

[image: Images]






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster eBook.





Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Simon & Schuster.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP








or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com








[image: Images]





To my mother, Kathy McDermott.


For everything I was, am, and ever will be, I owe it all to you.




Some people see things as they are and say, why? I dream things that never were and say, why not?


—ROBERT F. KENNEDY


quoting George Bernard Shaw,


University of Kansas, 1968





PART 1






HUNGRY
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OPTIMISM





Nothing splendid has ever been achieved except by those who dared believe that something inside them was superior to circumstance.


—BRUCE BARTON


I HEAR MY LITTLE brother yell, so I whip my head around and see smoke coming down our short staircase. Kevin is upstairs getting ready for bed. Our baby sister, Gennifer, is sleeping in the adjacent room at the back of our small house. Mom and I are in the kitchen washing dishes, and my father is working the night shift at Con Edison.


I race after my mom to the top of the stairs, where we see the flames.


This is real, I think. I am twelve years old, and our house is on fire. We gotta move.


I grab Kevin’s hand as Mom runs through the thickening smoke to pluck Gennifer from her crib. We bolt down the stairs and out the front door, and make it to the street, where we wait for fire trucks.


More than the screams of sirens getting closer, the sound that resonates is the calm voice of my mother, and the words she speaks as we stand by the curb, our second story ablaze.


“It’s okay, it’s okay,” she keeps saying, holding Gennifer in one arm and wrapping the other around Kevin and me. “This isn’t a sad moment. It’s a great moment. We’ve all gotten out safely. We’ve been through worse, and we will get through this.” Again and again she repeats this pledge, like a lullaby. I believe her because she believes it. And because Mom was right; we had gotten through worse.


HOME BASE


I was born in Flushing, New York, in the borough of Queens, in 1961. During my first ten years, my parents, my two brothers, my sister, and I lived in a succession of working-class neighborhoods on New York State’s Long Island: places such as College Point, Hicksville, Babylon, Brentwood—all blue-collar towns where my parents moved us from one rental apartment to another. Eventually we landed in a small, foreclosed house on Meadow Lane in the waterside town of Amityville, New York. The year we moved in, Amityville had yet to become known for its other house: that large Dutch Colonial on Ocean Avenue made infamous by the Amityville Horror movie posters. People in Amityville would call it the “the horror house,” and tourists drove into our town just to see it.


My family’s home was a quarter the size of the horror house but roomier than any of the apartments we had lived in previously. Located on the working-class side of town, our house had been so neglected by its previous inhabitants that when we moved in, as renters with an option to buy, we found dead squirrels and rats in its walls once we started to fix it up. We rebuilt the house while living in it, which felt like changing a fan belt while driving sixty miles per hour. But we had no choice. We were lucky to have found a house we could afford, and fixing it up felt like a privilege, and a family affair.


On weekends, relatives and friends descended upon our narrow slice of property with hammers and ladders, kindness, and maybe my favorite jelly doughnuts that my grandparents brought in from Stork’s, a German bakery in Whitestone, Queens. Everyone worked together, reinforcing wood girders, replacing Sheetrock, reskinning the exterior with aluminum siding, all in a flurry of camaraderie that would one day remind me of that Amish community barn-raising scene from the 1985 movie Witness. My father would write checks for the materials as he got the money, and thanks to the generosity of friends and family, most of the labor was free. For more complicated stuff, my papa, a general contractor and construction foreman for the high-rises going up along the nearby Rockaway Peninsula, called in an expert electrician or plumber to handle a job on the cheap.


The renovation brought our house up in value, and my parents were finally able to pull together enough money for a down payment on an $18,000, thirty-year fixed-rate mortgage. For my parents, homeownership was a step up and a great source of pride. For me, it was home, and the happiest place in the world, despite its imperfections.


Even spruced up, ours was still the kind of house you could drive by hundreds of times and not notice. And because of the flooding, it was in a constant state of repair. The structure sat on an uneven slab of concrete next to the canal that ran behind the house, which meant that when big storms hit, water poured into our first floor. The canal overflowed into our house with such predictability that with every warning of heavy rains my mother began placing a two-foot-tall statue of Saint Jude—the patron saint of hopeless causes—in front of the house. If anyone could hold the flood back, it would be Saint Jude! Eventually the statue itself would also be underwater.


All that flooding formed stress cracks in the walls and the house’s foundation, so as time passed, it no longer required an overflowing canal for water to find its way inside. Even after a light rainfall, one of us would have to hike to the hardware store to rent a wet vac. Sucking up puddles in our living room became as routine as shoveling snow.


LOSS


When the doctors first told my parents that their newborn son, my little brother, James Michael, might live for only a few days, my mom had insisted on taking Jamie home from the hospital and learning to care for him. For the next five years, the poor little guy went through major surgeries, including a colostomy. Despite all his medical complications, Jamie brought amazing joy into our family’s life. We were so full of love for little Jamie, with his head of wavy, light brown hair and bright brown eyes. I swear, he just kept smiling through it all. In our eyes, he was an angel.


I was seven when Jamie passed away in his sleep. He was five. The day he was carried out of our Babylon apartment on a stretcher under a blanket, my mother channeled her energy into lifting the rest of us up and out of our grief, telling us that the death of her son was God’s will because Jamie had so much good work to do as an angel in heaven. Over and over she said this, a refrain that came to nest in my head and my heart, becoming truth.


My mother, Kathy McDermott, had an ability to feel blessed instead of cursed during times of grave sadness or instability. She could separate life’s difficulties from the gifts those difficulties brought. Even after caring for and praying and loving Jamie for all those years, she rallied enough strength the day we lost him to stave off her family’s heartache by giving the rest of us the gift of a powerful idea: our sweet angel Jamie was in a better place, and so are we for having known him. Now it was his turn to watch over us.


•  •  •


Five years after Jamie’s passing, with our house on fire, my mother’s bobbing optimism once again pops to the surface, unsinkable. “We’ll fix it up. We’ve done it before, and we’ll do it again,” she tells us. Standing next to her on the street, I know that she isn’t just trying to make us feel better. She is working her magic by refusing to dwell on the tragedy of the moment, and, instead, she is moving on by telling us what she believes: there is nothing in that house more important than what is standing outside of it.


Even on a dark, smoke-filled night, my mom has the power to convince me that the sky is blue and limitless.


SACRIFICE


My brother, Kevin, and I were in the backseat of our green Chevy Impala. It was a few years before we moved to Amityville, and my parents were driving us to Bay Shore, Long Island. Dad turned onto a pretty street and slowed down the car in front of a single-floor ranch house, the kind that was a dime a dozen on Long Island, for people who had a dime. My mother, she loved this house, but Dad couldn’t get the loan, even though he was moonlighting as a security guard and driving a cab in addition to his main employment. Their disappointment was palpable, even to a nine-year-old in the backseat. Driving by at five miles per hour, I sensed a rare sadness in my mom, a woman who always insisted “Money is only as good as the happiness it can buy you and those you love.” My heart hurt because my parents couldn’t get that house. Years later, when I had my own car, I’d take my kid sister to the wealthy parts of Long Island and do my own slow drive down the tony streets. “We’re going to live in one of those houses one day,” I’d tell her. The appeal of a grand house did not diminish the joy I got from our modest home, which made me as happy as living in the Taj Mahal. I gave my dad all the credit he deserved for being able to buy it and keep us in it.


My father, Bill McDermott, was a hard worker. His definition of success was punching the clock every day and showing up for work when he was needed. As a high-voltage troubleshooter for Con Edison, New York City’s electric company, he descended into the dark tunnels that snaked beneath Queens and Manhattan, sometimes lowering himself into manholes that were still on fire after underground explosions. His job, as he explained to me, was to service the city’s huge electric feeders by using a blowtorch to melt copper so it formed a bond on a feeder to keep water and other materials from penetrating the electrical system. His work buddies called him “the Spider” not only because he was so good at navigating the web of underground cables that powered New York City, but also because he could weave hot liquid copper around thick power lines with the dexterity of Spider-Man shooting webs from his wrists to wrap around criminals. My dad took great pride in the craft of soldering and cable splicing. In my mind, he was a real-life superhero.


His schedule, however, was as predictable as a power outage. Sometimes our house phone would ring at one in the morning, and Dad would climb out of bed, put on jeans, a T-shirt, and industrial overalls, and then go scrape ice off the car windshield so he could drive into lower Manhattan to figure out how to get the power back on before Wall Street’s opening bell. His was hard, physical, dangerous labor. Once, he was rushed to the hospital after a drunk driver plowed through safety cones and crashed into an aboveground transformer that he was repairing. By the time we got to the hospital, he had sixty-five stitches.


“Dad, how you doing?”


“Never been better,” he replied, as if he had just returned home from a regular day at work. “How was your trip here?” Like Mom, Dad didn’t dwell.


Yet for as hard as he worked, financial stability was elusive. Trying to support a family with four kids, dogs, while making every house and car payment, plus shouldering years of unexpected expenses, all on a cable-splicer’s salary, was the epitome of the working-class treadmill. And for thirty-seven years at Con Edison, he never dialed it back, earning promotions that led him to a top-paying union job. Still, expenses just kept flowing.


My folks were not poor. We weren’t impoverished. We had it much better than other families who had to go on food stamps or welfare, in many cases despite their best efforts. But the money from each paycheck went fast. Some months there just wasn’t enough cash to pay for everything.


I understood all this because I had courtside seats to the pressures that come with living paycheck to paycheck, and the challenges of a young marriage. My parents had me when my mom was eighteen years old and my dad was twenty-two, so in a sense, the three of us sort of grew up together, which made it easier for me to relate to them, and was possibly why, as they gazed at their dream house through the Impala’s windows, their own longing washed over me. Man, how I wanted them to have that house.


That money was tight was no secret. In our small homes and apartments, I was privy to life’s real problems, hearing things that most kids don’t, and always taking internal notes. I think I was a lot more curious and mature than most kids my age, listening more than I talked. And although my mom and dad did not grouse about their problems and blame anyone or anything for their money troubles, they didn’t go out of their way to shelter their oldest child from reality. Instead of being sent outside or plopped in front of the TV, I’d stay at our round kitchen table listening to my parents figure out how to pay the bills and get through the cycles of daily life.


The unfiltered exposure to my family’s circumstances taught me that hard work did not always pay off. I also understood that anything earned or given could be taken away: a house, a job, a brother. I developed a bias for truth, especially news no one wanted to hear, because the more I knew, the more quickly I could find a solution instead of dwelling on a problem.


JOY


Every year, my dad saved enough money to get our family to the New Jersey Shore for a week or two during the summer. We’d rent a beach bungalow in the seaside town of Stone Harbor and spend our days on the beach. Dad loved to show me the paycheck that included his vacation pay added to his regular weekly salary. The number on the check seemed so big! Even if we barely had enough gas in the car to make it back to Amityville, we cheered that Dad got his family to the shore.


Year round, good memories outweighed the rough ones: Friday nights, my dad arriving home for the weekend and turning up Ray Charles’s “Busted” on the record player as my mom cooked dinner. Me, watching The Honeymooners reruns with my parents, having no clue what was so funny but laughing hysterically because they were. My dad, Kevin, and me sitting in our empty living room after the house had been ravaged by another flood, the three of us cheering as the New York Jets football game played on a TV that we’d propped up on a picnic table because the living room furniture was piled up on the front lawn to dry out. The whole family eating the filleted fluke I’d caught from my twelve-foot-long Sears Gamefisher, with its 7.5-horsepower Ted Williams engine that barely powered me from the canal to the Great South Bay and back. Playing hoops with Kevin next to our house, where Dad had perched a net. Treating my sister, Gennifer, to the movies the first the time I watched Rocky Balboa scale those seventy-two steps in front of the Philadelphia Museum of Art. My mom, tucking me in and insisting, “Bill, the best part of you is you.”


We laughed a lot. For years, at family get-togethers, my nana loved to retell the story of the night she was visiting us and sharing Gennifer’s bed in Amityville when a scurrying sound from within the walls woke them up.


“What’s that?” Nana asked.


“Don’t worry, Nana, it’s just the rats,” replied her barely stirring granddaughter. “You can go back to sleep.”


Amityville had its fair share of rats—big ones—especially near the water. And when rats have a history with a certain location, such as an abandoned house, you can bet they’ll come back, even once the house is inhabited. We weren’t stepping over rats, but a few did play in our walls, so my family put up with the uninvited guests. My sister especially did not like them, but in an act of heroism that night in bed, she masked her fear with nonchalance to help our nana feel safe. Nana just assumed that she had a brave little soldier lying next to her. “Don’t worry, Nana, it’s just the rats” was a punch line Nana would repeat for years.


If there was a reason to celebrate, we milked it. On New Year’s, the whole family would stay out until the early morning hours, often dancing and eating at the home of a family we knew that owned the famous Italian restaurant Angelo’s of Mulberry Street in New York City; they threw unbelievable parties at their home about a mile from our house. For big occasions, my family went all out. On Christmas Eves, after we were in bed, Dad would sneak outside and throw pebbles on the roof to simulate Santa’s reindeer landing. He had us convinced that if we got up and walked around, Santa would split because he didn’t like being discovered. Then, on Christmas mornings, if the present I wanted didn’t appear under the tree, Dad would continue the momentum he’d started the night before.


“Come with me, Bill,” he’d say and walk me to a corner of the house where a new fishing rod or bike was waiting. The holidays had to mean more debt for my parents, but they never let that dampen the Christmas spirit. For us kids, it was a magical time.


BETTER


Even my brother, Kevin, who was tougher around the edges than I was, agreed that my family generated enough love to fill a mansion. So instead of feeling angry that my parents were putting me in Skips sneakers from the dollar store instead of cooler Pumas, I put myself in their shoes. I believed that they deserved better. Not better in terms of material possessions—although they wanted to get me Pumas even more than I wanted those shoes for myself—but better stability. After seeing how much my parents gave and how little they got, I could not let that go on for another generation.


Maybe I could empathize with my parents because I was their oldest child, or because of how I was hardwired, or maybe because my mother repeatedly told me, often in the same breath, that “anything worthwhile in life does not come easy” and that “you have the potential to do anything you set your mind to.” Whatever the reasons, I wanted to come through for my family, to protect them when they got clobbered with crisis. What’s more, I’d been given, and was maybe even born with, enough confidence to believe I could do it. And even though I wasn’t starving and my parents weren’t asking for money, I saw money as a way to give myself financial independence and to give my parents the security that they gave me with their love. I wanted to be their Saint Jude.
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UNDERDOG





It is a rough road that leads to the heights of greatness.


—LUCIUS ANNAEUS SENECA


WHEN I WAS in first grade at St. Ignatius elementary school, Sister Jean Agnes, a teacher who never hesitated to smack my fingers with a ruler to punish me for my poor handwriting, walked up to my mom and dad on parents’ night. I was standing next to my father when he asked the Sister how I was doing in school.


“Well, Mr. McDermott,” she said, all but ignoring my six-year-old ears, “Bill’s a good boy and behaves well, but just don’t expect too much of him. He’ll probably be a mechanic, or maybe a truck driver.” My parents had nothing against mechanics or truck drivers, but a few weeks later, they pulled me out of St. Ignatius.


It was too late. I had overheard the bleak forecast, and despite my parents’ obvious disagreement with the nun’s assessment of me, her words stung, and then they stuck.



STREET FIGHTER


I remember the date: March 8, 1971. It was the day that Muhammad Ali and Joe Frazier fought at Madison Square Garden for the world heavyweight championship. The bout was called the Fight of the Century. Everyone in my neighborhood was talking about it. The fight had also captured the imaginations of people around the world. In America, the boxing match became a sort of release valve for a slew of tensions that gripped the country at the beginning of the 1970s: Vietnam. Intense racial divides. Women’s lib. These and other conflicts that swirled around society didn’t penetrate my life—my parents didn’t argue about the war or debate President Richard Nixon’s policies—nor did the outside world take up a huge piece of the real estate in my ten-year-old mind.


On the afternoon of the Ali-Frazier duel, I was riding the school bus home to our second-story apartment in Brentwood. My family had just moved into one of the identical, two-story brick structures built as part of a new housing development. The block I lived on was so fresh from construction that there was no grass, only gravel mixed with chunks of cement. I didn’t know many kids yet, but we’d relocated so many times that I’d honed my senses, and could walk into a school yard and figure out who was in charge. That afternoon on the bus, the kid in charge was an eleven-year-old boy named Angelo.


I was looking forward to listening to the fight on the radio with my dad, and everyone on the bus was talking about the night’s big event. Ali was seeking to regain the title that had been stripped from him in 1967 when he refused to obey his draft notice to join the US Army. He’d fought only two times since coming back to boxing in 1970. Like the country, the bus was slanted heavily toward Ali. Secretly, I also liked Ali, who was physically much bigger and a more compelling figure than Frazier. But my dad, he was rooting for Smokin’ Joe, the current heavyweight champ. So I was, too.


“Who you for?” Angelo asked me as we got off the bus. I told him I was for Joe Frazier. Wrong answer.


“I’m for Ali. Let’s fight.” He punctuated the statement with a right hook to my chin.


Even though my dad, a former US Marine, had taught me how to fight, I had never been in a real match. I didn’t even like to get angry or raise my voice. I was competitive, sure, but never a troublemaker.


Unlike me, though, this kid Angelo was a street fighter—the kind of boy who probably spent more time outside than in. He also was older and bigger, and while I was a decent size for my age, good at sports, and no lightweight, I was no Joe Frazier. The school bus rumbled off, leaving Angelo and me standing face-to-face in the unfinished gravel lot. We began to pummel each other, as kids and even adults formed a circle around us; a main event before the main event. Angelo was relentless. He kept coming after me with his fists. I was holding my own, but he had the edge. He also had the crowd on his side. They knew him and started chanting “Angelo! Angelo!”


He backed away for a moment, just long enough to reach down to the ground and pick up one of the cement chunks left over from the construction. He jumped on top of me and started pounding me with it. I tasted blood on my lip. But no one shouted for him to stop. Their hoots and chants only got louder, encouraging him to keep going. I knew I was on my own and risked a lot more than a bloody lip. No way was I going to lose an eye, or die, in some cockfight over Joe Frazier. My fear turned to resolve. By being the first to draw blood, Angelo had, according to street-fighter rules, given me the right to defend myself in any way I could.


The jagged chunk of concrete came at my face, and my survival instincts kicked in. In an act of self-defense, I reached into my pocket and pulled out the first thing my fingers touched: a pencil. Just a regular lead pencil. Frantically, I thrust the sharpened end at Angelo, and it punctured the skin on the right side of his face, just below his eye and near his ear. When I yanked out the pencil, it created a two-inch gash down his cheek. The face bleeds heavily, and Angelo jumped up and off me, dropped the rock, and grabbed his cheek. I stepped back, relieved but also in shock from what I had done. But the kid had gone too far with the rock. He left me no choice.


I had to get out of there, but I didn’t run right away. As in the movie The Godfather, where Michael Corleone shoots a mob rival and a corrupt police captain in Louie’s Italian restaurant, and then calmly drops the gun on the floor and walks out the front entrance, I dropped my pencil, backed away without looking anyone in the eye, and walked to the street corner—where I stepped it up until I was safe at home behind the bolted door of our apartment. When my mom saw me, I was caked in sweat, dust, blood, and tears.


“Mom, I felt like it was me or him! I had no choice but to get him with the pencil, and I’m just telling you because I think they’re going to come and try to kill us, and I don’t know what to do!”


“Bill, don’t you worry about it,” she said as she walked me into the bathroom to clean me up. “You are safe now.” She wasn’t angry. She knew that if I hurt someone, it was because I had to defend myself, not to prove I was a tough guy. “If they dare come to our home, I’ll take care of it.” She wiped a wet washcloth across my face and kissed me on the head.


That night, Dad and I listened to the radio as Muhammad Ali dominated Joe Frazier for most of the first three rounds, before Joe delivered a head-snapping blow to Ali’s jaw. Good ol’ Joe held his own, attacking Ali’s body for twelve more rounds. In a brutal battle that lived up to all the hype, Frazier won.


Walking to the bus stop the next morning was the second scariest thing I’d ever had to do on my own, after fighting off Angelo. Would he and his friends come after me? Harder? I had no interest in fighting him again. But when I saw Angelo, the side of his head plastered with gauze and tape, he didn’t do or say a thing. I didn’t say anything either. Maybe someone told him that I had every right to defend myself with the pencil, since he’d started with the rock, or maybe he and the other kids now knew that I could defend myself. Whatever the reason, it was over between us, and I was relieved, but I wasn’t proud that I had to hurt someone to end it. I never had another problem with Angelo or anyone else in that neighborhood again. Plus, I had proof I could survive on my own. The underdog could win.


JOB ONE


My parents gave me permission to dream big and got me believing that I could do anything I set out to achieve. So when I decided to start earning my own money, I had very high aspirations—especially for a paperboy.


At eleven, I was young to be delivering newspapers, but still I answered an ad to be a paperboy for the largest newspaper on Long Island at the time. Each morning, a truck dropped off a few stacks of flat papers in front of my house. After stuffing any special inserts into each paper, I’d load as many as I could into the big metal basket on the front of my blue Schwinn bicycle and the two baskets on either side of the back wheel. I carried the rest of the papers in my backpack. School started at eight thirty, so to get through the roughly 150 houses on my route in time for the first bell, I was usually pedaling by six o’clock in the morning.


The more houses I had on my route, the more money I could make in tips, so soon I was going door-to-door to sign up new subscribers. I had my shtick down:


“Good morning. I’m Bill McDermott, the newspaper boy in the neighborhood, and I noticed you’re not currently getting the paper home delivered, so I just want you to know about my services.”


I had studied what good newspaper delivery looked like. Some delivery boys were sloppy: they just threw newspapers on lawns, rain or shine, but if there was even a drizzle, someone’s paper lost its value. I made it clear to people that I took the job seriously and wanted to be conscientious about how I served my customers.


“I can be flexible in terms of how you’d like the paper delivered, ma’am. Inside your door. In the mailbox. In plastic, so it won’t get wet. And I always put the coupons in the right place, so you never have to worry about that.” Eventually I more than doubled the number of houses on my route.


The key to getting good tips was whether or not the newspaper showed up how people wanted it. Most people asked for it in the mailbox, but older folks preferred it between the screen and the door. Back then, a few people requested the paper in a plastic bag, so I always had some on me.


The job got trickier as the number of houses on my route increased, but my two-hour delivery window stayed the same. Delivering all the papers in one run became impossible, so I had to bike back home to replenish my supply. To make sure the papers arrived before people left for work and before my school started, I thought through my route. Speed alone would not solve the problem. I could pedal only so fast. I came up with a methodology to maximize the time by redesigning the route in a way that allowed me to cross town quickly, come home to reload, and finish in an hour and a half.


Collecting my money each week required another plan. Most folks left my weekly fee—and hopefully a generous tip—in a white envelope that I’d left for them; some scribbled “Thanks” or a smiley face on the front. I’d toss all the envelopes into a bag, and then go home and dump the bag on the kitchen table to count out who’d given me what. I was meticulous in tracking how each customer paid me, information I recorded in a little green book. I put circles around the names of the good tippers, and I treated those folks extra nice, maybe taking the time to put a special weekly flyer on top of their newspaper, with a note calling it out, so they’d be sure to see it.


The biggest problem was that some people ignored the envelope and didn’t leave me any money, which became a cash-flow issue, since I paid the newspaper company for all the papers myself. To get the money I was due, I had to knock on my customers’ doors and ask for it. I didn’t like to do this, but I did it—usually on weekends when I had more time and people were more likely to be home. Still, some folks could go for weeks without answering their doors. It could have been easy for me to lose track of who owed me how much, but with my careful record keeping, I could always defend myself when someone who owed me $7.50 denied it.


“What are you talking about, kid? The paper is only a dollar fifty a week.”


“I know, sir,” I’d say, pulling out my little green book. “But my records show you haven’t paid me for five weeks.” I’d smile, and, invariably, because my notes were so good, I’d get my money with little hassle—and often with a substantially bigger tip, as those late payers got a little sheepish about stiffing the polite paperboy. “Keep the change, kid,” they’d say and hand me a folded ten-dollar bill.


I became keenly aware of the connection between my money and my customers’ happiness. If I gave my customers what they wanted in the way they wanted it, they would give me more money. And for a kid who wanted to make money, this was an important revelation. In addition to the cash, I considered it an accomplishment if people liked me. I felt good when I got a nice word out of a grouchy man who just wanted to get back to his football game, or when someone’s mother thanked me for doing a good job and invited me inside for a glass of lemonade.


Over time, I expanded my business. “By the way,” I’d say, “I also have holiday cards, if you’d be interested.” Back then it was common to sell boxes of American Greetings cards to households, and I would bring a bunch of boxed cards with me on days when I went door-to-door. I figured that adding another product was a good way to make the most of the opportunity I already had, standing in front of my customers when they had money in their hands.


Later, when I sold cookies door-to-door, I loved the sense of anticipation whenever I rang a stranger’s doorbell, and the more heated rush I felt when that stranger said yes. If we had a friendly conversation, all the better. A nasty no or a slammed door didn’t faze me. I just walked faster to the next house, where the potential for another yes awaited.


I was enjoying the process of making money more than counting or even spending it. Pitching Christmas cards to newspaper subscribers. Tracking customers who didn’t pay to keep my cash flowing. Chatting over lemonade about a housewife’s new couch.


At the end of each week, I took my route money and wrapped rubber bands around the stack of worn bills, and then stashed the thick rolls in a hollowed-out cross of Jesus Christ that hung over my bed. While other kids were saving up only for baseball cards, I was after something more. Something bigger. Anything I could do to make my parents smile—buying a little piece of jewelry for my mom or picking up the dinner check at Howard Johnson for my dad—brought me incredible satisfaction. Having a steady job and money saved gave me a sense of control in my unpredictable world.


WEAR THE JACKET


Most people in our neighborhood knew that I was always trying to make a buck, so they often asked me to babysit their kids or do odd jobs.


Once, a young couple who lived down the street offered to pay me twenty dollars to move an enormous pile of dirt into their backyard and spread it out so they could reseed their grass. The couple was nice, and twenty dollars was another twenty dollars. Unfortunately, I misjudged the time it would take, as well as the intensity of the labor. I had no gloves, and the shovel’s wood handle began cutting into my hands. This work was hard and physical, but even as the afternoon I planned to finish turned into a second afternoon and then a third, I didn’t stop. There were moments I wanted to throw that shovel into the canal at the back of the house, but I didn’t quit. I’d watched my dad get up in the middle of the night often enough to know that work is sometimes doing what we do not want to do, and I believed it was important to do the job I promised. I kept shoveling.


When I finished, it didn’t feel right to ask the couple for more money. We had an agreement, and I didn’t want to ruin my relationship with the husband and wife, because I liked them, even if they knew they were getting a sweet deal. Besides, asking for more money would come with a megadose of guilt—the kind that comes with a Catholic school education. If I gave anyone any reason to think I was cheating him or not delivering what I’d promised, guilt engulfed me.


My first chance for better-paying employment came when I was on the cusp of fifteen, and the Finast supermarket chain opened a store in our neighborhood. When I heard that Finast was hiring, I picked up a job application and filled it out at home. My mom signed it because I was a minor. On the appointed day, I stood outside Finast in a line of applicants that stretched two blocks from the store’s front doors and bright red signage. Scanning the competition, I realized that I was clearly the youngest person in line, the least experienced, and thus a definite long shot for one of the few openings. Why hire the kid? they’d think.


I was edging closer to the front of the line, where a woman behind a card table was accepting applications. When I stepped forward and handed her mine, she placed it on a pile of indistinguishable white forms. That’s when I noticed a man wearing a green sport jacket standing a few feet away. Nice jacket, I thought. Must be the boss. I thanked the woman behind the table after she told me the store’s manager would review my application and be in touch, and then I walked straight over to the man in the green jacket. The name Jack Kelly was embroidered on it.


“Hi Mr. Kelly, I’m Bill McDermott,” I said and put out my hand. “I just want you to know that I waited on line for the last hour to submit my application because I really want to work here.” He shook my hand and looked down at me, an eyebrow raised.


“Sir, I guarantee that if you give me this job, I’ll work very hard for you. I just need a chance.” Jack Kelly looked over at a coworker who was within earshot, and they both thanked me for my interest. When I left the store, the applicant line was still down the block.


The new store was less than a mile from my house, and the second I shut our front door, my mom called to me. “Bill, there’s a Mr. Kelly on the phone, and he wants to speak to you! A Mr. Finnegan is also on the line. They’re with Finast.” She smiled as I took the receiver.


“Hello, Mr. Kelly, Mr. Finnegan. How are you?”


“Bill, we think you have a lot of energy,” I heard Mr. Kelly say. “You can start tomorrow.” Just like that, very brusque. “Make sure you dress in nice pants and a collared shirt, and get here ten minutes before your shift at four o’clock. I’m a real stickler for being on time, you hear me, kid?”


“Yes sir, Mr. Kelly, I’ll be there!” Me being me, I arrived a half hour early.


The work wasn’t glamorous, but I was excited to have a real salary. I started out corralling shopping carts from the parking lot. I was careful never to ram them together and shove them against the store’s walls. I treated those carts like china. In the parking lot, if I saw a customer struggling to get bags into her trunk, I’d run over to help but refuse to take the quarter tip if she offered. “No thank you, ma’am, just doing my job. Really, it’s my pleasure.” I wasn’t lying; I loved that job.


I graduated from the parking lot to stocking shelves. The day I accidentally cut my hand with a box cutter as I sliced open a carton full of canned goods, a coworker drove me to the hospital and waited while they stitched me up. I was back at Finast within a few hours. The way I saw it, I owed Finast at least ninety minutes. Plus, I wanted to prove that my injury wouldn’t stop me from completing my stocking duties, and get me demoted back to collecting carts.


I took every job seriously, and whether I was stacking cans in a supermarket smock, digging dirt in muddy shorts, or delivering papers in my school clothes, I started to develop basic work habits. By maximizing my time, being polite and conscientious, staying true to my word, showing up on time, and holding myself accountable, I was acting like a professional before I had to look like one. I was “wearing the jacket” long before I could afford or need a real jacket of my own. I understood that whether someone’s pay was hourly or salaried, his collar blue or white, professional work habits alone wouldn’t get people promoted, but a lack of professionalism wouldn’t get people anywhere. So even when my jobs were small, I acted big.


I don’t think my boss, Mr. Kelly, who was a good man and wore his own green jacket well, employed a lot of kids like me. “He’s going places,” he told my dad one day, which was a much rosier outlook than Sister Jean Agnes’s prediction about my future.


EVEN BETTER


I was fifteen, making minimum wage, about $2.30 an hour. But it was a union job, so, like my dad, I took every ounce of overtime I could get because it paid time and a half. Double time during holidays. As I’d stopped doing the paper route, I had hours that weren’t being eaten up by Finast, school, or basketball, so I took two other jobs. One consisted of doing mundane tasks for the village of Amityville, like painting fences or picking up litter around town. The other job, I liked much better: I was a floating busboy at a white-glove Italian restaurant, Amato’s, which was so high-end that it took American Express cards and even had its busboys wear tuxedos—a uniform that demanded more respect than the job itself. I loved the tux.


At Amato’s, I made $10 for a five-hour shift plus any money the waiters shared with me for taking their customers’ dirty dishes to the kitchen and pouring coffee. After every shift, as the waiters tallied their tips, I prayed they would take into account my efforts to treat their customers well and throw me several bucks. I always asked diners if they enjoyed their meal, and suggested a cannoli or some spumoni for dessert.


By the time I was sixteen, if I wasn’t at school, I was busy stocking, bagging, hauling, and busing. For a while, I even worked the midnight shift at the Merritt gas station, where just trying to stay awake was a chore. From midnight to eight in the morning, I’d service twenty cars at most. Not an ounce of skill was required. The boredom was torturous.


Still, I had more money than ever—too much to keep in the cross above my bed and enough to buy myself the occasional luxury. My favorite purchase was a hardy sheepskin coat, the kind with the faux fur trim, chic in the 1970s. I picked it up for about $200 at an outlet shop that sold clothes not quite as high-end as Macy’s. The minute I saw that coat, I wanted it. Walking the streets of Amityville in what became my signature coat, I felt as cool as New York Knicks basketball guard Walt “Clyde” Frazier.


I was grateful for the work I got, and to men like Mr. Kelly, who took a chance on me. And while I loved the work and the money, I suspected a hodgepodge of minimum-wage jobs wasn’t making me as much cash as my time and effort deserved.


One afternoon, walking home from Amato’s in my waiter’s tuxedo and black velvet tie, I noticed a Help Wanted sign in the window of Amityville Country Delicatessen on the corner of Bayview Avenue and Merrick Road. I walked in. It was a small box of a place, nothing fancy. A pay phone. Racks of chips. Beer, soda, household goods, and a deli counter.


“What are you looking for?” I asked the man standing behind the cash register.


“I’m looking for someone who wants to work hard and is willing to put in a lot of hours.” I smiled, partially at him, partially to myself. Work hard? Please, this guy had no idea who he was talking to.
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THE GREATEST COACH





Be more concerned with your character than your reputation. Your character is what you really are, while your reputation is merely what others think you are.


—JOHN WOODEN


“BILL, I KNOW you like to score,” my father said to me before one of our biggest basketball games, “but tonight I need you not to shoot and focus only on defense.” I was surprised because I could sometimes score up to twenty points a game, and we were playing for the basketball league’s championship. “The only thing I need you to do tonight is stop that kid Chase,” Dad explained.


I was in fifth grade, and this kid Chase was the top scorer in the Catholic Youth Organization (CYO) league, plus a good six inches taller than me—just huge. “If he doesn’t score a single point, we win the game. Better yet, if he scores fewer than ten, we win the game. But if you try to outscore him, Bill, we will lose. So your mission tonight is to sacrifice your own scoring. Just make sure Chase doesn’t make any baskets.” I didn’t argue.


For as hard as he worked, my father always made time to coach his sons’ teams. On the hardwood under the bright fluorescent lights of any gymnasium, the man was in his flow, his mind focused on two things: winning and teamwork. Without the latter, he would teach me, the former was either impossible or worthless.


My dad inherited his fierce will to win from his father, pro basketball player and Hall of Famer Bobby McDermott. My grandfather was a gifted player who left his Queens, New York, high school after just one year to play pro ball in 1929. He made only four bucks his first game, but he was soon setting records and advancing to better teams before signing with the Original Celtics from New York, which were part of the American Basketball League. “Mac,” or “Mr. Basketball,” was a leading scorer known for making consecutive, at times game-winning, two-handed set shots from midcourt—sometimes from behind the center court line. His impossibly beautiful arches were art. During one game on record, the five-foot-eleven guard hit fourteen shots in a row from near center court, and eleven straight from the foul line. Incredible! When he played for the Fort Wayne (Zollner) Pistons of the National Basketball League, he was named Most Valuable Player four seasons in a row, from 1942–43 to 1945–46, after which the league’s coaches, players, and sports editors voted my grandfather the greatest basketball player of all time.


Just as impressive, Bobby McDermott was also a great player-coach: the rare athlete who both plays ball on the floor and coaches the team from the sidelines. Earlier in his coaching career, he led the Pistons to two consecutive championships.


When he retired from pro basketball in 1950, Bobby McDermott was thirty-six and considered by many to be the greatest basketball player of his generation. He spent the rest of his too-short life having a lot of fun off the court while selling life insurance for a living. Tragically, at forty-nine, he died on his wife’s birthday of injuries suffered from a car crash. I never knew my grandfather, but how I would have loved to see him play.


My father displayed a similar intensity on the court, so much so that my brother would say our dad coached as if every game were the NBA finals. It’s true that he took it seriously. For special games, Dad wore a suit and tie. He dressed out of respect for his players and for the game—my dad, he wore the jacket—and when I helped him coach my brother’s teams, I wore my Easter suit and tie. Dressing well broadcast to everyone that we’d come to win, not just to play.


TEAM OVER EGO


Dad taught me that winning required knowing my opponents’ strengths and weaknesses. “It’s not about you,” he said, “it’s about understanding them.” Beating someone like Chase was less about exercising my skills than about shutting down his skills. During that final game, I put my ego on hold and followed my dad’s advice. In the end, Chase and I scored only four points each, and my team took home the trophy.


My father’s second obsession was teamwork. He loved to win, yes, but he also understood that teams, not star players, won games.


“Winning is not about how many points one player scores, but about the team winning.” This was my father’s mantra, and why he had us practice passing the ball more than dribbling or shooting. Dad preached selflessness for the good of the group, and that none of us was as talented as all of us.


Our youth basketball teams were made up of players from north and south of Amityville’s railroad tracks, which separated the middle- and working-class communities from poorer neighborhoods. But Dad wasn’t concerned about anyone’s address. He just wanted great players, wherever they came from. His role was to help us play to our strengths—whether you could shoot, rebound, or defend—and get us to work together as a team.


For me, the feeling of being part of a winning team was a rush, similar to how I felt when I signed up new customers on my paper route, landed a new job, earned a big tip, or saw my mom’s face when I did something good. Team sports, with their we’re-in-this-together high fives, energized me. On the contrary, solo sports often sapped me. I played golf with my dad as we got older, but mostly to hang out with him and my brother, Kevin, and enjoy being outside in the sun. But golf had no passing, no huddle, no camaraderie. The esprit de corps that I inhaled as a kid became addicting.


FUNDAMENTALS OF PLAY


I was helping my dad coach my brother’s fifth-grade team the night we came up against the Huntington Super Sonics. Officially, we were the St. Martin of Tours, but we called ourselves the Green Machine because of our uniforms. Not only was every player on the Super Sonics bigger and slightly older than almost everyone on our team, but one of the Sonics’ players was the son of New York Nets pro basketball coach Kevin Loughery, who was in the stands during the game. By halftime, the Green Machine was down twenty-one points.


“Dad, how long are we gonna wait to make our run at these guys?” I asked my father in the locker room. It was time to employ our team’s biggest advantage.


“Okay, Bill, let’s go into the full-court man-to-man press,” he said. “Let’s see if we can exhaust and distract them, really throw them off with a high-pressure defense.” I nodded. I knew Dad’s press had a twist: speed.


My father, as coach, probably taught me more basics about how to be successful in business than any teacher or boss ever did. It’s ironic, considering that he never worked in an office. Among his lessons, my dad stressed the importance of the fundamentals of play. At the end of each practice, he had every player take fifteen foul shots. My dad also convinced me that as long as there was time on the clock, we had a chance of overcoming any crisis on the court, no matter how far behind we were. Especially if we had the fundamentals down, we could come up with a new play, get back the ball, or keep the other team from scoring.


That’s what happened during the second half of the Super Sonics game, when we surprised the other team with my dad’s version of a full-court press. We never guarded the man taking the ball out of bounds. Instead, we put two players on the Super Sonics’ best dribbler. With our five guys on four of theirs, we had a power advantage, and the Sonics didn’t know what to do or who should get the ball. It was chaos. By the time the Sonics figured out what we were doing, we had made three or four steals and cut their lead in half. The momentum hit, and we just kept coming.


What the other team had in size and might, we made up for with quickness, an unexpected strategy, and a well-drilled team that knew what to do. We had prepped for the situation. We just ran and ran and ran until we ran them right out of the gym and won the game.


Dad never punished his players for lousy performance, as long as we put in the effort. He never took a guy out of a game for having a bad night shooting, as Dad believed that doing so would only increase the pressure the kid put on himself to be perfect. If one of us was wide open, Dad urged us to take the shot. “Go for it!” he hollered from the sidelines. He’d rather we miss than not try at all, a freedom that gave us incredible courage. Plus, Dad’s theory was that even if we missed, we had a chance to get the rebound or get a foul shot. He was playing the odds. If we didn’t shoot at all, we had zero chance of scoring.


Sometimes I’d sit in the bleachers and watch my dad play ball. Once, he and some Con Edison buddies went up against a team of local college students, and I watched as my father cleaned up the court with those cocky kids. At forty, he could still make the long shot from midcourt.
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FIND A WAY





The dictionary is the only place where success comes before work.


—VINCE LOMBARDI


THE DELI’S OWNER stared back at the tall teenage kid in the tuxedo as I assured him that if he wanted to hire a hard worker, I was his man.


“I can also bring an understanding of how to serve food to your constituents,” I said, trying to be businesslike as I explained how, at the Italian restaurant where I currently worked, we wore white gloves. Most teenagers around town weren’t tossing out words like constituents, so Bob realized I was serious.


“How many hours can you give me?” he asked.


“I can give you as many hours as you can handle.” I told him what I was making from my three jobs combined. He looked at me. Good help was hard to find, and he probably figured that a kid in a penguin suit couldn’t do much harm.


“I’ll pay you more,” he said. “But you gotta come in on holidays, work a few night shifts—especially on Friday nights, because we’re open till one in the morning. And . . .” He hesitated, raising an eyebrow. “You gotta learn how to wax the floor.”


“No problem.”


Bob hired me on the spot.


A NEW MISSION


Whenever I had to make a big decision, my mother would tell me that as long as I could put my name and photo next to my actions if they appeared on the front page of the New York Times, I shouldn’t hesitate to go for what I wanted. I felt guilty about quitting my jobs at Finast and Amato’s, but I knew the deli was a much better deal for me than balancing multiple jobs, and not just because of the money. I wanted one purpose to pour myself into versus multiple missions. Just looking around that deli, I sensed a mission.


The first thing I had to learn about was the meat slicer, so that I could make sandwiches. The machine was easy enough to use, as long as I didn’t rush. I lost a few fingertips, but they grow back as long as you don’t slice the bone. I also learned how to run the register, stock the deli’s shelves, and fill the refrigerator when suppliers delivered new shipments. Staples like potato and egg salad arrived in big plastic buckets a few times a week.


I worked hard, as slacking off was not part of my genetic code, but I didn’t aspire to be the deli manager or anything.


After about a year, Bob wanted out. He coleased the deli and the adjacent Sunoco gas station with his business partner: a man named Eddie, who drove an Eldorado convertible. Once, Eddie took me to the “21” Club in Manhattan. I remember wearing my only suit and tie. When we entered the dark nook of the historic restaurant, everyone we saw seemed to know him. I was next to a man who could handle himself, and it made an impression on me. I wanted to be just like Eddie—but when Bob wanted to sell, so did he.


The deli and the gas station were not easy businesses to unload. Sunoco’s parent company, Sunmark Industries, owned the land under both the station and the store. Bob and Eddie only leased the land and the right to operate each facility on a year-to-year basis. Any new owner was buying only those rights, knowing that Sunmark could take back the lease, or repurpose the land, after any twelve-month period—which left whoever owned the lease little if any security. Eventually a local entrepreneur named Ernie stepped up and offered Bob and Eddie $50,000, cash. They accepted. But Ernie was interested only in the gas station. For him, the convenience store was just an inconvenience, so he kept me on to oversee operations. I got to keep my job and take on more responsibility.
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