to admit that even with her Encyclopaedia Britannicas and National Geographicss, not a day went by when she wasn’t deeply discouraged and lonely. The few friends Vera had believed that her inability to get over her husband Norville’s passing was the reason behind Vera’s depression. They begged her over and over again to go out and find a man.


“At my age?” she often replied. “What a thought.”


Vera hadn’t lived with another man in fifty years. Maybe she should have looked for a husband right away like everyone told her to do. She was only twenty-seven back then, still young and good-looking, not all fat and dumpy the way she was now.


Heck, she thought, even in my sixties when I met John, I was still a fine-looking lady.


 


Daniel Patrick Brady was born in a row house on Stoneway Lane across the Philadelphia city line in a suburb called Bala Cynwyd, Pennsylvania. All the houses on Stoneway Lane had slate roofs, stone sidings, steps of stone, and little windows. Brady attended Bala Grammar School, which went as far as the sixth grade. It was there his schoolmates first called him DP.


In the fall the so-called varsity football team of little Bala Grammar School played St. Matthias Catholic. St. Matt’s was a large, gray building with a massive bell tower over the impressive wooden doors of its main entrance. St. Matt’s went as far as the eighth grade; consequently, the Catholic boys were two years older and much bigger than the Bala school twerps. With this advantage, the parochial school creamed the secular kids every year on the rocky field adjacent to the school. And by embarrassing scores too, like 84–0.


One evening at the dinner table, after a St. Matt’s–Bala football game, a young and bruised DP Brady asked his father whether he could continue his next two years of school at St. Matthias instead of the public junior high school.


“Why?” asked his father, a muscular, short-tempered, unsympathetic man named Flynn Brady. DP’s father owned a small appliance business in West Philadelphia. Flynn Brady wasn’t an easy man to live with. He didn’t involve himself with family problems. Just yelled a lot and drank a lot. “Those Catholic boys beat the shit out of you guys again?” he asked.


“Language,” said DP’s mother, a frail, short, thin, flat, sickly woman who tended to wear a lot of black.


“We’re Catholics, aren’t we?” asked Daniel Patrick. “So why can’t I go to a Catholic school?”


“All this because of a football game.” Flynn Brady shook his head. “Don’t worry, you’ll fill out. Right now you take after your mother, but you’ll fill out. Now shut up and eat your dinner,” said DP’s father, pointing a long finger with a dirty fingernail at the kid’s food. DP’s father was not very understanding.


Turning to his mother, DP asked, “We’re good Catholics, aren’t we?”


“Of course we are,” snapped DP’s father. He sat at the head of the table, his suit coat hanging from the back of his chair, his shirt collar open, his tie pulled down a notch or two, and his suspenders dangling by the sides of his pants.


“We don’t go to church every Sunday,” said his twelve-year-old son. “I don’t, and I don’t see the two of you going very much.”


“I’m tired on Sundays,” muttered DP’s father, not enjoying his son’s interrogation. “I work hard during the week, and—”


“We’re not very good Catholics,” said DP’s mother softly.


“Jesus Christ, Emma…” snorted Flynn Brady.


“Well, we’re not. God knows we’re going to pay for it too.”


“Why, if we’re Catholic,” asked young DP, “am I going to Bala Grammar School and not St. Matthias?”


“Answer him, Mother,” ordered Flynn Brady.


“I have nothing to say,” said Emma Brady.


DP’s father said, “They expect a yearly contribution to the church fund if your kid goes to St. Matt’s, that’s why.”


“That’s not true,” sighed DP’s mother.


DP’s father shook his head.


DP wasn’t always sure why his father shook his head. Discouraged? Disappointed? Something his mother said?


“I want to go to St. Matthias,” said the boy.


And so he did, completing his seventh and eighth grades there. And then on to high school at St. Joseph Prep School, not far from St. Matthias. It was at St. Joe Prep that Daniel Patrick Brady began his Jesuit education. When DP graduated from St. Joseph Prep School, he continued to stay in the neighborhood, entering St. Joseph College, a few blocks away.


DP Brady loved St. Joe. He lived with three classmates in a small apartment not far from school on City Line Avenue. He worked lunch and dinner behind the cash register in the college cafeteria to pay for some of his tuition expenses. Young DP Brady hadn’t “filled out” yet, as his father had promised, and though he couldn’t make any varsity team, DP was one of the school’s most popular students.


Senior year, he became the basketball team’s mascot.


St. Joe was a big-time basketball power and its mascot was a hawk. Being the hawk mascot called for someone with a lot of nervous and frenetic energy, more important than agility and athletic prowess. If you were chosen as the school’s hawk, you were awarded a full scholarship for your senior year along with a hawk costume, and were required to run around flapping the hawk’s wings for the entire game. The hawk was allowed to rest during halftime. Many tried out for the honored position, but only one was chosen.


Daniel Patrick Brady was chosen.


As the St. Joe hawk, DP traveled with the basketball team to Madison Square Garden for the National Invitation Basketball Tournament.


At the beginning of his senior year, DP Brady received a scholarship from the Jesuit Society of Philadelphia that would cover his senior year’s tuition. The society was investing in DP because they saw in him the makings of a profound Jesuit priest. Under Daniel Patrick Brady’s photo in the St. Joseph College yearbook it said: “A born leader.”


During DP’s last year at St. Joseph, he decided to become a priest. But not a Jesuit priest. A priest of the Catholic church. DP’s father wasn’t thrilled. His appliance business was growing and he was hoping his son would join him after he finished his education.


DP’s father was convinced this religious thing of his son’s would blow over like a nasty summer heat wave when DP was handed his diploma. Flynn Brady had already painted a sign saying BRADY & SON as a surprise graduation present for Daniel Patrick and bought him a nice Bulova wristwatch. DP accepted the watch but not the sign, and consequently the BRADY & SON unveiling on the roof of the store never happened.


It broke Flynn Brady’s heart.


He stored the sign in the basement of his appliance store.


Daniel Patrick Brady was accepted at St. Charles Borromeo Seminary on Lancaster Avenue and City Line, again not far from the family’s row house on Stoneway Lane. St. Charles Borromeo resembled Versailles. The seminary was an impressive collection of immaculate white stone buildings surrounded by a high black wrought-iron gate. St. Charles Borromeo stretched across acres and acres of well-kept formal gardens and hundreds of healthy and well-kept oak and maple trees.


Young Brady was one of one hundred students to enter the seminary. In one of the books he was given to study was written:



The Lord has sworn, and he will not repent:


“You are a priest forever…”


PSALM 110:4




DP Brady turned himself into a dedicated seminarian.


He graduated from St. Charles Borromeo with honors.


 


In 1999, when Billy Constable was eight years old, he walked over to the Bowling Green, Kentucky, fairgrounds, where the annual county fair was in progress. Billy roamed around watching the rides and listening to the calliope music. He was mesmerized by the Ferris wheel, the merry-go-round, the flying saucers, the loop-the-loop, and the many exciting booths.


All of a sudden something stopped Billy Constable dead in his tracks. It was the big hunting knife he noticed hanging above what turned out to be a very large roulette wheel. Billy didn’t know the first thing about roulette wheels or that the knife was a prize. All he knew was he wanted that hunting knife more than life itself.


Little Billy walked up to the man behind the roulette wheel counter and said, “Can I buy that there knife for fifty cent?”


Billy held up his half-dollar to show the man.


“No you can’t, sonny, you can’t buy it. But you can try and win it with your half-dollar.”


“How do I do that?”


“What you do is give me your fifty-cent piece and I’ll give you a chip. You put the chip on your favorite number on that there board over there. I spin this here wheel and when the wheel stops spinnin’ an’ the little rubber arrow ends up pointin’ at your number you get to keep that big ol’ huntin’ knife.”


“And if it don’t end up pointin’ at my number?”


“You lose your fifty-cent piece.”


“I wouldn’t want a do that. A fifty-cent piece’s a lotta money,” said Billy.


“Yeah, it is. Your ma and pa know you’re wanderin’ around this park wavin’ a fifty-cent piece around, sonny?”


“Nope. But they don’t much care what I do. An’ my house ain’t that far away. So should I give you my fifty-cent piece?”


“Don’t know what to tell you, sonny.”


“It’s the last fifty-cent piece I have from all the dollars I made mowin’ lawns this week.”


“How many dollars you make?”


“Three dollar. An’ sixty cent too. I bought myself some things yesterday. This is all I have left, this here fifty-cent piece. But I want that there knife real bad.”


“Don’t know what to tell you, sonny.”


“They don’t make fifty-cent pieces no more,” said little Billy.


“I know.”


“Someone give this to me. He said keep it for good luck.”


“So you gonna keep it?”


“No. I’m gonna put it on number twenty-two.”


“Why twenty-two?”


“Dunno.”


“Okay, give me your fifty-cent piece, sonny, and I’ll give you this blue chip. You go over there an’ put the chip on the number twenty-two. See where the numbers are?”


“Yeah, I see ’em,” said Billy.


Some grown-up people were standing around the numbers, not paying much attention to an eight-year-old kid with a blue chip. The grown-up people were too busy concentrating on the serious business of choosing their own numbers. Billy wiggled into where he could put his chip on number twenty-two.


When everybody had their bets down, the man spun the big roulette wheel. Billy shut his eyes, put his dirty hands over them, and held his breath until he heard the wheel come to a stop. When Billy opened his eyes, he saw the rubber arrow pointing directly at number twenty-two. The man behind the counter grinned from ear to ear, reached up and grabbed the big, scary-looking hunting knife, and handed it to Billy.


The knife measured about ten inches from the top of the handle to the tip of the blade. It came complete with a leather holster with a loop on the back that Billy could slide his belt through. Billy Constable strutted around town wearing that knife, the holster banging against his hip, for weeks and weeks. He even slept with it belted around the waist of his jammies.


When Billy Constable was eight years old he was a good-looking kid. Unfortunately, he wasn’t nearly as good-looking when he grew up. For one thing, Billy’s chin stopped growing. Also his freckles disappeared and he began losing his mop of dusty brown hair. He didn’t gain any weight. He just grew. Billy became tall and skinny and almost bald and chinless and bony and shy and introverted and I don’t know what else.


One day in late December 2011, Billy Constable turned nineteen and decided to leave his home in Bowling Green, Kentucky. “I’m gonna seek my fortune in New York City,” he told his parents the night before he left. Billy’s mother said just about the same thing his father had said, which was basically, “That’s nice.”


Billy couldn’t explain why he picked New York City or why he decided to leave home so close to Christmas. He just did. Billy’s folks didn’t care where he went or what he did when he got there. Ma and Pa Constable never gave a good goddamn what any of their nine kids did. They weren’t what you’d call loving or caring parents. They never beat their kids but they never hugged them, either. They just never paid them any attention.


So Billy Constable grabbed a Greyhound bus heading north. It was raining when Billy boarded the bus. It rained all that day and well into the night. The constant rain would have driven Billy crazy and the ride would have bored him to death if he wasn’t sitting next to a young stranger who seemed friendly.


Billy Constable was seated by the window. The stranger, who was one of the last to board the bus, sat next to him on the aisle.


They didn’t know it yet, but the stranger and Billy Constable were the same age, easygoing, and fun to be around. They were skinny as sticks with maybe a total of two hundred and fifty pounds between them. Both were from the South, heading north to start anew. Both were young and hadn’t done much with their lives so far. And neither one of the boys was afraid to risk some of his loose change on various wagers. This last trait quickly endeared them to each other.


But that’s where the similarities ended.


The stranger was outgoing and extroverted. Billy Constable was shy and mostly kept to himself. The stranger had lots of red hair. Billy was going bald. The stranger was dressed like a country bumpkin. He wore a leather porkpie hat and a torn denim jacket and jeans. His T-shirt advertised the John Deere Company. His jeans were cut so high above his ankles you could see his skin over the tops of his socks. Billy had on his best (and only) sport coat, tie, and dress shirt. Stuff he wore to church.


“You from Bowling Green?” asked the young stranger shortly after they were seated.


“Yep. You too?” asked Billy, looking out his window even though the bus was still in the terminal.


“No. I’m from Knoxville. Hitched a ride to Bowling Green. What’s your name?”


“Name’s Billy. Billy Constable. What’s yours?”


“Jimmy Joel Jenks,” he told Billy’s back. “Where you headin’, Billy?”


“New York City,” he answered, still staring out the window. Billy preferred to look out his window rather than into the stranger’s eyes. Billy didn’t like to look into a stranger’s eyes. In fact, Billy didn’t like to look into anybody’s eyes. Not at first. “Where you goin’, Jimmy Joel?” he asked the window.


“Anywhere that suits me.”


“How will you know when you find a place that suits you?”


“I’ll know.”


“Have any idea where that might be?”


“Don’t know the answer to that question,” replied Jimmy Joel Jenks, his warm smile wasted on the back of Billy’s head. “You say you’re goin’ to New York City?”


“Yep.”


“Reckon I’ll go there too.”


That’s when Billy Constable turned from the window and faced Jimmy Joel Jenks. “Reckon you’ll go there too?” he asked, his eyes all squinty with seriousness, which was what happened when Billy talked serious.


“Yeah. Why not?” said Jimmy Joel Jenks.


“You’re goin’ to New York City just ’cause I said I was goin’ to New York City?”


“It’s as good a reason as any.”


During their rainy ride north, Billy Constable pocketed a little over a dollar of Jimmy Joel Jenks’s loose change betting on raindrops. Billy chose one raindrop up at the top of their window and Jimmy Joel another. The winner was the one whose raindrop arrived at the bottom of the window first. Sometimes the boys got to yelling and rooting so hard for their raindrop they’d wake up other passengers who were sleeping. Or trying to. Some of the passengers would curse and say nasty things to the boys, but they continued betting on raindrops anyway.


“Lord Almighty, Billy,” said Jimmy Joel Jenks when he was finally out of change. “How you always know which damn raindrop’s goin’ to get down to the bottom first?”


“Just lucky, I guess,” answered Billy Constable.


It was snowing and very cold in Manhattan. There were Christmas decorations already on storefronts, Christmas trees on traffic islands, and wreaths on lampposts.


The boys split up at the main entrance to the Port Authority bus depot on Eighth Avenue. They understood they had been through a baptism of sorts, leaving home close to Christmas and coming to New York together like they did.


“Take care, Jimmy Joel, y’hear?” said Billy Constable.


“You take care a yourself too,” said Jimmy Joel, the condensation coming out of both their mouths when they talked, as if they were smoking cigarettes.


They hugged each other fondly in parting, smacking each other’s back.


Billy Constable checked into the McBurney YMCA at 125 West 14th Street. The room was cheap and clean. The next day he began pounding the streets looking for a job. When he wasn’t looking for a job in the newspapers’ want ads, he was drinking coffee and eating doughnuts in a corner coffee shop named Benny’s Downtown Diner.


Eventually Billy found a position as a boxer. Not a prizefighter; Billy folded men’s suits and packed the suits into boxes in a clothing factory’s shipping department. He was taught how to fold the suits in a special way by another boxer, a black man named Luther something-or-other. Luther something-or-other showed Billy how to fold a suit so the suit could travel clear across the country and arrive at its destination without a single crease.


Soon after Billy was established as a boxer in the clothing factory, he found and rented a small one-room apartment in the basement of a West Village brownstone. The apartment had some furniture in it already, including a bed. The rent was reasonable.


Billy felt lucky.


Everything seemed to be falling into place easier than he’d expected. He had a decent job, money in his pocket, and a place to live. He had a new friend named Jimmy Joel Jenks.


And then Billy met Sonny Lieberman.


 


The cripple refused to let the producer get away. Not after finally finding the bastard and getting within speaking distance. He wasn’t the least bit concerned that he was causing a disturbance, standing on Madison Avenue in the middle of the pavement with tons of shoppers about, yelling at this guy like he was. Hell, they could have been arguing in the Macy’s Department Store front window for all he cared. The cripple was convinced the fate of his entire project rested in this man’s hands, and he absolutely could not allow the lucky happenstance to fail.


“You still have programs on the air in reruns, don’t you?” asked the cripple. “Plenty of them. You haven’t been out of the business like you say you have. Your saying you’ve been out of business is unadulterated malarkey. All the network honchos and syndicators remember your name. I wouldn’t be surprised if some of the network honchos and syndicators still know you personally. You still have clout. Plenty of it. So don’t give me that crap about your contacts drying up.”


The producer stopped walking. He had to. The cripple was limping after him, shouting his accusations, making an embarrassing scene. The producer hated embarrassing scenes.


The producer turned and said, “Look here, you ignorant fool, just—”


“Hell, if it wasn’t for your programs,” shouted the cripple, “they wouldn’t have anything to run on the Game Show Channel, would they? As I see it, you really haven’t left the business at all. Your star hasn’t diminished and neither has your pull. Not as much as you say.”


“Listen,” said the producer, unable to believe he was still having a conversation with this lowlife, “I left the business because I was sick of it. I’m still sick of it. My feelings haven’t changed one iota.”


“I beg to differ,” sneered the cripple. “I don’t think you left the business, as you call it, because you were sick of it. I think you left the business because you were able to put a zillion dollars in your pocket. I read all about your big killing in the trades.” The cripple started coughing again. New spasms, more savage and more uncontrollable than before, turned the sorrowful old soul into someone more helpless and pitiful. His arms waved about like a puppet’s. His back was hunched. Once again pedestrians watched as they walked by. The producer, his eyes riveted on the cripple, waited for what seemed like an eternity for the old fool to stop coughing.


When the cripple finally finished hacking, his hand shot out like a striking snake and stuffed a piece of paper into the producer’s coat pocket. As soon as the paper was safely tucked away, the cripple quickly retracted his hand and smiled.


The producer was appalled. When he got home he would send the coat to the cleaners immediately. “Damn him,” the producer said under his breath, feeling more and more queasy as he looked at the smiling bum’s infected gums and yellow teeth, teeth that were still in his mouth.


“When you sold your company, how long were you contractually not allowed back into television?” asked the relentless cripple.


“Five years,” mumbled the producer.


“It’s 2011 now, so your banishment’s over with. God, I have a toothache. Hurts like hell. Do you know a good dentist?” The cripple rubbed his left cheek. “So now you can come back to television, right? Could have come back years ago if you wanted to.”


“Yes, I could have come back years ago,” allowed the producer, “and no, I don’t know a dentist.”


“I don’t have a phone in my room,” explained the cripple. “But my name and the number of a pay phone down the hall are on the piece of paper I just put into your raincoat pocket.”


The cripple coughed several times quite loudly but quickly recovered. The cripple seemed to understand that what little hope he had of the famous producer coming to see him depended upon stopping the coughing immediately.


“It takes me a while to get to the pay phone,” said the cripple, trying to clear his throat. “This damn leg, you know.” The cripple presented a paralyzed leg with a flourish of his left hand as if introducing a vaudeville act. “So let the phone ring. There’s nobody on my floor during the day but me. They’re all working.” He took a deep breath, struggling to prevent another coughing attack. He inhaled deeply, gulping air like a drowning man. “Damn emphysema. Thank you, R. J. Reynolds and Company,” he whispered.


When the cripple regained control of himself, he said as calmly as he could, “I never thought I’d find you. You’re not listed in the phone book and I don’t know anyone who knows where you live. You keep your life extremely private, don’t you? Fate has brought us together so that we both can become rich and famous. In my case, rich and famous again. In your case, richer and more famous.” The cripple gave a quick cackle, then said, “You’ve got to come to my apartment and let me show you my videotape.” In desperation, the cripple grabbed a handful of the producer’s overcoat and pleaded, “You’ve just got to.”


The producer yanked his coat away from the cripple with such a burst of violence it caused the bum to almost fall once again, and his coughing to return, outbursts so explosive they made the cripple’s eyes water and his nose run. Once again the cripple found himself spraying his revolting spittle about, this time more heavily than before. He tried to stop scattering phlegm by coughing into the crook of his arm. It helped.


The cripple’s horrible hacking wasn’t helping the producer’s disposition. He considered the cripple the most revolting person he’d ever met. He wondered if this panhandler, coughing as violently as he was, might expire right there in front of him on Madison Avenue. He hoped so.


“Enough of this,” hissed the producer. “Enough! I don’t want to look at you or listen to you anymore. And blow your goddamn nose. Snot’s running down your upper lip, for Christ sake.”


The cripple was quite aware the producer had had about as much as he could take. He could only shrug his shoulders and say, “I’m pathetic, I know that. You think I don’t know that? I know, but what can I do? As Popeye said, ‘I yam what I yam.’” The cripple cackled.


The producer said nothing.


The cripple smiled, pulled a filthy handkerchief from an overcoat pocket, and blew his nose. Out of courtesy the cripple turned his head when he did. He blew his nose loudly. And while he was at it he hacked a glob of spit into the handkerchief for good measure. The cripple studied the spew to see if it was green, yellow, or white.


“My doctor told me to check out what I cough up. He said if my sputum was white, it was okay. If it was yellowish, he said it was not great but not real bad. If it was green, it was bad. Mine’s yellow.”


“I’m thrilled to hear that,” said the producer.


The old cripple put the handkerchief back in his coat pocket.


“Handkerchiefs are revolting relics of bygone times,” he commented. “They just don’t make sense. Sneeze and cough into them, then put them back in your pocket only to sneeze and cough into them a few minutes later. Walk around with a collection of your entire day’s snot in your pocket. On the other hand, one doesn’t have to carry a handkerchief anymore, does one? They’ve got Kleenex now. But would you believe I can’t afford Kleenex? I go through box after box. Doesn’t pay. Better to carry a handkerchief. A footnote on my fall from grace. Can’t even afford Kleenex anymore. You’re absolutely sure you can’t recommend a dentist?”


“Good-bye, Mr….”


“Hey!” shouted the cripple, taking a few limps forward. “I know I’m not a very pleasant person to look at, let alone talk to. I also know you won’t believe me when I tell you this, but I used to be respected and rich. That was many years ago. I’m eighty-one. Be eighty-two next June. Old age sucks. The only good thing about it is, it doesn’t last very long. Me, I’m just about worn-out now, but back then, back in the sixties and seventies, I was hot as a pistol. Had more energy than ten of you combined. And enough money to live happily ever after. But times change. Things happen. Now I can’t even afford Kleenex. Now I’m not worth a fart in a wind tunnel. Shit. Life’s funny, isn’t it? ‘All the best days of life slip away first. Illness and dreary old age and pain sneak up, and the fierceness of harsh death snatches us away.’ Virgil.” The cripple shook his head despondently. “I can tell you my life story some other time. Virgil gave you the short version. As if you’re interested in my life story.”


The slovenly geezer started coughing again.


When he stopped, he said, “Listen, I’ve got to speak to you. You won’t be sorry to hear what I have to say nor sorry to see what I have to show you. And more important, the timing is perfect. Perfect!”


“Perfect for what?”


“Perfect for making it happen.”


“Making what happen?”


“Trust me, it will be worth it,” said the cripple. “My father used to say never trust someone who says ‘trust me.’ But trust me.”


The producer said nothing.


“Listen. That piece of paper I stuck in your coat pocket with my name and number on it? I carry it in case I drop dead. That way at least somebody will know who I am and they can notify my family. No. No. Just joking. I don’t have any family left to telephone. I always carry the paper with my name and telephone number on it on the off chance I’ll bump into you. You think you can force yourself to believe that? So please call me.”


“I’ll call you,” said the producer, willing to say anything to get rid of the walking pestilence.


The cripple knew chances were slim that the producer would truly telephone. “I hope you do call,” the cripple told the producer. “I hope you do. I hope you’re not saying that just to, you know, just to get rid of me. I really hope you do call.”


The cripple shifted his crutch into a more comfortable position under his left arm. He fixed his filthy hat so that it sat on his head more securely and, saying something the producer didn’t hear, limped away.


“What?” yelled the producer to the departing cripple, surprising himself for wanting to prolong talking to the lowlife. “You said something. What did you just say?”


The cripple had gone only a short distance down the pavement. He turned and yelled back. “I said come see me before it’s too late.”


The producer said, “Before it’s too late? Too late for what?”


But the cripple was gone, lost in a crowd of pedestrians.


That night the producer sat in his armchair ignoring the important investment documents he should have been studying. He could do nothing but think about the goddamn cripple. The old vagrant’s last statement, “Before it’s too late,” played over and over in his head. Too late for what? The cripple is knowledgeable, thought the producer, and he does know about me. What if the guy does have a bizarre idea that’s really good? What if…


Eventually the producer got out of his art deco armchair, walked across the long, wide living room of his luxury duplex apartment, opened the hall closet, and dug out the crumpled piece of paper from his raincoat pocket.


On the dirty piece of paper was scribbled:




Chuck Barris 212 555 5872


 




Steve Beastie was born in either Chicago or Cleveland, he couldn’t remember which. Why Beastie didn’t know where he was born is complicated. But it makes sense, I guess.


Anyway, in 1974, when Steve was seventeen, he left Chicago for New York City to live with his grandmother. In his early Bronx days Beastie was just another skinny, scuzzy black kid with perhaps more bravado than most of the gangbangers he hung out with. He, like the rest of his gang, wore a lot of gold chains around his neck and earned money moving drugs. Beastie sold anything he could get his hands on: decks of heroin, nickel and dime bags of weed, vials of cocaine.


Beastie’s granny, while working at Lerners Department Store, tried her best to take care of her only grandson and keep him out of trouble. It wasn’t easy. She gave it her best shot until the day they sent Steve Beastie to Rikers Island for armed robbery. Beastie was eighteen years old when they collared him for a stickup gone wrong. That’s about when Steve’s granny washed her hands of him.


Steve Beastie had scoped out the liquor store for about a week. He thought he’d prepared “one hundred percent perfect,” only to find out later that he hadn’t, that he wasn’t even close. Over the years, Beastie would chalk off his botched robbery to inexperience. He promised himself that it wouldn’t happen again.


He was right. It wouldn’t.


The store Beastie chose to rob was located in the Brighton Beach area of Brooklyn. It was a liquor store on a desolate corner of Ocean Parkway and Surf Avenue. Goldstein’s Liquor was the name of the place.


“It said so on the sign over the storefront,” Beastie told some of his gangbanger friends. “Being that Goldstein’s a Jew name, I figure a Jew family runs the store. And a Jew owner has to be a long-nosed pansy scared a his own shadow, know what I mean? So I go into the store an’ try to buy a bottle of bourbon. I can tell right away the Goldsteins are a bunch a kiss-ass kikes right off the boat if ever I seen any, know what I mean? They wouldn’t sell me anythin’ ’cause they say I’m underage. I was pissed at them cocksuckers throwin’ me outta the place like they did but I felt good about the way I was checkin’ it out. Like it’s all part of the process, know what I’m sayin’?”


Beastie’s gangbanger friends liked what he was saying, agreed he had balls, and gave Beastie a bunch of high fives.


Three days later on a Thursday evening, Beastie entered Goldstein’s Liquor store at eleven twenty in the evening. He wore a bandanna tied around his nose and mouth like an outlaw out of the Wild Wild West and an Oakland Raiders baseball hat with the brim over his right ear. He held a Saturday night special in his right hand. The special was a cheap handgun that had a tendency to explode when fired, something the smart kid from Chicago or Cleveland or wherever the hell he was from didn’t know. Beastie walked into the liquor store and confronted the Goldstein family’s twenty-one-year-old daughter, Dora, standing behind the counter. Dora, the youngest of the four Goldstein siblings, was afraid of her own shadow. Only when it was an emergency did the Goldstein family let Dora work the night shift, and rarely alone.


The night of the robbery, Dora Goldstein wasn’t working and wasn’t alone. She was keeping her oldest brother, Jacob, company. Jacob Goldstein was an ex–Delta Force fighter and a veteran of the first Gulf War (something else Beastie didn’t know). Jacob was a tough cookie and quite adept at breaking necks along with knowing how to use the double-barreled shotgun that was bracketed under the store’s cash register (more facts Beastie didn’t know). Unfortunately, Jacob Goldstein was out buying a pizza at the time of the robbery.


Beastie took a hundred and ten dollars, two cartons of Marlboro Lights, and a package of Twinkies from the sobbing, cowering Dora Goldstein. Beastie loved every minute of the robbery. He felt good about the power he held over the young Jew girl. He liked the way he scared her half to death, the way he bitch-slapped her across the face for nothing and knocked her down on the floor, bloodying her nose. Man, he thought to himself, that felt good. He also liked the way he could take whatever he wanted, including her if he wanted to, the way…well…the way he owned the fucking world. Steve Beastie liked owning the fucking world.


Beastie held his revolver pointed at Dora’s head as he backed out of the liquor store and into the box of cheese, tomato, and mushroom pizza Jacob Goldstein was carrying for himself and his sister. Beastie whirled around and pulled the trigger of the gun pointed at Jacob Goldstein’s chest. The gun blew up in Beastie’s hand, saving him a murder rap. Beastie dropped the gun and Jacob dropped the pizza box. That’s when Jacob Goldstein beat the shit out of Steve Beastie. Gave Beastie three broken ribs, a dislocated shoulder, a broken nose, a damaged eye socket, and a lot of internal injuries, to say nothing of his charred right hand from the exploding gun.


Jacob Goldstein took back the hundred and ten dollars in cash, the two cartons of cigarettes, and the package of Twinkies Beastie had stolen from the family store. Then he took the rest of Beastie’s money, his stolen credit cards, and his gold chains, which Jacob put around his neck. When the cops came, Beastie complained to them that the Jew cocksucker (he pointed a finger at Jacob Goldstein) stole his gold chains.


“What gold chains?” asked Jacob Goldstein.


“Yeah, what gold chains?” asked one of the cops, who happened to be Jacob’s younger brother Nate.


It was during Steve Beastie’s interrogation by the Brooklyn North robbery detectives that he got his nickname: Cleveland Steve Beastie from Chicago. One of their questions was: Where were you born? Beastie had no idea.


“It was either Cleveland or Chicago,” he said. “I ain’t sure which.”


He tried to explain to the cops that his mother and father traveled back and forth between Cleveland and Chicago a lot. He had no idea why. In one of those cities between one of those trips, Steve was born. He wasn’t sure if it was in Cleveland or in Chicago. And then when he was only a few weeks old, his parents died in an automobile accident driving between the two. Steve Beastie was in Chicago at the time of the accident. He had been dropped off with his mother’s younger sister. The next morning when the sister heard about the accident, she immediately looked up Chicago orphanages, picked one out, and left little Steve on the doorstep.


“It never made any difference to me where I was born,” he said, “and no one in the goddamn Chicago orphanage gave a rusty fuck either.”


A short time after Cleveland Steve Beastie from Chicago began his incarceration at Rikers Island, his grandma lay down on her living room couch one night and died. When young Steve got out of jail and came home, there were a bunch of his grandmother’s Social Security checks lying in a pile of mail by the front door’s mail slot. In memory of his sweet granny, Beastie cashed every one of her checks and spent the money on clothes, a new Oakland Raiders baseball hat, and new gold chains.


Nineteen years later, when Beastie was almost thirty-eight, he was arrested for causing a horrendous fatality. While drunk, Beastie ran a traffic light turning right on Sixty-fourth Street and Second Avenue in Manhattan. His truck struck and killed a doctor walking east across Second Avenue. The dead man’s name was Dr. Pincus Klingenstein. Dr. Klingenstein was a famous endocrinologist on his way to the Cornell Medical Center to visit his dying eighty-five-year-old mother. He was fifty-three years old when he died.


Cleveland Steve Beastie from Chicago was convicted of vehicular manslaughter while driving intoxicated and sentenced to ten years in prison without parole. He was sent to Attica State Penitentiary in Attica, New York.


Cleveland Steve Beastie from Chicago was glad of one thing.


At least he had killed a Jew.


 


It was evening.


The producer was sitting in his favorite armchair deep in thought. He had on the silk and satin printed smoking jacket that he always donned prior to his evening cigar. His legs were crossed carefully so as not to crush the creases in his slacks. His hair was slicked back with a gel he favored. His brows were knitted together with concern. He was relaxing. This was the time the producer allotted for contemplation: the time to read one of the rare books he may have recently purchased or attempt to put a dent in his growing pile of New Yorker and Economist magazines.


Tonight he wasn’t doing that.


Tonight, and all week, all he could think about was the disgusting cripple. He should have forgotten about that despicable bum the moment they parted, but he didn’t. He couldn’t. Why he wouldn’t stop thinking about the cripple was beyond his comprehension.


Or was it?


The producer knew exactly why for seven days and nights he was unable to get the grotesque, germ-infested beggar out of his mind. The reason: the slim possibility that the mangy, crippled piece of shit just might have a really good idea floating around that vile head of his, an idea that could make the producer a lot of money. And let’s not forget the fame part, he mused. The more fame the bigger The New York Times obituary. Maybe he’d even make The Wall Street Journal’s front page when he died. That would really be nice.


Wouldn’t it just be my rotten luck if the damned cripple did have a great idea and I ignored him. Perhaps a telephone call would suffice. If he telephoned the miserable cur, he might be able to extract a hint of the cripple’s program concept, confirm his assumption that anyone’s ideas other than his own were unairable, and get this filthy monster off his back. Damn it all, it certainly was worth a phone call. The longer I procrastinate, he reasoned, the longer I’ll be unable to relax.


The producer picked up the receiver of the telephone by his chair and immediately hung it up. Slammed it down hard. Forget about it, he decided. The whole situation’s a major waste of my precious time.


A few minutes later the producer picked up the receiver again. This time he consulted the scrap of paper and dialed the cripple’s number. The telephone rang and rang and rang. The producer remembered the cripple saying, “It takes me a while to get to the phone, so let it ring.” Just as he was about to take the telephone away from his ear, he heard a phlegmy voice say, “Yeah?”


The producer told the old cripple his name.


“Well, hello!” said the cripple. “Didn’t recognize your voice. But then why should I? It’s not like we speak to each other every day, is it? I’d just about given up on you. So look, let’s meet. I think for safety’s sake we should meet here, at my place.”


“For safety’s sake? Why do you say that?”


The cripple could hear the worry in the producer’s voice. “Just a precaution. Possibly a bit neurotic on my part. I just don’t want anybody following me to your apartment with the tape in my hand. Don’t want to get conked on the head and have my idea stolen from me at this late—”


“Listen,” said the producer, “why don’t you spend a minute or two telling me a little about—”


“Not on your life! You out of your mind? If you want to hear what I have to say you’ll have to come to my place. It’s a crummy room but it’s better than nothing. I know once you hear me out and see what I have to show you, and we sign all the necessary papers that say we split the profits fifty-fifty, you’ll run like a banshee with my idea. You were the most powerful television producer the industry’s ever known. Still are, for that matter. Believe me, you’ll see the beauty of this idea in a New York minute and what’s more—”


“What’s your address?”


“I’m in the West Village, 273 Bleecker Street. My room’s over a guitar shop. Umanov Guitars. Push the buzzer. I’ll let you in. My room’s up a flight of stairs. In the back. Come here as soon as—”


The cripple began to cough.


The producer waited.


The old cripple stopped his hacking and said in a gravelly voice, “As soon as you can. So when can I expect you?”


“Tomorrow.”


“What time?”


“Around noon.”


“Great.”


The line went dead.


Cripple quit while he was ahead, thought the producer. Hung up before I could change my mind.


 


The next day the producer walked along Bleecker Street in the Village until he came to number 273. The address was a guitar shop. Umanov Guitars. Just where the old cripple said it would be. The producer could see a window that was probably an apartment above the store. He didn’t feel like going up to the cripple’s room. Not just yet. He wasn’t ready for the hacking, burbling, saliva-ridden, spastic profligate. He wondered if ever he would be.


Anyway, he was early.


The producer looked around to see if there was someplace he could go and waste some time. There was a John’s Pizza across the street, which was next door to a high-end ice cream parlor, which was next door to the Pink Pussy Sex Shop. The television producer wasn’t hungry for pizza, expensive ice cream, or edible panties, so he decided to browse in the guitar store.


“Can I help you?” asked a salesman wearing a porkpie hat and jeans that ended about three inches above his ankles.


“Expecting a flood?” wisecracked the producer.


“Pardon?” said the young salesman, a blank look on his face.


“Never mind. I’m going to look around,” said the producer, “by myself.”


“Look all you want. If you have any questions, just let me know. Just ask for Jimmy Joel,” said the salesman.


The television producer grunted and moved off toward a banjo player sitting on a stool trying out a six-string. The song the banjo player was picking for his own pleasure was “Riding the Danville Pike,” a bluegrass tune the producer recognized. The producer loved bluegrass music. People were always surprised when he said so.


The producer stood listening to the banjo player for a few minutes, tapping his right shoe. The banjo player was a heavyset bald guy with lots of red hair everywhere but on the top of his head. He had bushels of it growing over his ears and flowing down the back of his neck onto his shoulders. He had a big, bushy red mustache and beard that hid the lower half of his face and neck. He wore green overalls, a white T-shirt, and sandals.


The banjo player looked up at the producer and smiled.


The producer didn’t return the banjo player’s smile. He moved away instead. He passed a glass case filled with mandolins. The producer had played a mandolin in college. The sight of the mandolins brought back memories of his university days, the campus’s Great Court surrounded by those beautiful old ivy-covered buildings. The lunchtime crowd of students gathered in the open air to listen and watch the producer’s trio: Joe Bigatel on bass, Weskar Medal on guitar, the producer strumming his mandolin. The three of them singing in decent harmony. God, that was fun, recalled the producer. Maybe the happiest days of my life. He wondered for a moment whether he could still play a mandolin or remember the chords of the old songs they used to sing.


“Can I show you a mandolin?” asked the salesman who was still waiting for the flood.


The producer looked at the salesman, said nothing, and walked out of the store.


The door to the rooms above the guitar store was to the left of the store’s entrance. It was old and had big scratches and the paint was peeling. A brand-new letter slot had been recently added. The polished bronze looked ut of place in its decrepit surroundings. To the door’s right was a line of dirty worn buttons and little slots. Names written or typed onto old pieces of paper had been pushed into the slots. One, lettered in pencil and almost illegible, was the cripple’s.


The producer pushed that button.


 


In 1985, when Theresa Mendavey was a kid, she was arrested at Disneyland.


Theresa’s father, Hector Mendavey, had just arrived at the amusement park with Theresa and some of her friends for Theresa’s twelfth birthday celebration. Theresa’s arrest took place during the girls’ first ride.


Hector had been looking forward to a respite from the Obnoxious Seven, his name for Theresa and her six friends. It would be Hector Mendavey’s first moment of peace and quiet since they all had left their home in Manderville Canyon. Manderville Canyon was basically an enclave of expensive homes near Beverly Hills, California.


It had been a long, loud, hectic ride from Manderville. Hector had driven only a few miles before the girls—all seven of them—complained of extreme hunger, which was strange since they had all just finished breakfast. So Hector Mendavey took the girls to a Denny’s. It hadn’t been more than six minutes since they left Denny’s when the Obnoxious Seven had to go to the bathroom ensemble. So Hector had to stop again. The first time at a scuzzy gas station. The girls refused to use the gas station’s toilet. “Gross,” the ensemble chorused. So Hector took the girls to a Wendy’s, bought a cup of coffee, and sat at the counter drinking it while the Obnoxious Seven did their peeing.


Now, with the girls off on some kind of miniature train ride, Hector Mendavey could finally enjoy reading his New York Times financial section in peace on an empty bench in the shade of an E ride. The quiet interlude was shattered almost immediately when he heard his name repeated over and over again on the park’s loudspeakers:


MR. HECTOR MENDAVEY


PLEASE COME TO THE ADMINISTRATION BUILDING.


MR. HECTOR MENDAVEY


PLEASE COME TO THE ADMINISTRATION BUILDING.


Hector Mendavey was shocked. Then panic-stricken. Though it was Hector’s first time at Disneyland, he hadn’t heard any other parents paged during his brief stay there. Something very terrible must have happened to his daughter Theresa. Something terrible was always happening to his daughter Theresa, he reflected irritably, which wasn’t true at all.


By the time Hector Mendavey found the Administration Building he was verging on a major coronary. He was also sweating like a pig. Theresa’s father was given a curt greeting and then led down to the bowels of the building where the jail was located. The jail looked like a jail. Even the prison matrons looked like prison matrons: large and bulky and manly in their black suits, white shirts, black ties, and butch haircuts. Everything in Disneyland looked like what it was supposed to look like.


“I’m Hector Mendavey. Is my daughter Theresa okay?”


“Yes,” answered the matron.


“Is she well? Is she in one piece?”


“Yes.”


Thank God, thought Hector. If something bad had happened to Theresa, Edna would have given him a tin ear for weeks.


“At least you folks down here in the basement don’t say ‘Golly’ or ‘Gee whiz’ all the time like all the other idiot employees at this park,” said Theresa’s father, trying to make nice-nice. “Okay, I give up, where is she?”


“She’s in a cell, Mr. Mendavey.”


“And what the hell has she done, pray tell, that has caused you to incarcerate the child?”


“Your daughter and a friend jumped out of one two-seater train car and into another.”


“That’s it?”


“Your daughter broke the rules.”


“And that’s why you locked my daughter up in your goddamn gulag?”


“There’s no call for that kind of tone, sir.”


“Is there some goddamn bail to pay or something, matron?”


“No. Just leave the park ASAP.”


Though Hector’s Rolls-Royce was packed with Theresa’s best friends, it didn’t stop Hector from berating his daughter the entire ride back to Los Angeles. Mr. Mendavey never stopped yelling until the car was safely parked in his garage. Then and only then did Hector Mendavey turn to his daughter and ask, “Why?”


“Why what?”


“Why did you get out of one train car and run and get into another one? What was the point?”


“To get away with it,” answered Theresa Mendavey.


When Theresa was sixteen, she blossomed into a very pretty young lady. She was short and petite with beautiful brunette hair that fell to her shoulders. She had alabaster skin, full lips, and sparkling blue eyes. And she was sexy. Very sexy. Theresa reminded adults, particularly males, of the actress Sue Lyon from the original Lolita movie.


And Theresa Mendavey was brilliant to boot. She skipped two grades at the academically tough Harvard-Westlake School in Sherman Oaks, California. Her attendance rate was always one of the lowest at the esteemed prep school, yet she continued to bring home straight A’s on every report card.


“Not that my parents give a damn,” complained Theresa to her friends.


Theresa Mendavey did well in school because she had a photographic memory. She could read a page of any book, magazine, or newspaper and remember every single word.


Theresa’s Mother, Edna Mendavey, was a bony woman with tight little curls on the top of her head and tight lips covering small dish teeth. When she smiled she showed lots of upper gum. Edna had little time for her daughter mainly because she needed so much time for herself. She was involved in more society charities than she could sensibly handle plus her weekly dermatological appointments for Botox shots and the occasional face-lift or tummy tuck. There were also her trips to the pharmacies for prescription drug refills so she could continue to enjoy her daily highs, tempered now and then by the need to come down a bit.


When Edna Mendavey was on uppers—which, like most Beverly Hills matrons, was every afternoon—she had a tendency to play demolition derby while parallel parking her Rolls-Royce in Beverly Hills. The Mendaveys had matching Rolls-Royces: hers white, his black. Over the years, Edna Mendavey did incredible damage to her own Rolls’s grille and trunk. But the devastation Edna wreaked on other automobiles was awesome. The extent of the maiming and mangling depended upon the automobile’s make. For instance, a BMW stood up to Edna’s bashing fairly well. A Honda or Toyota, on the other hand, usually had its grille or trunk in an extreme concave state when Theresa’s mother had finished parking. The damage was frequently irreparable.


And finally let us not forget Edna Mendavey’s trips to Paris to see what the couturiers were showing and to England for her antique auctions. The net result: Edna Mendavey wasn’t home very much. And when she was she had very little time for anything that might be important to her daughter Theresa.


Theresa’s father wasn’t much better at staying home. Hector Mendavey was a very busy man. He was building his already large conglomerate into a mammoth conglomerate. He spent a good deal of time attending stockholders’ meetings in various cities and at dog and pony shows to raise millions of dollars his companies didn’t need. He traveled to other parts of the world to chair meetings or partake in an occasional hostile takeover or two. He also took monthly trips to Vail to ski and Las Vegas to gamble. Consequently, Hector Mendavey was almost never home, which resulted in his having less time than his wife (if that were possible) for their daughter Theresa.


On the extremely rare occasions when Mr. Mendavey decided to spend an evening at the mansion in Manderville Canyon, suffice it to say the last object he expected to see parked in his driveway when he returned from his office was a Triumph Bonneville motorcycle. And the last person he anticipated seeing comfortably ensconced in his favorite armchair was the Triumph Bonneville’s owner.


Theresa Mendavey’s new boyfriend, Rex Redmond, was seventeen. He had tattoos on his arms, earrings dangling from his ear-lobes, and a Triumph Bonneville. The motorcycle was a gift from Rex’s older brother Dave after Dave put it down on Pacific Coast Highway. Rex Redmond, a mechanic at heart, had worked on the Bonneville day and night for weeks, mending and painting it until it looked brand-new.


If Theresa’s father had taken the time to be civil and chat with his young daughter’s new boyfriend Rex Redmond, Mr. Mendavey would have found the lad to be a rather intelligent and gentle young man. But Theresa’s father had neither the time nor the inclination. Instead, Mr. Mendavey lashed out at the biker on sight, screaming profanities and demeaning accusations that deeply tarnished Mr. Redmond’s character and good name. Mendavey concluded his tirade by shouting, “You are never to step foot in this house again. Is that clear?”


Frightened, Redmond was speechless.


“Is that clear?” repeated Mr. Mendavey.


“Yes, sir, that’s clear,” mumbled Redmond.


It wasn’t clear to Theresa Mendavey, though. Nor was she the least bit frightened of Hector. She chased after her father and caught him halfway up the grand stairway. Theresa grabbed his belt, stopped him in his tracks, turned him around, and spoke her mind. She told her father he didn’t have the right to speak that way to Rex Redmond. She said it was her house as well as Hector’s, that Rex was her guest and Redmond would stay as long as she wanted him to and sit wherever he wanted to.


“And,” she yelled, “as far as being a good father’s concerned, you suck the big banana.”


“How can you say that, Theresa? I took you to Disneyland, didn’t I?”


“You took me once, four years ago.”


“But I took you, didn’t I?”


It was ten minutes after her discussion with Hector on the grand stairway that Theresa Mendavey and Rex Redmond rode off into the sunset, three weeks before she would have graduated high school.


 


The old cripple was sitting on the edge of his bed, thinking about what Bette Davis had said.


She had said, “Old age isn’t a place for sissies.”


“And she was right,” the cripple said aloud. He stretched out on his cot, his hands behind his head, staring at his cracked ceiling and thinking about the world-famous hotsie-totsie television producer. The man was such a putz. Why was it that the guy you’ve been wanting to meet so badly and for so long ended up being a putz? It reminded the cripple of the joke where the wife says to her husband: If they held a contest for the biggest putz in the world, you would come in second. The husband says: Why second? Why not first? His wife answers: Because you’re such a putz.


Rotten luck to get that producer, he mused. But then luck hasn’t been my strong suit lately, has it? Lately? Try the last twenty-five years. Had a lot of luck for a while, though. Luck walked right beside me all through the sixties and seventies. And timing did too. Timing is just as important as luck. Luck’s a figment of your imagination. Timing’s real. Add courage and preparation. Luck, timing, courage, and preparation. The big four. I had them all. But then I made some bad decisions. Wasn’t thinking. Got careless. Never had anyone to help me figure things out. Nobody with my interests at heart. Just advisers with their own interests at heart. Bastards is what those advisers were. And now I’m too old to start again, even with all my friggin’ knowledge.


Too old.


What, he wondered, was so great about the Golden Years? Getting old was so wonderful? So much fun? Getting old was depressing, is what it was. The Golden Years meant it was time for arthritis. Time for loss of memory, sight, and hearing. Time to catch new diseases. It was the age when a minor head cold could turn to pneumonia and kill you. And if that didn’t, your trip to the hospital would for sure. (Or as they say in California’s San Fernando Valley, fer sher.) Growing old meant watching the nice members of your family and best friends die, while the rotten ones kept right on living. Growing old meant giving up all your wonderful bad habits: smoking, drinking, eating crap. Growing old meant nothing worked anymore (hips, knees, pecker) and nothing was allowed. No more masturbating (prostate). No more double scotches on the rocks (liver). No more cigarettes (cancer). No more glasses of cold milk with two Mallomars (cholesterol). No more grilled Nathan’s hot dogs on fresh buns with mustard and a bag of fries (carcinogens). No more calves’ liver, chicken gizzards, and calves’ brains (a quick though tasty death). No more Cohiba cigars while taking a hot bath (heart attack). No more picking fights with strangers (you get beat up).


And what’s so golden about waking up every morning knowing life is finite and wondering if today’s the day you don’t dodge the bullet. If today you’ll take it in the heart and die. And then there’s how you die. Will you keel over from a stroke while crossing Fifth Avenue and Fifty-seventh Street? Or will it be a long and painful death? And speaking of keeling over, is there an afterlife? Is there a heaven where everybody walks on little puffy clouds? Of course there isn’t. What a crock. So if it’s a crock, what is there?


The Golden Years, ha!


The shit years is what they are, if you ask me.


Boy, do they ever grow short. Funny how the older you get the faster time flies. You live to be a hundred, but it feels like you’ve been around for a little over a minute and a half. Who cares? Death gets you in the end no matter what.


Right?


Right.


Even Frank Sinatra wasn’t powerful enough to beat death. And he had it all. Except a way not to die. I mean if Frank Sinatra couldn’t beat it, who could? And he was a Catholic! He had the whole damn Vatican behind him! And he still died!


Listen, if you don’t have someone to love at eighty-one, where are you going to find her? In an old-age home? In a geriatric hospital ward? In a mortuary? So go out and find yourself a young girl. Okay? And what would I do with her? How can you be anything but dejected and depressed when you wake up in the morning and there’s no loving wife snuggled up against you? That is, if you wake up. What’s that joke? Every morning when I wake up I stretch, and if I don’t touch wood I’m still alive. It would be funnier if it wasn’t so true. And another thing that’s true is that the older a man gets, the more like himself he becomes.


Where did I read that? Shit, I forget.


The old cripple moved off the bed and stood up. He fetched his crutch and turned to face an imaginary auditorium filled to the rafters with people.


“Ladies and gentlemen, the way I see it, everyone falls into basically three tiers. The First Tier are those lucky people who die pain free and quietly at home at ripe old ages. These First Tier people have lived errorless, blameless, happy lives. At age ninety-five they spend their final hour lying in their own beds, under clean sheets, pain free, looking up at loving wives or husbands they’ve been married to for more than sixty years. All their grown children, some holding grandchildren and great-grandchildren, are standing around the deathbed looking on with misty eyes and warm, friendly faces. These lucky old First Tierers doze off and that’s it. No pain. No strain. Gwan.


“Some First Tier people have collected treasure chests filled with honors and awards. Some have Oscars on their mantels, their hand-prints frozen forever in cement somewhere along Hollywood Boulevard. Some have not. To those who haven’t any awards, keep in mind Gray’s ‘Elegy Written in a Country Church Yard’: ‘The paths of glory lead but to the grave.’ The truth is, First Tier people have accomplished something far far better than any Emmy, Pulitzer, or Nobel prize. Their accomplishment is simply being in the First Tier. And these people are few and far between. Maybe seven all told in the entire United States. I’m not one of those First Tier people, that’s for damn sure.”


The cripple took a sip of imaginary water from a chimerical glass that was resting on a nonexistent podium.


“Now let me tell you about the Second Tier people. The Second Tier people are those with two plastic hips who can still play golf and carry their own golf bags, who haven’t known terrible tragedy, who are still married to their first husband or wife, and whose kids never went to jail or became druggies. Maybe some of their kids will even come to the funeral. My guess is there are less than a million Second Tierers in the United States of America. I’m not one of those, either.


“And then, ladies and gentlemen, there’s the Third Tier. Third Tierers consist of human beings who have nuts and bolts embedded everywhere in their pain-wracked bodies, and if they don’t, they should have. Their bones ache all night long, no matter what position they get themselves into. They’ve all had one major operation (at least) and more than one life-threatening disease, not counting the one that’s at present roaming around their soon-to-be-forgotten remains. The people in the Third Tier have seen several tragedies in their lifetime, are rarely lucky in love, and if they’re still married to their second or third wife they’ve both forgotten when they stopped liking each other and when their hatred and indifference began. These people will slowly meet their maker in some hospital bed with only an apathetic nurse by their bedside. Maybe the ex-wife or ex-husband, but that’s unlikely. The nurse will be waiting impatiently to pull the sheet over the Third Tier corpse’s face so she can get to the local bar and meet some tattooed bohunk who will mess up her head as sure as she’s a woman. If they’re not in the hospital, then Third Tier folks will collapse on the floor of their apartment. They’ll try desperately to crawl to the last thing they will ever see, the telephone they will never reach. Third Tier people will lose their balance putting on their boxer shorts or Big Whites in the bathroom, crack their skulls on the marble floor, and lie there looking at the ceiling until it disappears from view.


“I’m in the Third Tier, my friends. I’ll end up having a series of strokes in a wheelchair in New York City on the corner of Sixty-third and Lexington Avenue like a lot of Third Tierers do. I will have been sunning myself and then suddenly I’ll be spazzing around in my damn wheelchair and there’s my fat-assed nurse whose name is Ysabel or Beatriz or something like that, who’s wearing a white starched uniform that was given to her by the employment agency strictly for show, being that she’s about as much a nurse as I am a rock star. I won’t be able to afford to hire Ynes or Concertina but I will anyway because I’ll be dead before I have to pay her agency.


“So there I am spazzing out on the sidewalk and Carlotta or Damaris, whatever the hell her name is, isn’t paying any attention to me. She won’t even notice when I fall out of my wheelchair and flop around on the pavement like a hooked mackerel. Carlotta or Damaris or whatever the hell her name is won’t notice because the sight of me revolts her. She’ll purposely be looking elsewhere.


“So there I am having these disgusting convulsions on the filthy, trash-filled pavement and Cantaloupe isn’t paying attention. It wouldn’t matter if she was, since the fat-assed nurse doesn’t know the difference between a seizure and a salami sandwich. Anyway, this woman, who’s supposed to be my nurse, who’s supposed to be keeping an eye on me, who’s supposed to wipe the snot from my nose and clean out the corners of my eyes, who’s supposed to be rubbing off the drool from my chin so I don’t look like the old damn fool I am, who’s supposed to be getting rid of the dried spit that’s lying on my cheek and the gross booger that’s been dangling from my right nostril for the past twenty minutes, Cantaloupe won’t be doing any of those things. She won’t be paying the slightest bit of attention to me, not even when I’m lying there twitching my ass off in the gutter that I’ve bounced into on the corner of Sixty-third and Lexington Avenue. My alleged nurse Esmeralda or Restituta, or whatever the hell her name is, doesn’t care. My big-ass beauty in the white uniform doesn’t give two shits that I’m doing the Saint Vitus’ dance up and down Sixty-third Street. Why? Because my nurse Begonia or Fantasia or something will be messing around with some hip-hopping dude named Snoop Kitty Ditty or Twelve Dollar ’N Six Cent who just walked up to her and made nice-nice. She’ll be playing teasie-weasie with him, not the slightest bit concerned that I’m jerking around in the street like someone being electrocuted. Nor will she care that taxis are swerving this way and that trying not to run over me or that a line of New Yorkers are stepping over my half-dead butt so they can make the traffic light.


“So there I am almost a corpse lying on the filthy pavement when finally my alleged nurse in the white uniform turns around and sees me. I’m about to croak. My glazed eyes have glazed over. My rancid tongue hangs out of my gaping mouth like an exhausted hound dog. And what will Pocahontas’s final words to me be before I slide into the big black chasm? The decisive and irrefutable sentence I shall carry with me to the bottomless pit? To the worms and grubs who will reduce my once dapper bod to a pile of moldy bones?


“It will be this: ‘Shit, man! Why’d you go and do that for?’”


The cripple returned to his bed and considered the producer, who was due any minute. The odd thing is, he reflected, I’ve always wished that hotshot load of crap would cross my path. Something told me he was the one, the only person who would get my program idea done. Well, my prayers have come true, mused the cripple. At least some of them. The mean-spirited, conniving prick should be here soon.


And then the buzzer sounded.


 


The producer pulled the downstairs door open and walked up a staircase that was concave in the middle of each step from years of wear. Halfway up the stairs the producer heard a cheerful voice holler from above, “Is that who I think it is?”


The cripple had peered over the second-floor banister, smiling and waving the producer up.


The producer reached the top of the stairs, turned left, and trailed behind the old cripple, who was limping toward the rear of the hallway. As he walked, the producer could smell cooking, disinfectant, urine, and body odor in the hallway, none of it to his liking.


The old cripple’s apartment door was open. The producer followed the cripple into the stale, stinking room. Except for patches of peeling paint, there was nothing on the room’s walls. A cotlike bed oddly positioned in the center of the room had a dirty, lumpy quilt lying across it.


God only knows what’s hidden under that quilt, thought the producer.


Two small pillows with gray cases were pushed up against the metal headboard, one in front of the other. On top of the bed a book was open and turned over. From where the book was broken it appeared to be about half read. The book was The Moonstone by Wilkie Collins. Some newspapers were piled up on the floor.


There wasn’t a rug, just a small rectangular knitted mat with rows of tassels on both ends that was placed on one side of the bed. The mat looked Mexican. A little table leaned against one wall. On the table was a big wind-up alarm clock and a clean triangular glass ashtray that had DOMINIC’S RESTAURANT in large green letters on its three sides. In a cheap frame was a picture of the cripple and a woman holding each other around the waist. The cripple appeared to be in his forties. He was standing without a crutch. He looked robust and in good health. The producer noted that the woman was much younger than the cripple and very pretty. Also on the table was a set of keys hooked onto a rabbit’s foot key chain. It lay next to a drinking glass used to hold pencils. A dark brown bureau with six drawers and a matching mirror on top leaned crookedly against the other wall. The mirror had a small crack in the upper right-hand corner.


Seven years’ bad luck, thought the horrified producer to himself.


The cripple wasn’t wearing the heavy woolen overcoat and seedy stained fedora he had on when the producer first saw him on Madison Avenue, and the producer noticed that he appeared much older and thinner now. He could almost pass for starving. His large head and broad shoulders seemed oddly misplaced on such an emaciated frame. He had a high forehead due to a receding hairline. What hair the cripple did have was gray. His face was gaunt with deep, sunken cheeks.


The cripple wore a pair of wire-rimmed spectacles stationed far down his nose. He still hadn’t shaved. He was dressed in a baggy wool sweater. The cripple’s neck seemed pencil thin surrounded by the sweater’s stretched and ragged collar. Dirty, droopy jeans hung precariously low on his hips. Sweat socks and brown leather Birken-stocks rounded out his ensemble. The producer was sure the cripple’s dirty sweat socks could walk away by themselves if they wanted to. And even though the cripple was inside his apartment, he had a woolen scarf wrapped around his neck.


“I get cold,” said the cripple, noticing the producer’s eyes. “I never used to get cold, but I do now. I never used to get a lot of things, but I do now. I never had gout. The big toe of my right foot. My back’s a disaster area. My arthritic thumbs hurt all the time. I have a bad hip. I have other pains. I have no idea where they come from. I’m afraid to ask my doctors. I learned that at eighty-one, going on eighty-two, you don’t ask doctors a thing. Besides, I don’t want to know. When you get to be my age you don’t want to know. You’ll see. Have a seat.” He waved his left arm, the one draped over the crutch, to one of the two chairs.


“I don’t have much time,” said the producer gruffly.


“What’s a crime?” said the cripple.


“What?”


“You said something was a crime?” said the cripple.


“I didn’t say…can we get on with—”


“Hey, I’ll bet you don’t remember who I was, do you,” announced the cripple, ignoring his guest’s apparent impatience. “You don’t. I can tell. You’re too young, I guess. What were you in the seventies and eighties? Five years old? Ten years old? You don’t remember a thing about—”


“Your name sounded familiar.”


“It sounded familiar, did it? Did you know I created and produced a bunch of hit TV game shows back in the sixties, seventies, and eighties? Or did I just say that? I just want you to understand I’m not some fly-by-night loon who doesn’t know what he’s talking about. Also, before you leave this room, I promise you’ll be absolutely blown away by what you hear and see. That said, let’s get on with it.”


The cripple limped to the other empty chair, sat down next to the producer, and began his story.


 


The Empire Clothing Company was located on the third and fourth floors of the City Bank Building, a skyscraper that stood at the corner of Twentieth Street and Lexington Avenue in Manhattan. The cloth for the Empire Clothing Company’s suits was made in woolen mills in Philadelphia and Newark. The bolts of material were shipped to the factory’s third floor. The cutting of the patterns, stitching of the suits, and boxing and shipping of the finished product were done on that floor. That was where Billy and Luther something-or-other boxed the suits, on a long table by the shipping elevators.


The Empire Clothing Company’s executive offices were on the fourth floor at the front, the showrooms at the fourth-floor rear. The company’s head of sales was named Sonny Lieberman. The small Plexiglas cubicle that Sonny called his office wasn’t much bigger than a medium-size walk-in closet. The only good thing you could say about the cubicle, if one deigned to say anything about a cubicle, was its proximity to the Empire Clothing Company’s owner, Max Lieberman. Sonny’s claim to fame, at least around the Empire Clothing Company, was being the boss’s son.


Max Lieberman, the owner of the Empire Clothing Company, was a short, squat, rather displeasing man with blotchy skin, thick eyelids, and a red, bulbous nose. Max added insult to injury by wearing his suit pants almost under his armpits. Max had inherited the business from his father, Abe, a tough immigrant with a full head of hair parted in the middle and always slicked down with a greasy, sweet-smelling balm he bought somewhere in the South. Abe Lieberman, when he was alive, had given off a lasting offensive impression like an unpleasant odor. The man adored himself, which was a good thing because nobody else did. He was quite short, had a Hitler-like mustache, a long nose, mean eyes, and pencil-thin lips. His temper had been known up and down the East Coast and he was quick to anger, two traits his son Max would inherit. All in all, Abe Lieberman was your average mustachioed tyrant with a slit-eyed stare that could peel paint.


A week after Abe Lieberman arrived in New York from Prague, he was pushing a pushcart around the Lower East Side of Manhattan hawking used men’s clothes. The pushcart led to a small store. The small store grew to a chain of eighty-six retail establishments located from New England to Florida. Abe Lieberman spent every day of the week visiting those stores. Abe never had an office. He worked out of an old leather briefcase. He lived a parsimonious, almost miserly life and died a millionaire many times over. Abe Lieberman succumbed on a train that was taking him back to New York from one of his retail outlets in Nashville, Tennessee. He was ninety when he collapsed, suffering a massive heart attack on his way to the dining car.


For the last twenty-plus years, Empire Clothing had grown big enough to go public and land on the New York Stock Exchange. Max Lieberman had a gigantic office on the southeast corner of the building’s fourth floor. The office overlooked both Lexington Avenue and Twentieth Street and was referred to by employees as “Little Madison Square Garden.” His son’s cubicle was called the “Garden’s broom closet” or the broom closet for short, as in: “Sonny wants to see you in the broom closet.”


About a week after Billy Constable became an employee of the Empire Clothing Company, Luther something-or-other whispered in Billy’s ear, “That’s one of the bosses standin’ over there. The tall one. The one standin’ with them other dudes. That’s Sonny Lieberman, the big boss’s son.”


Sonny was thirty years old and neither handsome nor ugly, with a stringy, marathon runner’s body and a receding hairline. Sonny leaned toward Brooks Brothers clothes. Having graduated from Andover Preparatory School and Yale University, you could see why.


The next time Billy saw Sonny was three hours later on the street.


Outside the City Bank Building’s entrance on Twentieth Street off Lexington Avenue, Billy watched Sonny open his new umbrella purchased that very day at Brooks Brothers during his lunch hour, then watched him walk briskly away. Billy found himself walking just as briskly in the same direction. Not far from the City Bank Building Sonny turned and stared at the skinny guy with the familiar face suddenly walking beside him.


“Haven’t I seen you before?” asked Sonny.


“I think so, sir,” said Billy, tugging down his wet red Western Kentucky University baseball hat, pulling up the collar of his coat, and sticking his hands in his pockets.


“What’d you say? Speak up.”


“I said I think so, sir.”


“Think what?”


“I think you saw me before, sir.”


“I thought so. What do you do?” he asked the chinless boy with the bad posture.


“I work in the shipping department, sir,” mumbled Billy. “I box suits, sir.”


“What? Speak up.”


“I said I work in the shipping department. I box suits, sir.”


“Do what?”


“Box suits.”


“What’s your name?”


“Billy Constable, sir.”


“I have seen you before.”


“Yes, sir, you have, sir,” answered Billy, still speaking up. “I saw you today. You were with some other gentlemen.”


“They weren’t gentlemen. They were buyers,” said Sonny Lieberman, laughing lustily at his little joke.


Billy Constable was confused.


“Those guys you saw me with own a chain of retail stores in western Pennsylvania,” explained Sonny Lieberman. “Cities like Pittsburgh, Altoona, Johnstown, and State College. Lots of coal and steel miners in that part of the country. Perfect customers for Empire Clothing. They love our suits,” he said enthusiastically. “Our suits last forever. Buy one and you can keep it for life. Did you know you can drive a good-size nail through one of our pant legs or the suit coat, pull it out, and there won’t be a hole? The cloth just closes up. Did you know that? Try it sometime. And did you know that all our suits come with two pair of pants? Anyway, those guys you saw me with, they’re big customers of ours. Hey, do you like my new Yale umbrella? Blue and white. My school colors. Where’d you say you were going?”


“I didn’t say, sir. I’m going to the subway station, sir.”


“Me too. I catch the 4 train. How about you?”


“I catch the 5 train, sir,” muttered Billy, liking how he was sirring his boss. Showed manners, a habit Billy was trying to adopt.


“What? You catch what?”


“I catch the 5 train, sir,” he said louder. And then not able to stop himself, Billy said, “I’ll bet you my 5 train comes in before your 4 does.”


“How much?” snapped Sonny Lieberman.


Sonny’s swift reply was instant proof he was a betting man. What Billy didn’t know was that Sonny Lieberman was the worst kind of betting man. One who loved to win but absolutely hated to lose.


“Twenty bucks?” suggested Billy.


“You’re on!” said Sonny. And so a fateful bet began.


Billy Constable noticed that the moment he mentioned the subway bet and Sonny Lieberman said, “You’re on,” Sonny picked up his pace. Billy picked up his pace too, matching Sonny stride for stride, or trying to. But Sonny Lieberman was taller than Billy and took longer steps. Billy had to walk faster to keep up. He was forced to take two or three steps to every one of Sonny’s. It was like a Doberman and a Yorkie trotting down the street. When the two crossed Twenty-second Street heading for Twenty-third Street and the subway station, Sonny Lieberman folded his new umbrella and started to run.


So did Billy.


As the two entered the subway station entrance, Sonny Lieberman took the steps two at a time heading down to the turnstiles.


Billy switched to two steps at a time.


Sonny’s subway card was already in his hand.


So was Billy’s.


There they were, Sonny Lieberman and Billy Constable, subway cards at the ready, running down, down, down the long dark stairwell, the two men racing to the platform. At roughly the stair’s halfway mark, Sonny began to pull ahead of Billy. You could see that athletic Sonny was focused, a picture of perfect coordination. His left arm sliding down the railing for balance, his right hand—the one holding the new umbrella—swinging like a pendulum by his side, his long legs in a high-step gallop, his chin jutting forward like the bow of a racing yacht.


Billy was just as focused. His chin would have been jutting forward too if he had one. But no matter how fast Billy Constable took the steps, Sonny Lieberman took them faster. Billy’s mind and body were churning just as furiously as Sonny’s, but it didn’t seem to matter. Lieberman’s lead grew and grew. If one could have frozen that moment in time—the two men in midstride, the tall one ahead of the shorter one—and told the shorter man to think about what he had inspired, the shorter one might very well have realized several things:


	Never bet against your boss.

	Never make impulsive bets.

	Forget about numbers 1 and 2. Gambling was Billy’s nature and there was nothing he could do about it. Billy Constable was just like the scorpion who couldn’t control his nature, either. After the scorpion talked the turtle into giving him a ride across the river on the turtle’s back, the scorpion stung the turtle in midriver. The turtle said, “Why did you just sting me? Now we will both drown and die.”
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