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Part I: Mountain Jam
So, this will change everything?
He paused in the aisle, carefully re-reading the label. The clerk with the double pierced eyebrow and chrome ring through his lower lip assured him was “exactly!” what he needed: Bovine Tracheal Cartilage.
Jack tried not to react to the piercings, or blue streaks in the boy behind the counter’s otherwise orange hair, and had done a pretty good job of it. Now the clerk was putting on the fey, he thought, a further attempt to elicit reaction. Maybe he talked that way all the time. Jack Schlitz didn’t care.
“Lately, my joints have been aching after running and I was wondering if there’s something I could take.....”
Elie— that’s what the rainbow colored badge read— nodded too eagerly and led Jack to the “Mature Remedies” banner at the opposite wall, past shelves loaded with soy and rice crackers, Chinese gin-ZING. Something called “Lady’s Friend.” Children’s vitamins shaped like endangered creatures of the rain forest.
Elie ran a finger back and forth from shelf to shelf beneath the “For Seniors” header, bolder and brighter than the ceiling banner announcing this as the old folks’ section. Jack wondered if he should feel insulted. Three rows down Elie paused and pulled a large blue, black and green bottle, then skimmed the label with a finger done up in black nail polish.
He read aloud, as if by rote “...scientific studies suggest, in their natural form, ingredients such as these could play a supportive role in ensuring normal maintenance of natural systems ....Yeah, this is what you want,” he assured Jack, nodding.
“Elie---is it Elie or EElie?---what’s it supposed to do?” he asked.
“EEE Lie, short for Orenthal,” the clerk exaggerated with a deepened voice, sounding almost authoritative. “For someone active like yourself, this is what many professional athletes use, a well kept secret mind you .... naturally obtained organic compounds to provide much needed nutritional support for your systems.”
He paused, pursed his lips as if searching for the right words, and continued.
“Let me explain. Your body simply can’t get enough of these compounds from a regular diet, even a healthy diet. As part of the aging process we begin to deplete the stores which are with us at birth.”
That much seemed to make sense. “But why tracheal cartilage?” Jack pressed.
“They—cows, BOVINES— are our brothers in the animal kingdom,” Elie explained. “Our bodies, especially the skeletal system, the joint structures, are very similar.”
Really?, Jack wondered but before he could ask tubular bells sounded and Elie looked away to wave at a woman who had just entered the store. Jack glimpsed a hat and bleached white hair. “One of my best customers,” Elie confided quietly. “She’ll try ANYthing!”
Jack took the bottle from his hand, and damned the printing industry conspiracy against those over 40 as he strained to read the label at arm’s length. He could barely make out that there were words there, his arm just wasn’t long enough.
“We’ve got marigold extract for the eyes right here,” Elie informed him, stooping for a golden bottle on a lower shelf.
“Let me start slowly, with this,” Jack cut him off.
Elie nodded, and led back to the counter, pausing along the way for a few words with the woman he addressed as “MezzCherie.” Jack noted thick makeup, heavy eyelashes and a flash of gold. She jumbled a lame purse and Shitsu dog Elie patted and pretended to kiss before turning toward the counter.
“That will be $24.95 for a full months supply!” he smiled, punching the cash register keys.
Pricey Jack thought, hesitating briefly to reach for his wallet.
“And if for any reason you’re not completely satisfied within 30 days, bring it back in for a FULL refund!” Elie assured him.
What the hell, Jack thought, handing over a $20 and a $10. It’s worth a try.
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I haven’t changed since I’m 19....even if this body suggests otherwise.
Jack argues that point with the mirror, especially on waking, looking across the bedroom past Aggie at the seasoned stranger staring back. There’s a hint of his father in the graying temples, the smile curves, winced eyes and gradual sag hanging from his frame.
The old body aches, especially the left knee on rising, mornings after a run.
Still, he treasures the run enough it’s worth the pain. For a few miles, the jog is a retreat into his own world, a break for meditation on a full menu of worries, respite from the chaos of a house with six kids where the quiet girl he married must raise her voice regularly, shrill even, to maintain order, to keep peace.
It’s a decent life they’ve built together, and except for a few missing pieces– ones money might buy– theirs could be that suburban dream he grew to believe in, reared on a TV diet of Donna Reed, Dick Van Dyke and The Cleavers.
The clock is turning. He studies the red diode face of their digital alarm, then glances to the calendar on the wall, the bank’s yearly giveaway.
Even by generous calculations generous, he’s probably halfway to oblivion, barring any unplanned intervention of fate. Some days he thinks in terms of all he can do with tomorrow; this is one of those “where has the time gone, what have I done?” mornings.
So he’s comfortably preoccupied with the mundane: “I don’t like my job,” he admits in silence.
“It’s not that I don’t like it, really, it’s just that I wish I could do something else… or not have to do anything, really.”
Really.
To get up one morning and not worry anymore: Where will the money will come from? How can we afford it? At least, to give the kids grander options than state college. A car with air conditioning that works. A new roof. The electrical system is aching to be replaced. And what about saving for retirement....
“Re–tie-her-ment, I spoke the word as if a wedding vow,” he sings softly to himself and laughs.
“What’s so funny?” Aggie wants to know, stretching awake, reacting to the slight smile shaping his mouth.
“Planning our retirement,” he announces.
“When can I start packing?” she wants to know.
He shrugs, walks out of the room and down the stairs, flexing a bicep at the mirror before receding from view. He wanders in on the little guys gathered before the TV, building with Legos. In the kitchen he can tell who’s up and gone by the bowls left on the table, the cereal boxes open on the counter. Rice Krispies. Fruit Loops. Alpha Bits.
He pours two cups of coffee, adds milk to hers, studies out the kitchen window the row of fences stretching down the block. The whole neighborhood is just waking up, except Mr. Bobby Jones. He’s already at work, hoeing dirt in his garden three doors down, in button down short sleeve Oxford shirt, blue shorts and dark socks pulled up to the knees.
Old men don’t give a damn about how they look,” Jack thinks. “Almost there, and I won’t either,” he assures himself.
Sips from his cup, leans back and stretches side to side, starts to squat. “Ouch,” that damn knee again. Tight, grinding sensation deep within.
He takes the bottle of Bovine Blue from the shelf above the sink, uncaps it, struggles with the protective seal and cotton. He smells glue, gooey rubber cement from the red dispensing top. forgotten about since grade school.
Jack spills out two capsules, the recommended dosage, holds them up against the window. Clear caps filled with a barely transparent milky liquid, thick with tiny bubbles, maybe some type of impurities—“cartilage?”— suspended in them.
He downs the two, chased with a gulp of coffee, rolls his knee and savors the grinding sensation.
“We’ll see,” he announces as Aggie enters the kitchen.
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“See what?” she wants to know, raising the coffee to her lips.
“See how beautiful you are in the morning,” he smiles.
She smirks, smiles too. “More proof the eyes are first thing to go.” They laugh, she reaches across for the uncapped bottle still in his hand.
Aggie strains to read the print. “What’s this?”
“For my joints...they’ve been giving me a lot of trouble lately and Poorah suggested I try this stuff.”
“Poorah?”
“The Indian girl at work, kind of. I‘m not sure really, she dresses like a Hippie, kind of light skinned for an Indian, but she’s Hindu, I know that much.”
“Hindi,” Aggie corrects him.
“You sure?”
She shrugs, sits down at the table still struggling to decipher the label. “What’s in this stuff?”
“Cartilage....from cows,” Jack admits,betraying his own doubts. hint of doubt. “For my joints.”
Aggie raises her eyebrows and nods slowly. “Oh, from cows, I see…O---K!”
“I’ll try it, see what happens...Can’t hurt.”
She raises the uncapped bottle to her nose. “Smells like.....”
“Glue!” he says before she can.
“That’s it,” she agrees. “Isn’t glue cheaper?”
He shrugs his, eases into a chair. They hold hands, share plans for the day. The kids would start demanding any moment. This, an interlude before the storm.
She had to take the little ones to swimming lessons. Back by noon to drive Parker to pick up his car. Emily working her other job today, Beck might work if the weather clears.
“Do you think Miles will look for a job?” Aggie asks.
It’s a sore point with Jack. “I don’t even want to know about it anymore, but I’m losing my patience....”
They sit silent for a moment. An alarm in one of the empty bedrooms starts buzzing. “The party’s over!” Aggie sings. They stand up and hug.
Jack promises to try and take off early but warns he might be home late. He’s working on a new marketing campaign for Capital Screw.
“What more can I say about screws?” he asks aloud. “The market is saturated, and the Chinese are starting to unload their crap. Already it’s taking a toll. Once they start to lowball the price customers don’t care about quality.”
She listens politely, doesn’t know what to say.
“We’ve got to battle that perception, and that’s my job,” he continues. “It pays the bills. What more can I ask?”
She stretches to pat his head, “We’re doing fine. I love you!” Then, in the same breath turns away and shouts “KIIIIDS!!! Time to GET MOVING!!!”
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The drive to work is only a few miles, yet takes better than half an hour most mornings.
A habit, Jack studies his eyes in the mirror as the car inches along, conversing silently with his soul. Dreams and ambitions. He ponders the passing years suggested in lines, the gray whispers in the eyebrows, at his temples. The brown of his eyes is as much green as brown now, more hazel. Windows into happiness and sadness, hopes and disappointments.
The car is a relic, a black and white 1979 Mustang Laser II. Sides and hood festooned with graphics which seemed cool when new, period lettering he’s certain will one day secure the car’s classic status.
The “ugly Mustang” he calls it, unveiled by Ford as the “New Pony,” more a step down than a break from why previous Mustangs were so desirable. Jack had always wanted a Mustang, bought this for $40 from a reluctant seller moving up to a station wagon, at his wife’s insistence.
The Laser smokes and chugs, the ceiling liner stapled in places, but the car gets there, handles well and the 8-track might work. It’s his car, well worn to fit with the comfort of a favorite shirt. Jack’s not one to be concerned with shiny things, won’t buy what he can’t afford, wonders often how people pay for those new cars rolling by on the avenue.
There’s a lot he would do, were it not for money. More correctly, for the lack of it. Quit this lousy job, for instance. Head of marketing carries a more impressive ring than his reality.
His office: a windowless room, defined by glass dividers, pushed to one side of the administrative “suite,” just off the factory floor where they manufacture screws. The place always reeks of metal and machinery. He’s grown used to the smell, but never the noise. The phone on his desk has an extra long, retractable cord so he can step out the door onto the stairs to the parking lot when the call demands concentration or privacy. An old company, a cordless phone too new a concept.
Head of marketing, Capital Screw.
Screwed you, buddy!, he laments.
The challenge, inspiration to excel escaped long ago. Jack’s no longer sure it’s him or the job to blame. The focus now: improving brand awareness, so clients “think Capital first” when they run low on screws. He’s an unplanned expert on treads and torque, screw heads, and why brass is best for certain applications. His audience: hardware store buyers and suppliers, machine shops and factories of every description.
He didn’t know any of it when he took the job. Smiles to think of how excited he was to learn, that first day at Capital, that the company actually had a couple of accounts in and around Hibbing, Minnesota, including the hardware/appliance store. Went out of his way to visit there on a trip through the Midwest when just learning the business. Came away most impressed it was just like everywhere else, but for the trace of a style of speaking, a distinct inflection, he recognized as more a factor in Bob Dylan’s singing than he’d realized.
“I was so much older then…” he begins.
The job’s secure, as much as one can expect, but no longer fulfilling. But what is certain, but uncertainty?
In the early years the challenge was building the brand, aggressive advertising campaigns for the pages of trade rags, magazines focused on the industry, Modern Fastener and Hardware Buyer Digest. He helped Capital to the top, they ruled their day, production increased, sales soared. Jack the hero got his own office, his office now.
The business is changing. A battle to maintain share, if not volume, in a market defined by foreign competition. And Old Joe Dwinzel is taking the back seat, as he slowly, reluctantly turns over the reigns of Capital Screw to his son, Young Joe.
Young Joe is younger than Jack, not by much, and certainly not heir to his father’s business acumen. For Old Joe, success in business was all about service, earning and keeping the customers’ respect, and thereby loyalty, doing whatever was required.
Young Joe grew up in the business, oblivious to the work. He’s there for the money, more playful than serious about running a company.
When he entered his 30s, his father tired of supporting his irresponsibility. Demanded he get a job. Young Joe came on board as an “executive.” In an early demonstration of his business prowess he suggested to Jack they launch a promotional campaign with the catchy slogan. “Looking for the perfect screw, call Capital”. Printed flyers to that effect and put them up in bathroom stalls during the hardware convention, with the phone number and extension for Capital’s hotel suite.
Old Joe took the first few calls from guys convinced Capital was an unusual girl’s name or a brothel, and nixed the campaign. “What kind of an asshole are you?,” he demanded of his son, after Young Joe proudly claimed complete responsibility for the effort.
After that, Young Joe redirected his meddling to manufacturing, and left marketing to Jack. Young Joe introduced improvements like hair nets for the men on the assembly line, country club guest passes as production incentives, and roller skates for shop foreman. None of his innovations, save the company softball team, had any staying power, and the Capital Clingers were still in search of a winning season.
Jack needs this job, that’s why he’s still there. He and Aggie, they get by, like everyone else. Still, he dreams what it would be like figure out how to spend money, rather than ways to save it. They could enjoy a challenge like that.
He exits the avenue and the Laser rumbles along the cobblestone side streets leading to the building, a block in from the water’s edge. Still early morning enough that crusty fishermen, local loft and tenement dwellers, ply their lines in the fetid river. As he leaps the three steps to the office door he marvels at thoughts of fishing such polluted waters, the quality of the catch.
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Jack and Aggie married young, happy with that choice. But kids will prove more overwhelming, more trying than any newlyweds might envision.
The mother in her worries about the older boys finding an keeping jobs, what 19 year old Emily does in her hours away from home, whether Parker could get serious about school, and if she is doing enough for the little ones. There’s a seven year gap between Parker and Augie, like having two families. Like “raising your own grandkids” an acquaintance observed, watching her wearied efforts trying to convince the little ones they didn’t need the Happy Meal. “You never eat the damn burger,” Aggie insisted. She was right, once they opened the toy they lost interest in nutrition.
Her practiced priority in life: to stretch each dollar. Food bills alone —four teens— are horrendous: 15 gallons of milk a week, maybe a dozen loaves of bread, for starters. Soon as she enters the door from grocery shopping “The vultures descend.” The kids rifle through the bags in search of a quick fix of carbohydrates. Cookies, donuts, chips, fruit— whatever she planned as snacks for the week, or days, are consumed within the day.
Then the laundry: days of washing and drying without end. The little guys have a habit of trying on clothes and peeling them off, as if changing costumes between acts. A trail of socks, shirts and pants through the house. She never can get them to gather them up, most times she’s too tired to try.
With all this, she feels rightfully defensive whenever someone asks “Don’t you work?” As if she could do more with all this idle time on her hands.
She can’t comprehend anything more important than being there for her own kids. She and Jack decided it was worth any sacrifices to have a mother at home. Her view: her primary responsibility. For now. It may mean endless work without the rewards of career, but, for her, there’s no debate.
Though, at times, she contemplates a walk away from it all. Her fantasy, for she couldn’t leave the kids any more than she could leave Jack. Sorry for him on one level. He never gets past worrying about money, and all they should be putting away.
She knows how hard he works, wishes it easier for him, for them, but life isn’t always fair. She believes that. They are getting by and what more can they ask, really? No matter how much she tries to reassure Jack, he agonizes about all they aren’t doing, now and for their future.
“You’re buying into a myth,” she tells him. “We’ll have enough to worry about tomorrow, when it gets here. Enjoy where we are.”
“Well I guess our kids will have to be our retirement fund,” he’ll jokes when he accepts the futility of worrying, at least in that moment.
“Well, then we’ll end up in the poorhouse,” her practiced refrain.
As much in love as when he finally convinced her in college he really was the one. Best friends, partners for life, married 25 years with a nice, large family.
Aggie is enjoying a good life. Things could be a little easier, but it’s still a good life.
“But if we ever do have money,” she’d tell Jack. “First things I want are a housekeeper and a cook.”
Aggie hates cooking, though she’s quite good at it. Could really use a cook, she’s convinced herself.
That, a housekeeper, and seeing the older kids move out on their own.
Not necessarily in that order.
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Jack breaks up his day with calls home. To confide in Aggie, discussing unpleasantries they prefer not to explore during hours together. The conversations serve him as reinforcement, acknowledgement he matters when he’s feeling down. He knows he’ll never be as close to the kids as their mother, doesn’t need to. He loves them all, continually worries he’s not doing enough for them.
He turns to Aggie as his foundation, his block of strength.
She can cut to the quick and size things up, separate what matters from what doesn’t. He worries over the long term, while she, remains ever focused on the here and now.
Together they built a life, happy even in their toughest times because each means most to the other. At home, when he looks into her eyes he still sees her youthful beauty, now gracefully matured. That carries him.
He’s sick and frustrated with work, that’s now a regular topic of these workday discussions. Not that he hates the job so much, or that the Dwinzels haven’t been more than fair to him. He’s part of the team, a contributor to their success. But he also feels stuck on the bench with a team mired in old glories, bright days fading with the past.
What he’s detests, really, is this whole notion of marketing. A clever game too pervasive in our lives, he thinks. Capital Screw makes a good product — but that’s not good enough. It has to be packaged and promoted so it’s irresistible to store buyers, the decision makers at the factories, the owner of the corner hardware store.
How can you make a screw exciting?
Like Capital, its customers are squeezed. More than ever, they clamor for lower prices, better margins. Their future and viability depend on it. A noticeable change, an unwelcome shift in the tide none seems strong enough to stand against. Quality, durable goods from a reputable supplier were once primary concerns. Today’s accounts more focused on costs: if they buy in bulk; minimum order; maintaining profitability at competitive rock bottom pricing.
That new mindset — putting profit before service, before the satisfied customer—had first opened the doors to inferior products made in Korea, China, Poland and Romania.
Jack had his own experience with this new breed of screws, caught unprepared one weekend while assembling new bunk beds for the little guys. A pine set, no less, and it shipped without the required screws.
That Saturday afternoon Jack headed to the corner hardware store three blocks over for two dozen three-and a half inch screws. Damn, if the Phillips head didn’t strip as he bore down on them with his cordless screw driver. Should never happen, would never happen with an American product, a Capital screw, Jack thought
The experience inspired the “Never Compromise On Quality: Stay with Capital” campaign. It debuted as the company’s prospects entered the long and gradual decline which continues to this day. At least the campaign was well received.
He and the two Joes spread the “Never Compromise” message at the hardware convention, ran comparisons, gave away hundreds of samples in every size. Buyers all nodded yes, quality does matter, especially in light of such shoddy imports. When it came to orders, though, some took theirs to companies like Ho Fake Hum, an importer/distributor shipping from a residential street in Flushing, NY. Standard Capital Screw of Taiwan, another new competitor
Old Joe talked to lawyers about the suing over that name, then balked at the expense. Now, some who thought they were dealing with made-in-the-U.S. Capital Screw were actually buying from Standard Capital.
That’s another issue Jack hopes to address through marketing. It’s all about marketing, dammit! Combine words, pictures and colors and convince the marketplace they should still buy his brand of screw…or anything really.
“Quality should be enough,” Old Joe insists, and Jack accepts that, in theory. He realizes, too, that to believe that is to invite failure.
“Advertising is all about shaping perceptions,” was all that stuck with him from the overpriced seminar Young Joe insisted they attend to prep the company for the future. Jack was against attending from first mention.
“A litany of windbags,” he told Young Joe when presented with a conference schedule. They were all the founders, directors or someone in “creative” for big agencies and market research companies.
Still, Young Joe planned they attend: the seminar to be held at the conference center of one of the nicer country clubs in the area, and the company would cover all costs.
Reluctantly, Jack went along.
Midway through the second morning session, “The Customer is Always Re-rightable.” Young Joe pulled Jack’s ear toward his cupped hand to whisper, “You were on target, my man, this is all about bullshit......I’m going to hit the tees. Want to join me?”
Jack didn’t like golf, for simple lack of skill, so declined.
“Well do what you want with the day,” Young Joe advised, leaving the seminar folder and papers in his chair. “I’m out of here!”
On the greens Young Joe met Shane Daneen, “concept builder” at an upstart agency, who convinced him Capital Screw could benefit by spending ungodly amounts of money with his company.
“Messaj” built its campaigns in separately billed “phases.” In phase 1 it sent its photographer, who introduced himself as “Aries”, to take conceptual shots for the campaign. He brought two assistants, varied backgrounds and props. They “set up studio” in the middle of the office, and on the factory floor. “For the ambiance” for photos of Capital products “in an environment that would convey their integrity.”
Even before Old Joe gasped at the bill for the day’s shoot, a sizable chunk of the company’s quarterly promotional budget in former years, he decided Messaj wasn’t what Capital needed.
“Yeah, yeah they are very nice,” he told Daneen as he passed round oversized color enlargements from the shoot at the follow -up meeting in Old Joe’s office. “But what the fuck do we need a picture of screw and a lemon for,” he emphasized. “It’s just not....” he searched for the right word, then gave up. “We’re in the hardware business, for Christ sakes, this ain’t a fruit stand!”
Jack laughed, maybe a little too loud, but couldn’t agree more.
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Running provided Jack an interlude of reflection and quiet self-analysis through a combination of purged energy, exhaustion and exhilaration. A challenge to his limits and endurance, an affirmation of his strength as much as weakness.
Despite his thickset middle, he thought himself proudly fit, except for the damn left knee, an intrusive reminder of mortal frailty. Way back when platform shoes were the rage graceless Jack stumbled while dancing and suffered something frightful to the knee. For years after it could slip out of joint at the slightest misstep, a sudden falter.
On such occasions, in earlier days, a ribbon of something fleshy but tough pushed to the surface. He figured it was cartilage, and could push it around the edge of his knee beneath the skin. By the end of such days the area would be marked with a thumb-sized black and blue mark. That suggested bone might be rubbing bone. A mild pain, it never really bothered him that much. Just a few days of discomfort, then fading from memory just as suddenly as its onset when the knee popped back in place.
Jack had forgotten all about that knee until recently.
He had taken up jogging back in his mid-30s and loved it. It became a passion, and now, weeks when he didn’t do at least three — “Aggie, I’m going out for a run,” — he felt incomplete. He had experimented with running, or jogging, in occasional commitments to fitness when he was much younger, but the arrival of the Walkman, and truly portable music, definitely made this diversion a more appealing escape.
He bought an early Toshiba version of a “headphone cassette player,” found it the perfect complement to running. Pop in a cassette and take in the tunes while pounding the pavement, trying to keep step with the beat, all over town.
He added a belt pack, and tapes of all his old favorites, then better headphones. Each cassette served as the ritual clock for his runs: a full album on cassette, running somewhere between 30 and 40 minutes. Tried making his own 45-minute cassettes of favorite songs, popular artists, but 45 minutes was just too much run time.
Then he discovered the perfect music for jogging. A late blooming interest in the blues pointed him back to the Mississippi Delta, and then to the great blues guitarists of rock and roll. His explorations took him from Robert Johnson to Howlin’ Wolf with Hubert Sumlin to Muddy Waters and the early Stones, then to Hendrix to Clapton to Derek and the Dominoes with Duane Allman, then to the Allman Brothers.
He’d sampled the Allman’s Live at the Fillmore East album when it came out in the early 1970s, but didn’t hear anything there, or listen closely enough, to consider buying it, nor the follow-up Eat A Peach.
But then he was two tapes short on his “12 free for the price of one” offer from the cassette club and ordered Eat a Peach, as a double selection, to round out his choices. After he’d played most of the other tapes, he noticed one entire side of one cassette in the Peach set was made up of something called “Mountain Jam.” Jack assumed that referenced an extended jam with the period band Mountain, and guitar player Leslie West.
What he heard though, was profoundly different: a prolonged musical meditation on the melody from “There is a Mountain,” a Sixties hit for Donovan Leitch, and its Zen refrain: “First there is a mountain, then there is no mountain, then there is.”
For Jack, the instrumental track was sublime, the perfect song for running, for any extended activity, for deep thoughts, for aimless mental wandering. He tried explaining all he heard in “Mountain Jam” to a disinterested Aggie: “A symphony, damn near that good.”
More than half an hour long, this piece was so perfectly timed for his runs that the cassette became as much a part of his running gear as shorts and shoes.
He reckoned it had carried him through thousands of miles so he knew every note, every beat, every solo and flourish on the guitars. Listening to it, he felt lifted to some higher plane, where he could switch his body to automatic pilot, lose himself in a sonic celebration of life as his feet carried him over the terrain. If there could be such a thing as a running mantra this was his, a mood and mind altering focus of musical light.
“This is what music should do.” He’d meditated on that during many runs. Carry you, inspire your best to push further, harder, test your limits and then float you back down.
When he wasn’t running, and played “Mountain Jam” at work or home, the familiarity of the music excited the runner’s high. He could focus more clearly, think deeper, and rid his head of the emotions, angst or anxiety cluttering his day.
And, he was deeply focused in the drum solo of Mountain Jam when that damn Shitsu with its jeweled collar, dragging a pink leash, darted across the running track in the park, forcing Jack to dart right, stumble on a rock just there, and twist and reawaken the pain hibernating in his left knee.
It had been years since he knew that ache. Every run since was an exercise in agony, a forced effort at ignoring what his body was trying to convince him: that he and it were getting old, and it commanded more respect now, and maybe he should see a doctor about that knee.
But Jack clung to denial, he could live with the pain, he’d done it before. And, it opened another dimension to the running, not necessarily pleasurable, but another challenge to his endurance.
“Just doesn’t make sense, Jack,” Aggie admonished him when he tried to rationalize why he wouldn’t do get a doctor’s opinion.
Nevertheless, the running high wasn’t the same anymore. He had to force himself to stay focused on the music, he didn't cover as much distance over the course of the song, and he couldn’t even think about running two days in a row without inviting significant pain.
He also started to limp about slightly at times, especially humid mornings after a run. Now Aggie urged him to see a doctor, even checked on available appointments.
”It’s just a sprain,” he insisted. “If it doesn't go away in a couple of weeks I’ll make a visit.” But it didn’t, and he didn’t.
Then one day at work he knocked his pencil holder, a Father’s Day gift from Emily, off his desk. He squatted to retrieve it but had trouble straightening his leg to get back up off the floor.
Poorah saw him struggling, heard the dull crack as he pulled up on the desk and rolled his knee back and forth to try and reset the cartilage.
“Jack, you should be taking supplements for your leg,” she suggested, but he had no idea what she was talking about.
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Poorah works in accounting, she is the accountant. Her office, no more than a desk, sits just outside Jack’s glass enclosure, pushed against the wall by a window overlooking the production line on the factory floor.
“Your joints need special support, just like the rest of your body,” she assured him as he rolled the knee. “The modern diet, the Western diet, doesn’t provide many of the nutrients we need, especially as we age, because the body is no longer able to process food as efficiently.”
Jack listened with polite disinterest while she reached into a drawer for the collection of bottles stored there. He had often wondered what those odd shaped containers with colorful labels contained, and why she kept so many. “Getting your fill of M&Ms?,” he had joked once, her mouth a handful of pills, chased by a glass of water.
“You’d do well to take some yourself,” she suggested.
Until now, with his ever aching knee, he hadn’t cared to learn why.
Poorah spoke with a trace of an accent in her flow of words. The first generation offspring of Indian parents, her father ran a newsstand and her mother worked as a librarian. At home they spoke the old tongue, but Poorah was 100 percent American.
In fact, she sometimes reminded Jack of a late summer flower child, dressed in paisley and bell bottoms. Other days, unexpectedly, she’d show up for work in a sari, a jewel set in her forehead. Young Joe had problems with that at first, he mistrusted foreigners.
“She does good work,” his father assured him. “And as long as she’s doing her job well I don’t care what she wears.”
She did better than well. Poorah, in fact, had recovered a considerable sum for Capital Screw once she took over the books and pursued all the lapsed accounts.
Mr. Quinton, the former bookkeeper, had been a boyhood mentor of Old Joe, kept on staff well into his late 80s, long after the first hints of dementia appeared. They were significant: he had starting asking, repeatedly, how to spell the company name, and wondered aloud why there were so many people on the shop floor, often and without prompting, “What in God’s glory are they doing to the Promised Land?”
When he started hoarding, and hiding, all types of writing instruments in the office, and forgetting where he put them, Old Joe decided reluctantly he had to let him go.
After his retirement, when they finally opened the books, there were a few surprising entries: “margarine margarine Margarita” was the sole entry for one week; another page was filled line after line with “The Rocket’s red glare” on several more a neat but struggled attempt to print the alphabet in large and small block letters, and numbers one through 10, as if in grade school. After these discoveries, they weren’t that surprised to find no record of some orders and accounts dating back a full year or so.
But Poorah came on board and painstakingly matched factory production and shipments with previous orders, account names and addresses. She identified and collected more than $85,000 in bills past due, and thereby secured her place at Capital. As far as Old Joe was concerned, she could come in late, leave early and do pretty much as she wished, as long as her work got done.
And in this moment, she had assumed the role of amateur medical practitioner, advising Jack on his ailment. “The joints of the knees, especially, need support, as over time the cartilage and ligaments wear down, like a sponge,” she explained.
“Of course the secret to better health is to supplement your diet with the nutrients it requires, but isn’t getting from what you eat. The body is a wonderful machine,” she continued, “and with the right nutritional support it can heal and rebuild itself. But we can’t get that from our regular diet, and without them,” she laughed, “We suffer things like sore knees, weaker vision, and just feelings of general malaise.”
She struck a chord. General Malaise, Jack thought. There are times I know him all too well!
“So what do you take?” he wanted to know.
Poorah motioned him over to her desk as she retrieved several bottles. “You start with a good multi-vitamin, all natural ingredients,” she said handing him a bottle filled with speckled tablets large enough to gag a dog.
“This I take for clear thinking, this supports my circulatory system, our river of life,” she continued, handing him more bottles. “Echinacea strengthens my immune system---I've not had a cold in three years since I started taking it--- and the probiotic ensures there is plenty of flora at work to properly digest my food.”
Jack fumbled with five bottles. “And what’s Rosemary for,” he asked, nodding toward the sixth.
Poorah blushed, vaguely. “For feminine health, that special time.”
Jack was trying to read the labels when Poorah took them back. “I’ve not had any problems with my joints yet, so I am not sure what you should take,” she advised him. “But they are very knowledgeable at the store where I do my shopping, Rainbow Bridge. And they have an excellent natural food section as well.”
Jack nodded, wondering to himself what qualified as “natural food.”
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And so, on her advice, that’s how he found his way into Rainbow Bridge.
Jack swung open the glass doors, welcoming this reason to experiment with alternative medicine as he’d lost all trust in doctors. A few years back, nervous a wart on his chest might be a melanoma, he’d gone to the doctor thinking the worst.
Meeting Dr. Beres did not exactly instill confidence in any cure he might suggest. Just over five feet tall, he weighed about 350 pounds and entered the examining room short of breath after the 30 step hike from his desk. In fact, his body continued moving for a few seconds after he had stopped.
“It’s nothing,” the doctor dismissed Jack’s fears, flicking at the fleshy spot as if were a tick. “But your blood pressure, that could be a problem,” he wheezed.
Beres advised he start taking a new hypertension drug just released. “I’ve read the clinicals and it looks very promising for people like you,” he assured Jack, handing him a months worth of samples, 15 green unlabeled boxes with two tablets each.
One pill in the morning, as directed, damn near knocked him out. So Jack started taking them before bedtime, and slept as if in a coma.
On the follow-up visit, Jack remarked how sluggish he felt. “We’re gettin’ your blood pressure under control,” Beres told him, silencing his concerns with a wave of his fleshy hand. “Let’s up the dosage and see how you feel in a month,” he suggested. This time he provided Jack with a week’s worth of samples and a prescription for the rest.
At that point, Jack still carried unbridled confidence in the medical profession. He did as told, even if he had reservations about Beres’ commitment to his own physical condition. Over the next few weeks he started feeling more and more tired, all the time. Any attempt at physical activity, especially running, sapped his diminishing energy. He’d always had a pulse in the low 50s since taking up running. When he clocked it one evening at home it pumped a weak 42 beats per minute.
“You don’t look well,” Aggie told him the following Saturday morning after half an hour of trimming hedges. “You’d better sit down.”
Jack sank horrified into a lawn chair as sensations of pressure gripped his chest, like he’d set a bag of sand there. He rested quietly until the feeling subsided. ”Just a little gas,” he reassured himself. Then the following night, after dinner the pressure came on again without warning, while watching TV.
This time there was a sharp pain, as if his heart were held in a clenched fist. “Aggie, something’s wrong,” he called to her, suddenly confronting mortality. “I think I’m having a heart attack.”
He panicked, she didn’t and directed Miles to drive him to the emergency room.
“Preliminary tests show enzymes indicating your heart is having a bit of a hard time,”the doctor on duty advised, adding he should spend the night in intensive care.“They are low, but you could still die,” he advised Jack, smirking.
Jack missed the joke, felt tears well in his eyes. I love my wife and kids, he thought. We have so many plans. He looked up at the monitor next to the bed to see his pulse rate, now hovering in the mid-30s.
“Could this have anything to do with the blood pressure pills I’m on,” he wanted to know.
He posed that question repeatedly over the next week, to the physician in ICU, the floor doctor who made the rounds in the morning, several attending nurses and again after his release to Dr. Beres in a phone call. He finally posed it to the cardiologist who administered a stress test, and turned the machine off once it was obvious that Jack’s heart wasn’t going to cave in.
“Sometimes these things happen out of nowhere....continue with your medication.” was the general consensus, finally reinforced by the cardiologist.
Jack politely thanked the doctor for his advice, hurried out the medical building into the bright day.
“Fuck this, fuck them,” he thought tearing off the sensors still pasted to his chest. Back at the house he angrily tossed the remainder of his blood pressure prescription, $78 worth, into the trash.
The sluggishness he’d felt disappeared in a few days, and in the seven years since his “incident” he’d experienced no problems.
He believed those credentialed quacks would have killed him if he continued following their advice, and vowed never turn to a physician again unless the pain he experienced was so severe he couldn’t endure it.
His knee had almost brought him to that point, but not yet, making him a willing candidate for “alternative medicine.”
So, he felt a bit elated when he finally walked out of Rainbow Bridge, his bottle of Bovine Blue bovine tracheal cartilage in the rainbow colored bag, confident and conceited he’d finally taken charge of his health.
And that, just like Poorah and this Eeelie advised, given the right nutrients for nutritional support, the body would heal itself of anything — even his ailing knee.
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“So is it working?” Aggie wanted to know.
“What?”
“Your stuff....cow something or other?”
Jack leaned against the kitchen doorway, wiped the beaded sweat from his forehead. “Seems to be.” He rolled his leg. “Feels a lot better today.”
He’d been taking his capsules three days now, and apart from the discomforting after-taste, believed he’d made the smart choice. Jack sensed more bounce in his step, more grace in his knee, running and walking. “Feels like it’s already making some difference….actually it does.”
Aggie barely nodded, more concerned with pouring syrup over the frozen waffles the little guys wanted for breakfast. Only 8:30 Saturday morning, they’d already covered the floor with Legos and moved on to their GameBoys. “I wonder when I get weekends off,” she thought aloud.
“How about today,” Jack offered. “I’ll watch the kids, you take the day, do whatever you want.”
Aggie smirked as she brushed past him with two plates. “Uh huh.”
For her, Saturdays meant more than the usual chaos. All six kids to barrel through the house, individually and in groups, rifling through the cabinets in search of something to eat, then making personal contributions to the laundry and dish piles sure to grow each hour.
Jack might try reading now that he’d had his run, but he was finding it increasingly hard to concentrate on anything. Recurring worries over his career, personal and professional shortcomings and failures, overtook his idle moments. No matter how often he pondered underachievement, the growing dissatisfaction with his job and place in the grand universe, he never seemed to tire of those thoughts.
“It’s just man-o-pause,” Aggie re-assured him when he shared his anxiety. “Stop feeling sorry for yourself.”
But he couldn’t, and he did. All he wanted from life now was to be comfortable, neither rich nor poor but relieved of the worry that goes with taking care of a family, keeping a house, and keeping pace with the bills. In such moments, life’s indifference to his ambitions overwhelmed him. As often as it did, he would lapse into momentary funks of self-doubt and hyper-critical self-analysis.
“I’ve come up with catchy slogans to sell screws, that’s the sum total of my contribution to mankind,” he acknowledged in darker moments.
Jack convinced himself it would be easier to accommodate an ignoble position in life with money. Had he acquired wealth, he would soon retire, at least partially, allowing him and Aggie the freedom to travel and indulge their children in ways impossible now. “It’s nice to dream,” he resigned himself.
Inevitably, preoccupation with the non-state of their financial security pointed Jack to the whole mortality issue, and questions of “Why am I here?” and “What should I have done by now?” He studied the lines in his hands, and ran his fingers through the coarse grey now well established on his temples. “Secure in middle age,” he mumbled.
With luck, and the good grace of God, he was only half way through his time. But what if he wasn’t lucky? A sense of unfocused urgency flickered within, of the need to do something else, something more than he was doing.
He realized, too, money could slay these beasts, and easily alter such aspirations.
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A run is a wonderful interlude. This morning Jack savors each step. He glides along, pretending to play the drum solo in “Mountain Jam” as he paces himself up the long hill by the golf course. Knee never felt better, and after only two weeks of Bovine Blue.
The rain begins, a light drizzle. Then, gradually picking up the pace. He tastes the warm summer drops trickling down his face, listens to his feet splashing the wet pavement, watches his veil of a shadow twist with each step, almost in beat to the music.
He wishes to share this moment with Aggie, wishes she’d find as much fulfillment in running. Give her credit, she had tried. If only for his sake, she had made the effort.
“Jack, you want to know how I like to spend my free time,” she finally told him, out of breath, after her second brief jog with him around the lake. “Locked in a room, in absolute silence with the lights out and NO CHILDREN!”
The work and struggle, certainly not why they married. Who can anticipate all tomorrow holds? Both accept their life, its trials and glories, as product of decisions they made, together. Jack couldn’t fault their choices.
Loves her madly, yet believing he’s let her down somewhere along the way here. Their life could be hard, hers harder. He loves and appreciates that. Wishes to make it easier, show her how much it means to him.
Does his best, yet still feels inadequate, the pang of always falling short. In his heart, an abiding sense of failure, no mastered of the money game. In the world in which they struggled and strived nothing else seemed to matter but money.
Such are his thoughts as enters the long stretch, the final leg of the run leading back toward home. Perfectly timed to Mountain Jam. Guitars surge, Duane and Dicky play off each other. Where does such music come from?, he wonders.
Piques his runner’s high,euphoric, wants to do something great that day, confident things work out for the best, always will. The music climbs toward crescendo, pushes his fastest as the Allmans glide down off the peak. The bass thumps, he runs harder as as fast as he could as the guitar players trade final licks.
Done. Exhilarated. Duane announces the band.
Fulfilled and confident, primed for anything.
“This is what running is all about”, he pants, clicks off the cassette player and started the walk toward home.
I need more time to think, he thinks as he crosses Parsons.
“We can do better,” he announces to no one there.
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“Well, are they working?,” Aggie wants to know the following Sunday morning as Jack retrieves the bottle of Bovine Blue, spills the day’s dose into his hand.
Poorah had put the question to him Friday, too. He’d been more confident then. They seemed to be working, his leg felt...livelier. After last night’s run, beginning to have his doubts. A reminder of old pain is back, sharp ache along the contour of his knee and just above it. As if pressed in a vise.
“Seems to be,” he answers. tossing them into his mouth, gulping water from a Tweetie Bird spill-proof cup. “But I’ll have to give it a little more time,” he adds, betraying some uncertainty.
He belches, quietly. One thing for sure: the pills foul taste in mouth and stomach. Reminds him of a pair of imported chukka boots he once owned. Smelled awful, like dog hide. Jack entertains concerns a secret ingredient in Bovine Blue might be canine tracheal cartilage.
As bad as the taste, the gas which follows is downright noxious, like road kill. Accepts it as a late onset effect of Bovine Blue he tactfully will not discuss.
Sunday morning, quiet time. The kids sleep late, the only late day of the week, Church not until 11. Aggie takes the kids Jack has a Sunday run or reads the paper. A sore point: she wants him to play lead in their children's’ spiritual development.
“Who says I have to worship there,” argues Jack. Can’t fathom gathering with backbiting hypocrites for an hour each week to praise the same God always there, everywhere. “I can pray while I run,” he reasons.
So early Sunday morning was completely their time, in that short interval between rising and the scatter of the first footsteps, to sit relaxed and enjoy each other’s company without purpose or worry. They spoke of the kids, their own friends and families, the quality of the blooms on this year’s roses, their plans for the summer, the morning headlines.
“If we had just a little more money, it would be so much easier,” Jack thinks aloud. “I mean not a lot, just enough so we don’t worry about anything anymore.”
“That would be nice,” Aggie agrees. “Could you imagine what it would be like to win the lottery,” she asks, glancing up from the paper’s feature on the latest Powerball winner. $180 million.
“I’d buy all the kids a new car, a house in the country, and just do something nice for all the people who’ve been nice to me down through the years.” Aggie’s dreams.
Jack’s secret ambition to somehow make the world a better place. “I’d like to be in a position to help some people who could use it, but not anyone who asks for help,” he confides. “The people who ask for help don’t need it.”
A strongly held personal belief, a lesson from experience. Any time Jack and Aggie tried to help those who announced themselves in desperate need, it backfired. They’d added a small second mortgage to spare Jack’s cousin Jake the shame of bankruptcy. Once on his feet he bought a new Cadillac before thought of repayment entered his mind. “But Jack, the bank’s on my back with this car loan,” Jake explained when Jack brought up the debt.
Earlier in their marriage, in their days of “enlightened poverty” as Jack defines them, they’d taken in another couple who’d been evicted from their apartment for not paying rent. Six weeks later, Jack himself threw the couple and belongings from their living room, finally tiring of their discourses on the evils of capitalism, and the husband’s complaints about an undiagnosed back injury, whenever the conversation turned to employment..
“Wouldn’t it be great to win, and have all that money,” Aggie repeats, bringing Jack’s train of thought back to Sunday morning and the latest Powerball jackpot.
Talk of the lottery inevitably invites discussion of Clint, and his tale of woe. Jack knew Clint through work, he was the head of shipping. A nice guy, reliable and hard working, quiet until he got to know you. He, too, always struggling to make ends meet for a large family.
His mother-in-law won the lottery a few years back, an outrageous amount like $10 million, and called Clint’s wife to tell her they would never have to worry about money again. The next morning she changed her mind, gave it all to her son, her only child with her second husband, a conniving divorce lawyer. Clint’s wife, and Clint’s wife’s sister, both with kids, got nothing. The little prick kept it all for himself. “The girls have husbands to take care of them,” was the lawyer’s judicious reasoning.
“What kind of mother could do that to her kids?” Aggie always wonders, as their dialogue on Clint’s predicament, and how they would have handled it, winds down.
“Yeah but what about the brother,” Jack shoots back. “What kind of selfish bastard wouldn’t even think of doing something for his own flesh and blood?”
Jack dwells on that. “When our turn comes, we’ll show them how it’s done,” he assures her, laughing. Starts to rise, winces at the all too familiar pain in his leg.
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Work without meaning.
Jack explores that sentiment while contemplating the latest twist in his career at Capital Screw.
Young Joe enthused to all what he’d read about the “killing” being made by small business owners who had taken their companies public, and relentlessly argued with his father they follow that lead with Capital. Old Joe deemed such a move both improbable and impractical, yet gave half-hearted approval to investigate that option.He welcomed any diversion which might occupy his son a while, and keep his hands off the business.
The seeds for an initial public offering were sown by one of Young Joe’s golf buddies, Harry Jello, a friend since fruitless semesters shared at college. Neither earned a degree, nor a full year’s worth of credits. They’d kept in touch through the years and varied attempts at careers.
Harry’s new calling was as a consultant to Capital Screw, though it wasn’t readily apparent where his expertise lay. Regardless, Young Joe put him on retainer for the planned public offering he expected would secure his personal fortune from the family business.
Harry Jello, well named. Jack’s initial impression on their first meeting. Twice as round as he was tall, and he was well over six foot. Either Harry favored tight clothes, or had outgrown his wardrobe. His shirts and pants tautly stretched around his girth, emphasizing both poor taste and poor physique. To crown the look, what little hair remained on his broad, pale dome sat patted down and twirled forward toward his brow for maximum coverage. He was balding, near bald, and though the world knew it Harry Jello was not yet ready to admit it.
Harry’s formal introduction: a meeting, a “seminar” he called it, for all four administrative employees of Capital Screw. With drama and flourish, like a captain at the helm of some magnificent craft, in practiced poise, he posed before the whiteboard, directing all eyes to the profundities of his illegible scrawl in black, red and green marker.
Sweating profusely despite limited exertion, he outlined for what it could mean for Capital Screw to go public, and the steps to realize that goal. He peppered his presentation with the kind of insights one could garner from the dust jackets of the latest business books: “Our paradigm of opportunity…. a moved my cheese mentality…turn those no’s into yes.”
Harry gripped the podium and stabbed at the air to make his point. “Perception is the most important ingredient in the process, and we must shape perceptions by marketing our assets like gorillas. Before we can take Capital public we must step up our image building efforts so Capital is a household name, with a valuable catch-et,” Jello intoned, leaning way forward so each could feel the warmth of his foul breath.
As he did, the podium stand crumpled under the strain. It hadn’t been designed to support such abundance. Harry fell to the floor in a graceless heap, scattering notes, pens and papers everywhere, except for the uncapped red marker he had slipped into his shirt pocket moments earlier.
As the two Joes and Jack struggled to hoist Harry to his feet, a bright red spot leached across the front of his shirt, just left of his heart. Harry glanced down, clutched his chest, gasping “OH MY GOD!!! Not here, not now!!!” and collapsed limply in their arms. They struggled with him, but his was more weight than they could bear, so they eased his sizable form back to the floor. Poorah ran to call an ambulance. Harry wheezed, “The light keeps dimming.”
For the next few minutes he lay there, grimacing with each labored breath while the group stood around him in helpless vigil. “It’s times like this I wished I stuck with that CPR class,” Young Joe angrily gritted his teeth, repeatedly punching his hand with his fist.
Soon, they heard the scream of an approaching ambulance. Moments later a pair of EMTs rushed into the room. They tore away Harry’s shirt, buttons flying with the ripping sound of the fabric already stretched to its limits. It was immediately apparent the blood ran no deeper than the cloth. One of the EMTs, a very short Hispanic announced indignantly,. “That’s no fucking blood... It’s fucking ink, man.”
Harry tried weakly to protest — clinging to delusions some great emergency was in progress – then pretended to faint. Through a half open eye he monitored the heated debate between the EMTs and his audience about what to do with him. Finally, old Joe insisted they take him to the hospital. “For an evaluation,” he requested. “I don’t want nothing on my conscience.”
Tolerance for Harry’s expertise on the IPO wore thin as the onus of taking Capital public became more and more another of Jack’s responsibilities. Harry’s “consulting” soon amounted to little more than checking with Jack about how things were progressing, then relaying whatever Jack told him to both Old and Young Joe, with much flair and pompous exuberance.
Jack tried, desperately, to think up new slogans to convey the appeal and value of Capital but drew blanks. He didn’t know what more could be said about the company and its products, how he could improve on the image and reputation it already had. He decided this whole IPO thing wasn’t working, wouldn’t work, not for him, not for Harry, not for the company, not for anyone.
For the first time Jack felt truly fitfully sick with his job.
Then one afternoon Harry asked him to lunch.
“Look,” he mouthed between bites of a salami and turkey sandwich, topped with cole slaw. “You know and I know Capital got as much chance at an IPO as that waitress,” he began, nodding toward the elderly matron in a stained pink apron snoring in an adjacent booth.
Jack didn’t know whether to nod or disagree, if he was being tested or confided in. He didn’t react, instead studied one long string of cabbage which had somehow wrapped itself along Harry’s cheek to his ear lobe.
“Let me level with you. The old man, he’s a tight as a crab’s ass,” Harry continued, “but Young Joe he’ll spend, he don’t care, and the old man will listen, within reason. I need the work. Whatever it takes to keep him happy makes me happy.”
Harry paused for a hard swallow. “We need something so he feels involved, like he’s part of this big project.” He took another gargantuan bite of the sandwich and gurgled some unintelligible sound. Reminded Jack of a choking fish.
“I got this idea,” Harry managed to get out. “We need to put him on TV.”
Jack laughed.
“Look, he thinks he’s got magnetism, he always has, we know that’s bullshit, but let’s....indulge him a little bit....indulge his fantasy....Make him a star....make him think he’s a star.”
“Indulge?” Jack looked forward to hearing how.
Harry waved him off. “I got a friend at cable access who tells me we can get Joe his own show.”
“You think that will work?,” Jack pressed. “I mean really, and where does that fit with the IPO, that’s what you’re here for, right?”
“Harry waved both arms as he continued to chew. “I know, I know...I know. But see the show, that can help sell the company, give it more visibility, part of the whole identity thing...
We’ll call it Capital something, no that sounds like politics...How about the Hardware Man...no that sucks too....Any ideas?”
“Just Joe?,” Jack quizzed him. “Just Joe?”
Harry missed the point. “Just Joe, Just Joe! That’s fuckin brilliant, I always loved hyperbol-ee.”
Jack laughed at the comment and concept, thinking both absurd.
But with that, Jack’s responsibilities grew to include writing the dialogue for a planned 10 minute “pilot”, including at least one joke alluding to screwing or screw. Young Joe welcomed the opportunity as a break long overdue, and spent days, weeks, planning a 10 minute show, Old Joe was happy to have his son focused on any diversion from day-to day-operations. Harry was ever grateful to be kept on retainer.
But for Jack work became more and more of a less and less fun place to be.
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When troubled, Jack converses with himself. Mostly while driving, when there’s no one can hear.
“So what are you gonna do about the job?” he asks aloud.
“It’d be easiest to just walk away if I didn’t have so damn many responsibilities....Aggie and the kids…and the old man, I can’t let him down. He gave me a chance and has always treated me more than fairly.”
“That’s fine,” he nods,rolling to a stop.. “But what about the young booger.”
“Oh, him.” He watches pedestrians crossing the walkway while waiting for the light to switch back to green. Surrounded by nice cars, happy people heading off to rewarding jobs.
“Bastard, I hate the whole idea of that fucking show, I hate writing for it. What do I know about TV?”
He puts on a voice, imitating Young Joe. “Can you come up with some screw jokes that are more funny....You know ‘Something like how many screws does it take to screw a screw....Just one turn each! ha ha ha.
“Dumb fuck.”
“Well who’s paying the porker, my friend?”
“Yeah...I know...but that doesn’t mean I can’t dream about something.
“To dream, per chance to dream,
“To scheme, or not, that is the question.
“You’re no schemer, you know that. Too honest for your own damn good.
“Honesty, I spoke the word as if a wedding vow...” he starts to sing.
Another light, another pause, two blocks from the office. This time no one crosses the avenue, until right before the light goes red to green. It’s Harry Jello, stepping off the curb dragging a suitcase on wheels, trying to hold up his pants with the other hand as he rushes for the opposite sidewalk.
Fat bastard, Jack thinks, then calls, “Harry....Over here...need a ride?”
Harry nods, gratefully. and Jack pauses the Laser II, ignoring the horns of drivers angry at the delay. The right lane clears, he negotiates the car to the curb. Harry tosses the suitcase in ahead of him so it sits on the shifter, then forces his mass into the bucket seat. He smells of sweat and cologne, and sweat has the upper hand. “Old Spice?” Jack asks, but Harry doesn’t hear, or simply ignores him.
“I talked to my friend about the cable show,” Harry begins. “We tape next week.”
“I hate that whole fucking idea of a show,” Jack shoots back. “Joe’s been having me write and rewrite a script. How many innuendoes can YOU suggest for jokes about screws and screwing.”
“I hear you,“ Harry nods. “But you’re the wordsmith. And look, let’s ride it out, a couple of weeks maybe. Everybody’s happy and it’ll buy me time to line up some other client.”
“And what exactly do you do…. I mean what are they paying you for?”
Harry leans forward to look around his suitcase at Jack. “I’m a consultant. I consult.”
“Yeah, but what is it that you consult about.”
Harry smiles. “Whatever they will pay me for. It’s all bullshit. People know what they need to know, they just like to hear it from somebody else. It sounds better that way, and then there’s somebody to blame if things go wrong.”
“And they pay you for that convenience, eh,” Jack laughs.
“That’s my expertise,” Harry nods, chuckling. “You know, we could work well together,” he assures Jack. “All we need is an angle.”
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Replenished, Jack rises and walks to the mirror. He studies the lines on his face, Aggie’s silhouette, sitting now on their bed, covers drawn up around her. “Such a pretty woman,” he thinks. “Such a good woman,” with a hint of sadness.
Youth a landmark of his receding past now. To describe my hair, one would first think of grey. The beard has gone from red and fair to grizzled and coarse.
Laughter and disappointment intertwine in the creases holding his eyes. His mouth is etched with in contours smile, sometimes forced. “If I can’t laugh about it I can only cry,” is a favorite refrain. Through these years he’s learned to laugh at everything, especially the random play of the fates. To fight is surrender; at core he prefers to coast, to float with whatever may come. In interludes like this, though, he feels off the raft.
Love is an affirmation. They meld, brushing infinity’s soft dark contours. Away from there he ponders mortality. Into the mirror he peers past the hazel corona windows to his soul. No lies, retreat or alibis here.
Jack acknowledges a good man there, in love with life and family, in awe of God and mysteries of the day. The unstoppable sweep, a body aging yet vibrant in mind. Time offers no apologies. For as long as there is another day there’s another chance, a fresh start, new possibilities.
Battered dreams, aren’t they all? As deeply in love with the woman on the bed as when he first lay eyes on her, loving her more still. A life in love breeds a deeper love, more whole. In the harbors of that love contemplating his shortfalls. Failing his dreams, he fails her more. Their life is not easy. Sensing, but never quite finding the gates of opportunity.
He admires her strength and kindness, her resolve and determination to do all she can for her family, for them, him and her. She works miracles with their budget, keeps the kids well clothed and fed, stretching each dollar near its breaking point. Jack works, gets paid and turns it over to Aggie. She accepts responsibility for all the rest. Never asks more than they have, only makes him aware when fiscal assault circles their fortress: “The wolves are at the door,” she says, and he knows what she means.
The man in the mirror longs to change that. Wanting only his time, his day, his harvest to show her, the kids how much love he bears for all. Afraid, too, that dream might never soar. He might ever hover on the edge of freedom, and hold all there, their sentence for loving him.
“If you’re counting wrinkles, you’d better use a calculator,” Aggie kids, calling him back.
“You know this guy, he’s a pretty good egg,” he jokes, turning toward her as he points at his form in the mirror.
“A little frayed,” she agrees. “But nothing more, for all the wear and tear.
“Well practiced at romance, too,” she coos. He loves her for that, for making him feel good. In three steps he’s across the room, feigns jumping on to the bed, then, painfully aware of his knee, he lay down slowly to claim her in his arms.
“I love you, babe,” he tells her, peering into her golden blue eyes now, recognizing the joy there.
“If you could have anything, what would it be,” Jack wants to know.
“I’ve got everything I need right here,” she smiles, drawing him nearer for a kiss.
When she releases him from the embrace she still smiles, joking. “I love you, too, Jack!.....and I could use a new toaster!”
“Then toaster it shall be....the best, for the best, M’lady.”
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Jack assumed Indian girls were somewhat more reserved. But why should they be?, he thought again.
“Maybe what you need is a good internal cleansing regimen,” Poorah advised when he expressed the slightest hesitancy about beneficial effects of Bovine Blue. She proceeded to share unwanted details of her success with internal cleansing, specifically a product she calls Mr. Colon Clean. She held a bottle for Jack to see. Its label: an amateur’s rendering of the familiar Mr. Clean logo with earring, holding an oversized bottle brush, grinning broadly
There’s a lawsuit awaiting a lawyer, Jack thought as he strained to read the tiny words on the label.
“You don’t know what good feels like until you start the day with a clean colon, a body purged of all its toxins,” Poorah waxed, in near ecstatic tones. “This is a life changer.”
Jack realized he’d made a mistake in asking “What does it do?,” two minutes into her spontaneous discourse on the colon, its function in the body’s “EE-lim-native” system.
“Our digestive systems are not foolproof, not 100 percent,” she emphasized. “It’s the job of the colon to eliminate these toxins, but they can collect in the folds of the muscle which moves our waste along.”
Jack had the idea, he didn’t want to know more, but she continued. “When this waste gathers in the folds over time it begins to poison us. You probably suffer many of the symptoms yourself but don’t realize it: headaches, nausea, pain in the lower back, a general weariness, foul gas,” she giggled. Jack was embarrassed.
“Only when you rid your body of all these toxins can you begin to absorb all the beneficial nutrients in your food, and your supplements. It’s the first step to better health...”
“Have you been doing this long?” Jack interrupted.
“I only now learned of this very recently, two weeks, maybe three, but it is …it is unbelievable,” Poorah’s face shined with a broad smile. “A few teaspoons of this with your breakfast, and you’ll be amazed at the results. Your bowl will overflow...”
Jack tried to turn the conversation down a new path. “What’s in this stuff?,” he pretended to care, politely.
“The magic ingredient is psyllium, one of the true miracle herbs,” Poorah sang, taking the bottle from his hand, skimming and reciting the label. “It’s a bulk laxative, Jack. In your body it expands 24 times its normal size to gently sweep you clean as it moves through the system.”
She squeezed her hands open and shut, pushing the palms forward, trying to demonstrate its effect. “As it moves through, it scrubs the walls of your intestine, brushes them down, pushing years of built up toxins ahead of it.....When you go you’ll know that it’s working.”
She removed the lid and handed the bottle back to Jack. “You should try some right now,” Poorah urged, sincerely.
Jack opened the lid and peered inside. What he saw resembled ground up corn cobs. He poured some into his hand, moved his face forward to sniff. He thought of burlap, then sneezed boldly, scattering this miracle grain across his desk. He apologized, recapped the lid and tried handing the bottle back to Poorah.
“No Jack I want you to try it,” she insisted. “See for yourself. Show your wife too. You’ll thank me when you see the results.”
As he set the bottle down he tipped his coffee cup, splashing the desk.
Ten minutes later, his desk was covered with brown knotty lumps, each as big around as a marble. Psyllium, apparently activated by the moisture of his coffee. He marveled at the size of the globs.
“I bet the bowl will overflow,” he thought to himself.
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The whole notion of the full body purge, “cleansing the colon of years of built up toxins gathered in its folds,” somehow stirred Jack’s anger. Ludicrous,” he thought. Kicked off what proved to be a bad day, even for Jack.
Old Joe voiced worries, angrily, that the Chinese were making more inroads with some accounts, with inferior products.
Young Joe demanded to see “more funnier” dialogue before the taping of his first show tomorrow, Tuesday. “Stuff that will connect with my audience,” he insisted.
Jack kept his thoughts to himself. “Outside your family, and those paid for their boundless enthusiasm, who on earth might be watching?,” he wondered in silence.
Harry Jello grabbed him later in the afternoon for one of his little “confabs” on the critical importance of the show to both their livelihoods, even offering unwanted help with the dialogue.
With all the interruptions, and his musings on them, Jack hadn’t time to focus on the upcoming promotional campaign, his planned mission for the day when he left home that morning.
Sometime, perhaps on the ride in, the alternator belt broke in the Laser II. Since he hadn’t gotten around to replacing the blown fuse he’d been meaning to replace for the dashboard warning lights, he wasn’t aware the alternator wasn’t charging until the ride home. The battery was fully drained, three blocks from the house.
Jack headed home to find the boys to help tow the car, but was in such a piss poor mood he started, stopped twice before deciding to push the car himself. It was a momentary macho decision, an occasion to prove to himself he still had his muscle.
And he did. He inched it all the way home, but only after five minutes of agonizing attempts to push with the car in park. It was a Pyrrhic victory of sorts: in proving his point he ruined his cherished grey shirt, one he’d worn for years. Grease lodged in the rubber door liner smeared the shoulder as he leaned into the window frame, struggling to steer as he grunted and cursed the way home.
When at last he did arrive, he learned the happy news that Aggie’s mother had selected this, of all days, for one of her unexpected visits. A guest to sit judgement on their life and home and whatever else might want for criticism.
His mother-in-law and his wife were quite vocally upset that Parker, after threatening for weeks, had finally gone out and gotten that Mohawk hair cut then dyed the strip green. What’s more, to further impress his grandmother, he emerged from his room with the bullring through his pierced nose, spoil of an earlier battle his parents lost.
“As a treat, Mom’s cooking tonight,” Aggie grimaced. ”Swedish meatballs!” Jack reckoned his mother-in-law, in her scowling presence, could be the meanest person he’d ever met, everything her daughter wasn’t.
“I know how much you like them Jack,” her mother added, an implied threat in her tone. Jack thought it an intentional affront, that she knew how much he hated her own “special recipe”: balls of hamburger, boiled in water, rolled in semi-cooked minute rice, then topped with Franco American “real beef gravy” as she called it, though she always used the chicken variety.
Jack drew Aggie closer for a hug, whispering, “How long is she here,” in her ear, then feigned a enthusiastic “Great to see you again…so soon…Mom.”
He left both in the kitchen for an earnest try at addressing Parker about the haircut. At the sight of his father, the punk warrior cranked up his stereo and shut his door. “It really does sound like heavy, grinding metal,” Jack thought, forcing open the door to see his son rocking back and forth with the beat, pretending to ignore him.
“Trick or treat,” Jack sneered.
“If your grandmother wasn’t here I’d shave the rest of your head with my dull pocket knife, and twist that damn ring out of your nose,” Jack shouted past the chain holding the door shut from the inside.
Reluctantly accepting the futility of meaningful communication with the boy, Jack sought refuge in their bedroom. He caught the day’s anger and frustration on his face in the mirror as he rolled then tossed the grey shirt to the hamper, with hope of salvaging it.
I need a run, he decided.
The sweats were still damp from yesterday, and it took almost ten minutes to find one of his shoes where it had wandered into the little guys’ bedroom. But, he was soon ready.
“Back in a little while,” he announced striding through the kitchen, checking the Allman’s cassette in his player as he winked at Aggie.
“Dinner should be ready in about 45 minutes,” Mom warned. “The meatballs need to stew a while in the gravy so they are extra tender.”
“I’ll bring my appetite,” he smiled, pushing open the door, clicking on the cassette and starting from the steps in one easy move.
“Be careful,” Aggie called after him, and he turned to see her, her knowing smile telegraphing she understood.
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Doo-did-did di-di-di-dit-dit dit-dum-dee do-dum-dee-di-dee, Jack hummed his interpretation of the opening bars of Mountain Jam in approximate time with the music. A beautiful late afternoon in late June. The declining sun, slipping into spaces between the silhouetted roofs of the houses he passed, cast a picket fence pattern of light and shadow as he progressed toward the long stretch around the park.
“Goddamn Swedish meatballs,” he thought as he stepped from the curb and into the street. His left knee announced it was still there.
He’d toyed with thoughts of the run since early afternoon, when he surrendered his plans to the day. Young Joe pestering everything be just right for the show, suggesting ways Jack could improve the dialogue. “Ad lib,” Jack advised. “It’s only a ten minute show. You could charm the leaves off the trees..draw on you well of talent.”
But Young Joe wasn’t buying. He demanded the script, whatever Jack could produce, then had Poorah write each line on large cardboard sheets for use as cue cards, “like on Letterman,” Joe explained. It took 97 cards for the introduction alone.
Of course Harry didn’t offer his input until after Poorah had written and stacked the cards. Rifling through them as he walked, several slipped. Then juggling to catch them before they fell, he managed to drop and scatter all. Until then, none present realized the wisdom of numbering the cards, in order. Another half hour wasted rearranging the pile so the dialogue made enough sense that Harry could weigh in with his recommendations.
“It’s not the job I was hired for,” Jack grunted in step to “Mountain Jam” as the bass, then the organ became more evident and the drums coalesced, in stereo.
Thoughts of “A week with my mother-in-law,” occupied the next stretch, as Duane and Dicky traded guitar runs. Me and she just can’t get along, Jack thought, I try all right, for Aggie’s sake, but “Mom” and I just don’t connect, on any level.
The old woman wanted more for her daughter, that was understandable, but she couched her dissatisfaction with references to an unnamed “lazy bastard” and “second job” when she thought he wasn’t around. He wondered too, though, if by the volume and enthusiasm with which she offered such insights she deliberately meant for him to hear. He realized, too, he could never please her, and had given up trying.
He wanted better for Aggie, too — couldn’t she see that — desperate about it at times, wanting for her the life he felt she deserved, but always coming up short. He loved her all the more for her not complaining, for taking it all in stride, for doing the best to make the best life she could for herself and the kids. On meager circumstances.
“The kids,” his thoughts meandered as he pressed on. “Parker’s fucking haircut. Thanks God he’s not old enough to get tattoos, if anyone still enforces that law.”
He’d passed a kid with tattoos over his face once, like a Maori warrior, “assurance no respectful employer will ever hire him.....” he surmised.
“Back in my day we didn’t abuse our bodies with piercings or tattoos, or make spectacles of ourselves with green Mohawks. Just grew our hair down to our asses, dressed like clowns and played ring around the rosie in the park, at what 19…20 years old? Must have been a thrill for Dad.”
He thought on that for a few paces: what had he put his parents through? But kids these days… “Guess I’m just getting old,” Jack admitted.
Just getting old.”but still on your feet.”
Then, “Stuck in a job I no longer enjoy, a life of unrealized promise, another dream battered and driven to its knees. What could Paul Simon know of such things?,” he wondered.
“And poor Duane, listen to how those strings can sing.”
The guitar lifted him a little higher, made his step lighter, set his troubles receding for the moment, a break in his clouds.
“I love everybody,” he announced suddenly, aloud, from atop a musical plateau, smiling at the beads of sweat beginning to gather on his forearm. He chugged on, Duane and Dicky traded more riffs, the jam slowed, separated, transitioning toward the drum solo. A reminder to Jack he’d reached that point where he must summon his resolve; he’d learned to pace the music and run so the drum solo carried him all the way up the long hill. Timed to lock step with the intensifying beat, at once to urge and carry him along.
The rush lifted him beyond where effort alone could carry him. The guitar birds sang, he launched into overdrive. The crowd cheered, the drums sounded and his knee again announced itself as he picked up the pace, boldly striving for the summit.
Suddenly, the old grinding down there, bone on bone. Every step hurt. Too familiar: “the loneliness of the long distance runner.” A point of pain overtaking him, a hammer blow, his knee in a vise, twist and turn, climbing steps forcing himself forward, now lagging time to the drums.
“Bovine tracheal cartilage, my ass,” he grimaced, losing the beat, hobbling on now, stubborn to continue, favoring the left leg, leaning into his right
He’d heard runners talk about a zone beyond pain, reaching, hoping to run full force into it. The drums beckons like a departing train. He locked on again, with the pain, the top of the long hill looming ever closer. Well off his pace, he knew that, the bass entered with him still 75 yards off the crest.
“This stuff clearly ain’t working,” he told himself. Failing to find his endurance zone, he blamed that prick in the store, “Eeelie” At that moment Jack wanted to stomp his carrot colored head. “Fucking moron!”
The knee hurt as much as it ever had, he knew it. That god-awful taste, like old shoe leather, and horribly fruity foul gas, for nothing.
Thirty-day money back guarantee, Elie had said that, hadn’t he, as he closed the sale. “Well, it’s only three weeks, you schmuck!,” he thought out loud “And I think I’ll take carrot head up on his little offer… Worthless shit, they ought to go to jail for selling such crap.”
Jack thought about running to the Rainbow Bridge right now, demand his refund, get even with someone for his lousy day. But the bottle was at home, on a shelf.
His knee ached more with each thump of Oakley’s base, ached all over.
He’d tell Mister Eelie a thing or two when he got the refund.
“And forget Poorah, and her clean colon,” he added, trying vainly still to catch up with the music, but falling further behind with each step.
“A cleaner ass to better health,” he laughed at that.
She doesn’t know better, she believes this stuff.
The knee hurt before, it hurt now, it would hurt tomorrow.
He tried quickening his pace, forced steps, in time with the music. His knee was more insistent now.
“Meatballs…. Mohawk…. Write your own fucking dialogue, Joe.”
A week with “Mom.” He thought several scenarios on that.
He gave up the run as “Mountain Jam” pushed toward the cascade. A sliver of the day hovered at the horizon’s edge, bathing everything in red orange. Jack limped into the long shadows, turned toward home, leaning forward to rub his knee, without effect.
“I love you Aggie,” he thought, clicking off the cassette.
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“Think positive: he’s only got 10 minutes,” Harry whispered, but he wasn’t that re-assuring.
They stood just beyond the circle of hot lights where Young Joe sat, sweat highlighted in dark patches on his satin purple shirt, accentuated by the bright teal tie he’d bought especially for his television debut.
He’d raced through his entire prepared dialogue two minutes into the show, which he renamed The Screw Forum, insistently, at the last second. “Double meaning, get it,” he chided Jack as he shuffled papers and prepared to seat himself at the desk with the camera trained on it.
The public access studio, with stationary cameras and preset lights, virtually ran itself. Still, a cameraman and another technician, a thin guy with a wispy beard, had lingered. “Ain’t this supposed to be one of those live action shows,” the bearded one asked Jack, putting emphasis on “action.”
“He runs a hardware company,” Jack countered, disappointing him. “They make metal fasteners.”
“Who the hell would watch a show about that?” the technician wondered aloud, now bored.
Joe looked lost under the lights and fumbled for words, ideas to fill the remainder of what now seemed to him an eternity. “I like fishing....my Dad taught me how to fish…anybody out there like fishing.... to me there’s nothing better than reeling one in....and how about el presidente...the world of politics...sure is a lot going on the political arena these days....”
Harry leaned forward into the lights, but beyond the scope of the camera, holding up all five fingers of his left hand then two to let Joe know seven minutes remained, then flashed the OK sign.
Joe made this an opportunity for escape, put a hand to his eyes to shield them from the light. “I see in the audience today we have a special guest, Mr. Harry Jello. Harry, c’mon out and introduce yourself to all the fine folks at home.” Harry backed away from the lights and into Jack, pre-occupied with comparing the image on the monitor with the live set.
Young Joe continued to try and entice Harry onto the set with the insincere voice one might use to coax a stray cat out of a drainpipe. “C’mon Harry, I know you’re not the bashful type, help me out now.”
“Your consultancy might be at stake here,” Jack advised in a whisper. Harry immediately pushed back his hair, bounded into the lights and eagerly shook hands with Joe. At first all you could see was Harry’s wide ass in striped pants, but, directed by Jack who kept his eye to the monitor, he positioned himself for a more flattering profile. Joe tried to make a joke by fanning the air with his notes, putting a hand to his nose, and asking “Whoa, Harry, what was that you ate last night?”
Harry ignored the question and stepped forward to claim control of the set. He proved everything Joe was not: animated, engaging and adept at filling the remaining moments of Screw Forum with meaningless chatter.
“It’s a great day Joe, and its only the beginning of an endless procession of great days,” he offered with assurance. He went on to speak briefly about the company, the diverse nature of its products, and the importance of supporting “our home-based suppliers.”
“....And we are honored to have such a friendly and supportive audience there at home,” he added, stepping to where he could look directly into the camera. His wide, bald face filled the screen; it reminded Jack of a pale field pumpkin.
“Folks, Joe wants you to know that this is your show, that he’s open to any suggestions on ways to improve it, or provide more meaningful programming.” Then he turned the show into an interview of Joe with feigned absolute sincerity.
“Joe, maybe it’s best we begin your television career by explaining what this show is all about.” You could see him whisper something to Joe, who nodded, and stuttered to a start.
“Well since we’re in the HARDware business I thought Screw Forum was a natural. We’ve been making all kinds of fasteners, screws, mostly since my grandfather started the company in...”
Harry cut him off. “And what exactly makes a good screw?” he asked Joe, tilting his head in an overplayed, inquisitive pose.
“A willing broad,” Joe shot back, followed with poorly controlled fits of his own nervous laughter.
“But seriously,” Joe tried to resume, still tittering “The key to a good screw is in the torque and twist.” He stood up to demonstrate with a little side-to-side back-to-front rolling pelvic motion. Everyone laughed, and Young Joe repeated the move.
“So Joe, what can folks expect from future episodes of your show?” Harry asked.
“More than they could ever want to know know about screws,” he was still laughing. “And screwing.”
Jack flashed two fingers, though there were suddenly just 90 seconds left, and Harry again assumed control. “Capital Screws has been in the business of making screws and other hardware for over four decades. We would like to take this opportunity to thank all who have been key contributors to its success, especially Mr. Joseph Dwinzel, senior, who has guided the company to its success, Miss Poorah Prvandrayeah, our administrative and finance coordinator; Mr. John Schlitz, esquire, director of marketing and promotions; the many employees who have contributed to our success down through the years; and of course to you, our loyal and reliable customers.”
Then, turning from the camera, toward Joe he asked, “Joe junior, do you have any final words for our wonderful audience.”
Joe hesitated a second, then said “Yeah, I do actually,” he started, battling more giggles. With his best mock sincerity, he gazed into the camera’s eye. “When you need a good screw think of Capital, and remember the key to a good screw is in the twist.” He again laughed, reprised his thrust, and barely finished before the timer bell sounded and the camera lights automatically shut off.
Jack and Poorah clapped, she much more enthusiastically than necessary.
“How’d I do?” Joe wanted to know. “That was great. Huh?”
Jack mumbled something inaudible but Harry put the performance in a winning perspective.
“It’s a hit, Joe,” he assured him. “It’s got big-time stamped all over it.”
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“So, Agnes tells me you’re working as a TV producer for a variety how,” Aggie’s mother began at dinner, as she set another of her concoctions before Jack.
“Tuna casserole with shell noodles and cornflakes, my own recipe,” she announced with pride and a half curtsey.
“You know, Jack, in my day, I was quite the singer and dancer,” she shuffled and started a practiced off-key rendition of “Heart of my heart, oh how I love that melody…”
Jack brusquely terminated the audition: “It’s not that kind of show....it’s about hardware....screws....to drum up business for the company,” he explained.
“Oh, you mean another of those Mr. Fix-it shows, that doesn’t sound very interesting at all,” his mother-in-law judged. She wandered off to the guest room, to eat and watch Jeopardy, just as Aggie entered from the living room, where she had served the little guys their dinner, before another TV screen.
“And how’d it go?” she wanted to know
“As to be expected. Harry spared Joe an agonizing 10 minutes… maybe he’ll see it’s not that easy and give up on the idea now.”
Aggie fumbled through the cabinet in search of a glass, and found his bottle of Bovine Blue.
“You still taking this crap?” she asked, sarcastically.
“I was....but it’s not doing any good...my knee is as sore as ever.” He raised his pants leg to show her the black and blue mark, hallmark of bone against bone.
“Poor baby,” she derided him, leaning over the counter to drop the bottle of pills in the corner trash bin.
“No, don’t,” Jack interrupted. “I’m going to get my money back.”
Aggie shook the bottle. “It’s more than half gone.”
“They gave me a 30-day unconditional money back guarantee. I should have known better....cow bones.”
“Are you sure you can return it?”
“I’ll at least try… They shouldn’t sell stuff like that.”
“No one made you buy it Jack. It’s your mistake, not theirs.”
“Is it? The guy at the counter told me it would work.”
“Was that Dr. Minimum Wage Store Clerk?” she countered.
“Oh, you know him?” They both laughed.
“Where are the kids?” Jack asked, after a pause.
“Who knows....who cares?” she sighed. “The boys are playing ball, Parker’s out trying to find other colors for his Mohawk, and Emily...she’s out. The little guys are watching Rugrats.”
“You know, she looks and acts a lot like their Grandpa,” jack observed, nodding toward the guest room. “How much longer will she be gracing us with her presence, and fine cooking?” he asked, sniffing at the grey brown mass clinging to his fork..
“She means well, Jack,” Aggie insisted, then whispered, “I think she said she’s leaving Friday.” She raised both hands with fingers crossed.
“That gives us just 36 to 48 hours for one of her scenes, allowing time for the emotional apologies. Late in arriving this visit, isn’t it?”
Aggie gave him a dirty look. “Just wait till you’re old.”
Through a mouthful of food he asked, “How’s the money holding out?
“As long as you get paid Thursday, we’re all right.”
“I got paid last Thursday. It will be next week.”
“Then we’re not all right.”
Such revelations always tapped the well of anger and disappointment in himself. Jack labored in mind over finances whenever money ran low he felt desperate, hopeless. Family finances were his responsibility.
“You know Jack, instead of thinking about what you don’t have, look at all you do have,” Aggie suggested.
“Like what?”
“Me!?” she beamed, throwing both arms up as if showing off herself. “And a wonderful family, and a nice home, and a good job.”
Mom entered the room. “And a mother-in-law who thinks the world of you,” Aggie continued. Her mother gave her a dirty look and curled her lip at Jack.
“Great....casserole, Mom,” Jack told her, chasing another forkful with a gulp of water.
“I knew you like it so I made another and put it in the freezer,” she said. “You know Jack, my daughter works too damn hard around here and she’s not appreciated, not by you or those lousy kids. If they were mine, I’d beat the hell out of every damn one of them.... you too!”
At that Jack rose from the table, scraped his plate and loaded it into the dishwasher.
“I think the weatherman said something about a cold front moving through,” he announced, winking at Aggie. “I hope that doesn’t mean any storms.”
“I hate the damn rain,” Mom announced to no one in particular as Jack took leave of the kitchen.
He knew Aggie would hold her own.
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The next night, Jack couldn’t sleep. He lay awake from 4 until 5:30 analyzing the play of circumstance which made him so miserable. At one point he turned toward Aggie and wrapped an arm around her, hoping she’d awaken. She didn’t, so he listened to her subdued breathing, his sole comfort in this restless night.
Well before 6 he slipped out of bed and stretched, studied her laying there, slightly rising and falling with each breath. Then he faced himself in the mirror. He turned sideways, and pushed the paunch at his middle for a vision of a trimmer, earlier version of Jack. With at least an hour before anyone else in the house would stir, he decided on an early morning run. What’s a little pain,” he reasoned.
The house seemed too quiet as he moved from room to darkened room. Through the windows he caught the light of the gathering day as he pulled on his sweats and shoes. He checked the batteries in the cassette, quietly looking in on all the kids. Augie had climbed out of the top bunk and into bed with Pablo. Emily had fallen asleep with the lights on in her room. It smelled of perfume and nail polish. He started down the hall toward the other rooms, remembering Mom was staying in the guest room on the left. “She must be deaf,” he whispered aloud, trying to decipher the three different tunes playing on the radios which had been left on in each of the older boys’ rooms.
He eased out the back door and paused in the driveway to savor the sounds of a neighborhood waking up. A few blocks over, the crank of someone trying to start a car. Closer, a dog barked occasionally. He heard a truck stop, then glass rattling and wondered if there was still a dairy which made home deliveries. If so, he didn’t know about it, but it’s something they might want to investigate. Farther on he could hear the sound of tires on the expressway, and the clunk of the car chassis as each rolled over uneven blocks of pavement.
He clicked the cassette and started off running, a slow jog to the corner. Within two blocks the knee ached, but he pressed on, past the row of stores.
The owner of the Korean vegetable stand stood smoking a cigarette while misting bins of vibrant green, red, purple, brown and yellow fruits and vegetables with a hose. He nodded, barely, at Jack as he moved past. An old man stepped from the newsstand into Jack’s path, absorbed in the morning headlines. The owner of the corner deli pushed back the rumbling steel grate protecting his store, his back to Jack.
Further down the block Jack had to pause at the corner to watch three empty city buses pass. He clicked off the cassette and gave up the morning run. “Mountain Jam” was really only starting.
The knee already screamed, more than usual. Laying awake that night, he’d decided against trying to get his money back at Rainbow Bridge. Standing there in pain now, he vowed he should. They had some nerve selling crap like that. He’d take care of it after work. It was a matter of principle; he had no choice.
Jack removed his headphones, and decided for a different perspective, to walk through the neighborhood. Despite no run, h felt inspired to be out this early and took a random turn off the avenue and onto a side street. A loop of about a mile would eventually lead him back home by seven, just as the family was waking up.
For blocks, most houses were quiet. Only the occasional light on in a bathroom, the sound of a radio, the aroma of coffee or bacon from hidden kitchens suggested life. Jack admired flowers in front yards, the neat trim on some houses, the cars in driveways. A couple of dogs ran along fences at the passing stranger. Jack stepped off the sidewalk and into the street both times, hoping to still their barks so the neighborhood could rest.
Turning down Delaware he glimpsed activity a block and a half ahead, at the large house on the corner: a large woman, and a shorter man, placing things on tables set up along the sidewalk. Some of these items glistened in the first rays of the day. “A yard sale,” Jack figured, and thought of turning down another block.
But he didn’t.
“Oh, my first customer,” the woman greeted Jack as he strolled by. “C’mon pal,” she implored. “Give us a good start, buy something....anything...for good luck. Early bird special.”
Jack was about to explain he didn’t have any money when he remembered the dollar and two quarters kept tucked in the tongue of his running shoe. For emergencies like this, he smiled to himself. “Okay, but my budget is limited,” he yielded.
The woman, and the man— pointed out as her husband who greeted Jack with a simple “Nice day,” — made several trips to their garage for boxes marked “sale.” The pair continued filling tables running the length of the sidewalk and driveway while Jack browsed through the treasures. Odd plates and cups. Vases from florists. Souvenirs of Florida, the Jersey shore and something called the Smithville Fiddler’s Jamboree. Jack pushed on past stacks of old copies of Country Home and American Legion magazines, Reader’s Digest Condensed Books, winter coats and racks of worn shoes. There was a box of LPs and another of 8-track tapes.
“How much for the tapes,” he asked, remembering the Laser II had a dashboard 8-track player he’d never tried.
The man relayed his question to his wife.
She paused for a moment of unwrapping ceramic planters from a box. “How about three for a dollar, or four, four for a dollar.”
Jack started through the box. Right away he found The Beatles’ Magical Mystery Tour, Blood Sweat and Tears, Herb Alpert and the Tijuana Brass, then the second tape of the Woodstock movie soundtrack.... the rest seemed to be mood music, Montovani and the Ray Coniff Singers, a Reader’s Digest Swing Music set, finally the Rolling Stones’ Let It Bleed.
“I’ll take three,” he said, claiming the Beatles, Stones and half the Woodstock set while unfolding the dollar from his shoe.
The man carried the dollar to his wife. She fumbled for a quarter but Jack waved her off. “Keep it for good luck!” They all laughed, and he walked on toward home.
In the driveway he opened the passenger’s side of the Laser II and tossed the tapes on the back floor, behind the seat. He had to slam the door repeatedly so the lock could catch.
Jack figured it was time to wake everyone up anyway.
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The rest of Friday was rough. Old Joe shared his embarrassment at his son’s premiere performance.
Separately, Young Joe begged Jack to try and come up with enough material so they could do a longer show.
Harry tried, with Jack, to dissuade him but Joe was insistent.
“You know what I got, here?” he asked them both, beaming. Young Joe unfolded a piece of yellow legal pad paper from a soiled envelope, and waved it before them. They could see pencil writing scrawled across it in a stiff, deliberate hand. Reminded Jack of an article he’d once read about letters from inside an insane asylum.
“I got a fan letter!” smiled Joe.
He shared it with them both, and Poorah took a pause from troubleshooting Peachtree Accounting to have a look over their shoulders.
Indeed, someone named “Sammie” thought the show very entertaining, with tremendous potential and would like to be a guest, if guest spots were ever open.
Jack and Harry exchanged looks of disgust. “Sammie needs a life,” offered Jack.
“My public loves me,” countered Young Joe, primping his hair.
Later, when Old Joe summoned Joe and Harry into his office, after ordering Young Joe take the afternoon off, he was adamant. “Do we really need to let the world know what an asshole I’ve raised?” he demanded.
“He’s my boy and I love him, but look, he’ll end up making a fool of himself, of us all, of the company, if this goes on.” He paused, before directing himself to Harry. “You thought up his show, you arranged it, isn’t there some way you can stop it?”
“It would be tough,” Harry admitted. “He enjoys the limelight.”
“LIMELIGHT, SCHLIMELIGHT JELLO!,” Old Joe raised his voice. “Pull the plug!” he warned, without calming down. “Before this gets any worse. For Chrissake, he looked like a maitre d’ at a pancake house.”
Harry was at a loss. “I don’t know what to do,” he confided to Jack after Old Joe eagerly took a call and shooed them from the office.
“Well, who cuts your check?,” Jack asked, turning it back to him.
“Today, or tomorrow, “ Harry thought aloud. Jack could trace concern in the deep furrows over Harry’s eyes.
“Let’s just see if we can do something to give him a soft landing,” Harry suggested.
They agreed on that, and Harry left for the day, ostensibly to see another “client.”
Around 3, the factory workers, or “field hands” as Young Joe called them, picked up their checks as the week wound down.
They were a mixed lot, mostly Hispanic men and women from the area, a couple of students and kids fresh out of school who wouldn’t stay long. And then, Ethel and Taylor, who had started with Capital together 28 years ago.
Through those years they grown to become part of the Dwinzel family. Mrs. Dwinzel Sr., “The Boss” as her husband called her, made them welcome in her home, always remembered all their children’s and grandchildren’s birthdays. She invited the women and their families to holiday parties and any special occasion celebration, like when Young Joe found a college which would accept him. The pair hailed from the same neighborhood as Mrs. D, although they were both a good 20 years younger than she.
“How’s them babies?” Ethel always asked Jack, stepping out of the line and into his office. More than once she had admired the picture of “such a beautiful family” kept on his desk. She had three children of her own, and a husband who seemed to be always working at finding a job, while Ethel was as reliable as daybreak.
Taylor was more quiet, she just waved, with a sort of smile that laughed at Jack whenever she saw him. She was a big woman, nearly 300 pounds. On and off throughout the years she’d given Jack tablecloths, doilies and the like she’d made for Aggie, in the most intricate, delicate designs. “This woman is an artist,” Aggie assured him, gratefully, every time.
Jack waved and smiled at all, tried to make small talk until the last of the floor workers ambled out, check eagerly in hand. The week was essentially over. Old Joe remained in his office, tying fly lures in anticipation of his annual trek to Idaho for the month of August. Poorah shut down her computer, and cleared her desk, preparing to leave early, as she did most Fridays.
“How’s the leg?” she asked. Jack thought a second about telling her he was heading to Rainbow Bridge right after work for a refund. He didn’t want to hurt her feelings though.
“I don’t know....still hurts,” he began.
“My father’s taking St. John’s Warts now, for depression,” she told him. “Maybe you should try that, yourself. He’s feeling much better.”
Jack asked her to repeat the name of the product. Why would you want to take warts for anything, he wondered, and where would they get them from a saint? And for depression? Was that what people thought, that he was depressed? He’d have to remember to ask Aggie if he seemed depressed to her.
He steered the conversation to the weather. “Looks like a good weekend.”
“Rain or shine, it will be wonderful,” she agreed. He enjoyed listening to the way she rolled her ls and rs.
“What are your plans for tonight...after work?” Jack asked, to make sure he wouldn’t run into her at Rainbow Bridge.
“Kapur is taking me to dinner and then a concert... Clambit, I think that’s the band?”
“The Clamped Bits,” Jack corrected her. His kids, all of them seemed to have a record. “I think my son may be going.”
“Which one?”
“Just look for the boy with the green Mohawk.”
“Is it that kind of show?” Poorah hesitated, suddenly concerned.
“No...I think they are just supposed to be great, and, very popular...lot of fun,” he added, trying to salvage the evening for her boyfriend.
“I guess it will be interesting,” she said, not quite sure.
“You’ll have fun,” Jack assured her.
She gathered up her things, bid “Have a good weekend!!!,” to him and Old Joe, and was out of there.
Jack followed shortly, retrieving the brown bag which held the half full bottle of Bovine Blue from the bottom double drawer of his desk.
Old Joe barely acknowledged his departure, intently trying to tie a red thread in just the right way around a hook which was already wrapped with yellow. “Takes a tight knot to outsmart a fish,” he announced to no one, for Jack, too, had slipped out the door.
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The bottle lay in the bag on the front seat of the Laser II. Jack glanced at it from time to time as he thought about what he would say, trying to anticipate possible scenarios.
The way he felt: “Look asshole, I want my money back,” holding Elie by the throat. “How can you sell such worthless shit!”
A more diplomatic approach: “I’d like a full refund on my bottle of Bovine Blue. I’m not fully satisfied with the results.”
And the clerk’s imagined respectful response: “No problem sir. Here’s your cash and thanks for shopping with us!”
Another approach, firm and informed: “I want to take you up on the 30-day money back guarantee for this junk. My knee feels worse than ever. I’ve investigated my rights and am considering suing you and the vendor for willful misrepresentation.”
Of course, for all the rehearsals, nothing ever plays out as imagined.
Jack parked the Laser II down the street, left his jacket in the car and strode, determined, aggressive, into the store, bag, bottle and receipt in hand.
A gust of cold air greeted him, and the store, at first glance, seemed empty. He could smell oranges, and became aware of music softly playing. Something New Age, liquid guitar, Michael Hedges maybe?
He looked around. “Hello,” he called, but no one answered.
Two aisles over, a shock of black hair appeared, just above the shelving, beneath a yellow and read banner reading “Wellness.” Then it disappeared.
“Wellness,” Jack thought. “What a concept.”
He tried calling again, but still no response. The shock of black flashed, and disappeared again further along the same aisle. Jack meandered through the store to get there, past Fruity Fun and a new display marked Performance Enhancement. “Well if you need it then you ain’t got it,” he laughed to himself.
Finally, he reached the aisle where he had glimpsed the hair. A young guy, dressed all in black, his hair obviously dyed black and swept back, crouched with his back to Jack, unloading a case of something called “Friendlier Fauna” onto the shelf. He gave Jack a sideways glance, acknowledging and dismissing him at once.
“Can I help you?” he asked, bored, quickly returning to the case of bottles, each a different shade of pastel blue, pink, or lavender.
“Yeah, I’d like to get a refund for something I bought here.”
The clerk stood up, giving Jack a puzzled, troubled look.
Same ring through the nose, and double rings on the lips but Jack wasn’t sure. He glanced at the Rainbow Bridge name tag. Thal.
“A refund?” the clerk repeated, incredulously.
“Yeah. I bought this stuff, Bovine Bull, about three weeks ago, and the salesman told me if I wasn’t completely satisfied I’m entitled to a full refund.”
Jack scrutinized the clerk. “Aren’t you the same EELie who sold me this crap,” he wanted to know.
Thal raised an eyebrow and walked past Jack to the front counter. Jack thought it more of a prance than a walk.
“And you’re not satisfied with the results,” Thal quizzed as he removed the bottle from the bag, shook it contents and glared at Jack.
“Didn’t do a thing for me,” Jack nodded. “Except leave a lousy after-taste.”
“And what was your issue?” Thal wanted to know.
Jack looked at him puzzled, “Issue?”
“Your health: why were you taking Bovine Blue.”
“For my knee.” Thal slowly leaned over the counter and briefly glanced at Jack’s right,then left knee.”Which one?,” he asked.
Jack thought how he’d like to bring the knee up into this guy’s face.
“Did you start with an internal cleansing program?” Thal began. “Supplements are much more effective when you first purge your system of all the toxins....”
“Look, skip the shit, literally,” Jack cut him off. “Just give me my refund.”
Thal pursed his lips and thought. He sensed the upper hand in a battle of wills.
“Will you be spending your refund this afternoon, or do you just want the store credit?” he snapped, then turned away to arrange tiny packets of dried twigs on the shelf behind him.
Jack grunted and looked around the store. “And what would I possibly want here?” he asked aloud.
“You might try something for anxiety, valerian, maybe,” Thal suggested as turned back toward him and drummed his fingers across cash register keys. “I am only authorized to give store credit on refunds.”
Jack almost caved in, but felt there was more than the price of a bottle of Bovine Blue at stake here.
“Look, THAL, in your other life as EEEELLLL-EEE you told me if I weren’t happy within 30 days I could return for a full refund.
“Well, here I am.”
Thal turned a key to lock the cash register, leaned away from the counter and folded his arms. “I can only give you store credit, or an exchange for other merchandise.”
“There’s nothing here I want, but my money,” Jack insisted. “You told me it was store policy.”
“Well, then I was wrong,“ Thal snapped and walked away from the counter. “There’s nothing I can do, SIR. You’ll have to take this up with the owner.”
“Well then let me speak to him,” Jack insisted, glad at the opportunity to deal with someone else.
“He’s not in,” Thal shot back.
“Well WHEN can I SEE him?” Jack demanded.
Thal returned to the counter and shuffled through some shelves. Jack readied his stance, cocked a fist, in case he reappeared with some sort of weapon. But Thal only produced a folder and ran a tattooed finger down a schedule sheet.
“Mr. Natural should be here Tuesday afternoon. You can take it up with him then.”
“Does Mr.’ Natural have a REAL name?,” Jack asked sarcastically.
“He’s Mr. Natural to everyone here,” Thal answered with disdain, making his way back to the aisle where Jack had found him.
“I’d call first, to make sure he’s in...Do you need one of our cards?” he called to Jack. Jack gathered the bag and receipt and headed toward the door.
“Have a peachy weekend!” Thal called after him as he pushed against the glass and stepped out the store and onto the street.
“Asshole!” Jack barked into the face of a startled old woman who just happened to be walking by as he exited Rainbow Bridge.
****
Part II: Mr. Natural
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“It’s the principle,” Jack reminds himself aloud.
“Better be the principle, why else would you leave work early to make your case with someone called Mr. Natural,” taunts that other voice in his head.
Make your case, he encourages, watching his eyes in glances to the rear view mirror. Early rush hour traffic, slowing his progress, but the Laser rolls on, making its way toward Rainbow Bridge.
All the way there, Jack scripts imaginary dialogues, this time with this “Mr. Natural.”
Polite: Sir. I’d like a cash refund for this product, as your clerk said I am entitled to at the time of my purchase.
Indifferent: I’d like my money back. This stuff just didn’t work for me.
Angry: (Imagines gripping a bald man with a white beard by the throat, shouting into his face.) Just give me my damn money. You got some nerve unloading shit like this on a gullible public!
He rolls through these scenarios over and over, refining his end of the dialogue. “Mr. Natural,” he repeats to himself, smirking. Recalls the character from R. Crumb’s comics. Some left over hippie, a relic. Pretentious, affected with that “superior than thou” attitude. Back to nature: drugs, free sex, spaced out.
He’d had his run in with the real species hippie the summer after they were married, when he and Aggie lived out their fantasy of getting back to the land.
“Don’t tell me you use white sugar...and BLEACHED flour, MAAHYN!” one of those burn-outs had admonished them during a visit to their teepee. Jack envisions this Mr. Natural an older version of that fool, grey or white and balding probably, still wearing sandals, faded denim deliberately patched, a tie-dyed shirt, or maybe one of those gauze Indian shirts with the fancy embroidery. And what remained of his hair swept back in a pony tail, of course, bound with a leather band. “If it were winter he’d probably be wearing a fucking afghan,” he nods with the face in the rearview mirror. Both laugh.
He parks the Laser, retrieves his bottle of Bovine Blue from the rumpled brown bag, enters the store. Only a few women customers, and a girl behind the counter. She looks the part: granny glasses, hair parted down the middle, long flowing peasant dress. “Can I help you?,” she asks with what Jack considers a very stoned smile.
“I’m here to see...” Jack pauses, embarrassed to speak the name, hoping the girl will complete the sentence. She doesn’t, and he’s more embarrassed to notice two women browsing the aisles appear to be listening. “Who is it you need to see?” the girl calls from behind the counter.
“...Er. uh MR.....Mr. Natural?....I’m here to see Mr. Natural.” One of the women smiles, the girl appears puzzled. That fucking EELie, Jack thinks, there’s no Mr. Natural.
“I’m not sure he’s in, but I’ll check, he’s usually not here Tuesdays,” the girl answers, leaving the counter to walk toward the back of the store. Jack watches as she prepares to open a rear door, then turns and walks all the way back.
“And who may I say is calling?” she inquires now, in a near whisper, close enough that Jack could make out the freckles on her nose, and the tiny neat print on her Rainbow Bridge name tag: Gaia.
“Jack…Jack Schlitz…I’m here to see him about one of your products.”
“I’ll see if he’s available,” she smiles, and turns for the long stroll to the back of the store again.
That’s right, Jack remembers, he told me to call first. What a waste of time he admonishes himself, expecting he won’t get to see this jerk after all. Jack studies a display of key chains woven from root fibers to pass the wait. In a minute, though, Gaia reappears, beckoning Jack toward the double wooden doors at the rear of the store. He hurries back, glimpsing displays for Summer Rush energy capsules and LOTSACARBS workout candy bars along the way.
Gaia leads him through the doors, then points toward a white chrome and worn leather couch in a well lit hallway with three more doors. “You can wait here Mr. Schlitz, he’ll be right with you,” she smiles and disappears back into the store.
Once again, Jack races through the scenarios, from easy refund to argument with the stranger he tries to envision. Long unkempt beard, the aging hippie. One door swings out slightly, Jack stands up and glimpses a sandaled foot wearing a white sock, before the door closes again.
Sure enough, Mr. Natural, got to be him.
He purses his lip, swallows and is surprised to discover his palms were just slightly moist. Thinks he detects a faint suggestion of incense, a vaguely familiar smell he cannot place.
The door shoots open, again, this time almost knocking Jack back on the couch.
Now he recognizes the distinct fragrance of a cheap cigar, a stogie.
“Jack Schlitz, Emanuel Alisdonde,” announces a gruff voice, extending a hand toward him, while nursing the thin black cigar in his left. “They call me Mr. Natural because none of them can remember how to spell my name,” he laughs. “You can call me Al, or Mr. Natural, it don’t matter.”
There are white sandals, all right, along with white chinos and a loose brown and tan pullover, reminds Jack of a bowling shirt. This Mr. Natural is a good half foot shorter than Jack, his bottle brown hair too obvious, a thick peppered grey mustache and oversize reading glasses. Groucho, Jack thinks, Mr. Natural is Groucho.
He stands short, stocky, muscular and wide; his crushing handshake speaks strength and hard work. A Timex watch, Jack notes, reading glasses pushed down around his neck, along with a thin chain with some medal dangling behind his shirt, unbuttoned at the collar.
“C’mon in my office,” Mr. Natural invites, holding open the door, flicking the ashes from his stogie onto the floor. Inside the large room, the first thing Jack notices is a familiar mix of blue and orange, here of all places. Starts to ask, hesitates until he recognizes a team picture framed on the wall.
“You a Mets fan,” Jack asks enthusiastically.
“Mets fan? I’m the original Mr. Met,” Mr. Natural laughs.
“I grew up in Queens, not far from Shea,” Jack volunteers. “Used to go every day in summers when I was a kid.”
“So what’s the best team ever,” Mr. Natural asks, walking over toward a large display, done out like a shrine.
“Why, the 69 Miracle Mets, of course,” Jack says with assurance. “Seaver, Koosman, Grote, Charles, Weiss, Harrelson, McGraw, Clendenon, Jones, Agee, Swoboda,...Boswell… uh, Taylor…”
“Caldwell…Shamsky…And the greatest game ever?” Mr. Natural inquires, testing Jack further.
“Game Six, the 1986 World Series.”
“What a game, what an inning, what a finish,” Mr. Natural announces. They reminisced for a moment about that game, where destiny, or the Bambino’s curse, snagged the world championship from the Boston Red Sox when they were within one strike of celebration and redemption.
Champagne on ice.
But, in the bottom of the 10th with the score tied, Mookie Wilson’s routine dribble down first rolled through Sox first baseman Bill Buckner’s legs, allowing Ray Knight home for the winning run. That night it was obvious the gods, too, loved the Mets as they went on to claim the Series in game 7.
“Friends,” Mr. Natural announces, taking Jack’s hand to shake it again. “A guy who looked like Buckner wandered into one of my stores once, or I thought it was him. I offered him anything he wanted, even to take him to dinner. ‘Fuck you,’ he said.” Both laugh again.
Then Mr. Natural retrieves an official National League Ball from its acrylic stand on a shelf, tosses it to Jack. “Any idea what this is?” he asks.
Jack rolls it over in his hands, examines its cover, thinks. “THIS IS IT,” he exclaims. “The Shoe Polish ball from 69...?”
He’s stunned. “I can’t believe it. How did you ever get this?”
Mr. Natural puts a finger to his lips. “SHHHH! I paid a lot of money for that. And a couple of years later I heard there were three of them floating around.” He holds up an enlarged print from Sports Illustrated of Gil Hodges talking with umpires, showing them the ball with its shoe polish smudge. A true relic of Mets’ lore.
Game five of the Miracle Mets ’69 World Series, they miraculously ahead in the series, three games to one over the heavily favored Baltimore Orioles. Top of the sixth, Cleon Jones at the plate. Pitch in the dirt, rolls into the Mets dugout, Jones starts for first claiming the ball struck his foot. The ump orders him back to the plate.
Out comes manager Gil Hodges, cool and collected,He hands the ump a ball with a black mark clearly visible. One of those rare instances where an umpire actually reverses a decision.
Jones takes first and the crowd goes wild. Jones scores from first on a Donn Clendenon home run, giving the Mets their first run in what proves, later that afternoon, to be their championship victory. Non-believers still speculate, though, Hodges kept a smudged ball in the dugout, in case he might ever find a use for it.
Al points to an inset in the print showing a close-up of the ball, takes the ball from Jack’s hand and holds it up next to the picture. “You see?” he pleads, wanting reassurance. “It looks identical.”
“Why don’t you just get it authenticated?” Jack reasons.
“I’m afraid to, honestly,” Al confided. “I’d rather live with the idea that this might be it than know for sure I’ve been taken for a fool. My wife would kill me if she ever found out what I paid for it, thinking it was real. If she found out and it’s a fake..”
The next half hour or so they talk about the team, its up and down history, New York, how each ended up here as they review Mr. Natural’s extensive collection of Mets and New York memorabilia.
At one point Jack notices a large poster of Mr. Natural as he remembered him from the old underground comics. Sure enough, on closer look, an original drawing, even signed by R. Crumb. “Nice picture, how’d you get that,” he inquires.
“The staff gave it to me when we opened one of our stores. I even ran into him once, at a flea market, flipping through boxes of 78s,” Al recalls. Soon as it was obvious I didn’t know squat about old time obscure blues artists he didn’t want to talk. Looks like one of his characters, a little weird, but who isn’t?”
“A great artist, regardless.”
“Agreed.”
Their conversation enters a lull, both smiling to have found so much in common. “Anyway Jack, what brings you here?,” Mr. Natural finally asks, settling behind his desk while directing Jack to a worn and patched armchair.
Jack pauses, embarrassed, as Mr. Natural throws his sandaled feet on the desk, rubs the socks. “Ever have gout? It sucks,“ he advises. “My wife tells me somehow the white socks will help. Too much shrimp, she says. I hate the friggin sandals too but I can’t even pretend to squeeze into my shoes. Painful---oh.”
He waits while Jack debates what to say, how to say it. “So Jack, “ Mr. Natural repeats. “What gives?”
Jack produces the bottle from the bag he’d left by the chair when handed the baseball. “When I bought this stuff, the clerk, EELIE (he said with emphasis as if to place blame) told me there was a 30-day money back guarantee if I wasn’t completely satisfied.”
Mr. Natural pushes the reading glasses up his nose, reaches across the desk to take the bottle, while Jack tries to explain himself. “Took this stuff for the better part of three weeks, and, if anything, my condition has worsened.”
Mr. Natural reads the label in silence while Jack fumbles for an explanation. He feels very small, to push this far over a few bucks is trivial. He tries to provide some perspective. “I run a lot, I’ve got a bum knee, and I was hoping to find something that would relieve the pain...this wasn’t it.”
“Well, let me ask you something,” Mr. Natural smiles, leaning back in his chair, handing the bottle back to Jack, then setting his hands behind his head. “Whatever gave you the idea something that came from a cow’s neck, on his way to getting minced into hamburger, was going to make a difference in your bad knee?”
Jack is dumbfounded,feels stupid. All the while Mr. Natural smirks. “I’ll tell you where you got that idea: hope. You wanted something to make you feel better, and you at least held out for the hope for some miracle cure.
“This business is built on faith,” h continues. “People want these products to work, make them healthy, ease their pain, make them live longer. Sometimes it works, sometimes it don’t.” Then he sings an old candy bar jingle. “Sometimes I feel like a nut, sometimes I don’t.”
Al rises, walks over to a filing cabinet, opens the second drawer down. “You see this,” he smiles at Jack, waving his hand across the top of the drawer. “Letters from people who swear by the stuff we sell here,” He drops names like Chinaberry, Arctic pepper, the ginsengs, valerian. “This woman says she lost 45 pounds because of something we sell called garcinia cambogia....” he shares from one letter.
Then he pulls the top drawer and indicates another folder, half as thick. “These letters are from people who actually went to the trouble of writing to let me know what they think of the crap we sell....same stuff, different views....so who’s right?” he asks. Al pushes the drawer shut, returns to his chair, leans in toward Jack and grins. “So who’s right?”
Before Jack could respond he has the answer. “The customer! The customer is always right,” Mr. Natural half shouts “They’re both right. Group A because they want to believe, and Group B, because, like you, they don’t have enough faith to believe what they are told. Some are cynics, some are skeptics. Some are just smart.”
Jack begins, “So how can you sell this stuff with a …“, not sure if he’s about to overstep the bounds of potential friendship, but Mr. Natural cut him off. “Wait!” he says, waving his finger as he picks up the bottle of Bovine Blue again. “It gets better,” he assures Jack, running a finger around the label. “You said you’re in marketing, right?”
Jack nods, trying to figure where this is heading as Mr. Natural begins reading “Scientific studies have indicated that some of the compounds found in bovine tracheal cartilage may....MAY PRO-VIDE NUTRITIONAL SUPPORT for body systems involved in daily activity...What does that mean, Jack?”
Jack shrugs.“...may, might, some...nothing. It doesn’t mean anything.”
Mr. Natural reaches across the desk and shakes his hand indifferently. “Thank you, my friend. But Jack,” he continues, waving a finger. “It gets even better.... here’s the kicker,” and he reads from the label again. “Statements made about this product have not been reviewed by the FDA.“ He repeats himself for emphasis, “HAVE NOT BEEN REVIEWED BY THE FDA.”
Mr. Natural drops the bottle onto his desk. “All these companies have to do is imply there’s some health benefit, any kind of benefit to their products, and the FDA, the consumer’s ally, won’t even check these claims for accuracy.”
He sits back, arms folded. “All they are REALLY packaging is the promise of hope, a cause for optimism. There’s nothing people want more than that.”
Jack hesitates before speaking, decides an honest question might get an honest answer. “You mean to tell me as long as a product is safe there’s no one to stop them from selling it.”
“Some of these things aren’t even safe....in the wrong hands,” Mr. Natural catches himself, starts rocking in his chair.
“What a ploy,“ Jack thinks aloud. “Come up with anything you want, slap a label on it, and you’re in the business.” Imagine the possibilities, he thought to himself.
“Not quite that easy,” Mr. Natural assures him. “But if you can slap the “natural” label, or better yet, “organic” you’re guaranteed, GUARANTEED a certain level of sales. I’ve seen it again and again in my stores.”
“And just what does “natural mean?” he continues. “Occurs on earth? Can be derived from nature? What? Organically grown---could mean anything from hand sown and raised on a steady diet of chicken shit, to grown in jars of water with organic nutrients, fertilizer, care of Dow Chemical.”
“And people buy this stuff?” Jack wants affirmation. “Buy into this whole concept?”
“Every day, in every way,” Mr. Natural beams, with a show of hands motioning around his office. “Didn’t you? We’ve never wanted for customers.”
Jack thinks a while, rapping a knuckle against his teeth. “And how’d you get in this business?”
Mr. Natural turned toward the bookshelf behind him, searching for something he couldn’t find. “I read a book actually, How To Open A Store, something like that. No magnum opus, but the author pointed out I already had what I needed to make a go of it --determination and a working knowledge of retailing...some of it from the book, but most of it on my own.”
“What were you doing before this?” Jack wants to know.
“I grew up in what they call now the recycling business,” Mr. Natural laughs. “We called it junk. My father and his brothers had a couple of junkyards, salvage yards, right there near where they built Shea. That’s how I grew up to be such a fan. If I couldn’t see the game, I could listen to the announcer, and the crowd right there.” He lost himself in memories for a few seconds.
“The sound of that crowd on a good afternoon when the Mets are down but come back and take the lead. That’s what I miss about New York.”
AL reflects further before resuming. “But anyway, as I got older I grew disillusioned with the family business, or maybe just the family. It wasn’t quite as clean as it used to be and I decided I wanted out. I knew a little about dealing with the public, so I figured running some kind of store would be an easy transition. But I wanted to get as far away from the junkyard business as I could. I looked around and health food seemed to be an answer.”
“And how’d you end up here, so far from home?” Jack presses.
“My mother’s from here, and all her people, so I’ve always visited here, like a second hometown. By the time I decided what business I wanted to be in, the City was eaten up with health food stores, but out here in the boonies, it was wide open.”
The conversation lags, Jack glimpses his watch. “Oh, Man, my wife’s gonna kill me...”
Mr. Natural starts to hand him the phone. “No, I was supposed to bring home dinner. If I call, I’ll only catch more.”
“I hear you, Jack.” Mr. Natural agrees. “Been there.”
Jack gathers up the bottle and slips it back into the bag as Mr. Natural pushes away from his desk. “Here, I’ll walk you out and get your refund,” he offers.
“Nah, forget about it...Mr..” Jack begins, embarrassed why he’d come, yet glad too.
“Just call me Al. My friends call me Al. To the rest I’m Mr. Natural, or Hey Asshole!,” he laughs.
“OK. Forget it Al,” Jack told him. “It was worth the education.”
They shake hands in the foyer outside Al’s office. “Jack, come by and see me anytime,” Al invites. “We got a lot in common.”
“Yeah, really,” Jack agrees. Both smile.
“Let’s Go Mets!” Mr. Natural announces, and Jack nodes, gives him the thumbs-up as slips out the door and into the store.
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The Laser chugged homeward through late rush-hour traffic.
It had been a good meeting, certainly not what he expected. Jack walked away excited, happy at the introduction and potential new friend in Al. The hell with the money, it had been a good two hours. He imagined their friendship and the things they would do together, as Mets fans. As fellow expatriate, cynical, condescending New Yorkers.
“And imagine that!” He thought of what he’d learned about health food: Being able to say anything and no one will second guess you. Carefully, artfully crafted words, sure; but mumbo jumbo just the same.
In between the stops and starts of the traffic, he picked up the bottle of Bovine Blue and reread the label, reviewed the contents. “And I was right,” he told himself, feeling vindicated. “This stuff is nothing but bottled bullshit...I could have done as well eating chicken bones, like Aggie suggested.”
Aggie, he thought, looking at his watch. She’s going to raise hell. At least her mother wouldn’t be there to add to the onslaught.
“Maybe we could go into this business. ”What was it Al said, replaying the conversation: as long as you give people something to believe in, they’ll buy it.
And try it and like it so much they’ll write letters about how wonderful the products are. Yet it’s just their own faith at work, the confident belief the concoction can do something for them because that’s what you tell them. Some will swear by it. Because you suggest it’s good for them.
“And if you can slap the name natural, or organic on it, better yet,” he repeated aloud that insight from Mr. Natural.
Who would know better than Mr. Natural?
Jack whispered to the eyes in the mirror “All natural screws… naturally organic bolts and nuts,” and the eyes smiled back.
He worked these ideas all the way home, forgetting, until he pulled into the driveway, he was supposed to bring dinner.
Aggie and three of the kids waited in the kitchen. He could see through the window she had her arms folded. Never a good sign. She saw the car roll into the driveway, walked to the window and threw it open.
“Where have you been, and Where’s OUR DINNER,” she shouted across the yard.
“Sorry, Hon,“ Jack offered, sheepishly. “I got caught up with things,” he thought for a second, “And then when I realized how late it was I thought I’d surprise you and take us all out to dinner... What do you say kids, Chinese, Mexican or Italian?” he called past her. The little guys started jumping up and down, chanting “Pizza…pizza…”
Aggie’s stern glare eased. “WELL, as long as I don’t have to cook....”
“Let’s go then,” he announced with a clap of his hands, waiting in the yard for them to join him.
Jack decided he’d tell Aggie about meeting Mr. Natural later, when she was in a better mood.
26
“Sure it sounds like a great idea, but nothing good comes that easy.” Aggie was seated across from him at the kitchen table, late night, nursing a cup of stale coffee. She and Jack had been up an extra hour talking, or indulging his fantasy for launching something natural.
“But what do you know about health food, Jack,” she redirected his reasoning again and again.
He’d started the conversation, mentioning how tired he was of his job, how fruitless, had been his efforts after 22 years. “I’m getting paid decently, but you can always make more when you work for yourself, and I think I’ve gone as far as I can with Capital,” he explained.
That argument made, he recounted his meeting with “Al”---Emanuel Alisdonde, Mr. Natural. He explained their rapport, the mutual roots and affection for the Mets, and how well they’d hit it off.
Summarizing Mr. Natural’s discourse, in response to his request for a refund, Jack floated the idea of finding a way into that business. “It’s no risk, you can say just about anything you want as long as you put that disclaimer on the label.” He showed her his bottle of Bovine Blue, ran his finger around the label and started to read, just as Al had.
“And where’s your refund, Mr. I’ll-Show-Them,” Aggie sneered. “You did get your money back?”
“No bother,” Jack continued, waving off the question. “I got an education in how these things work.
“This stuff doesn’t work here,” he said pointing to his stomach. “If it’s going to work, it has to work here,” he said, emphatically pointing at his head.
“Well, maybe here isn’t working to begin with,” Aggie snarled back, pointing at Jack’s head with ridicule.
He tried an indirect tack. “Wouldn’t you like our life to be a little easier, for you…me… for us?… Maybe there’s something we could do here.... He said people will buy anything with a nice label and a good tagline.”
Now he tried out some of the ideas he’d been toying with.
“How about Natural Vegetables...”
“Tomatoes or cucumbers?” she cut him off. “Already available in any produce department.”
“Organic Natural Delight Cookies...you make those Christmas cookies, we could try those. It worked for Mrs. Fields,” he tried again
“And will I be using My Organic Natural Delight Pillsbury frozen cookie dough recipe?”
Jack sighed. “You’re not taking this seriously, Aggie. I’m talking about our future.... Secret Natural Mystery Health...Elixir. Secret Natural Mystery Health Elixir.”
She stood up. “OK. Jack. “ Aggie walked over to the fridge and ran her finger along one of the newspaper ads stuck there beneath a magnet. “But we better hurry because the Circus is in town next week, and if you’re going to be selling snake oil we’d better start concocting.
“I’m off to bed, Captain Organic,” she told him. “That’s it: Captain Organic and Mr. Natural, the deluded duo.”
Jack’s efforts to interest Harry Jello were as fruitless, at least initially. He also floated his idea by his cousin-in-law Leo, Old Joe, and Ned Tokay, his lifelong buddy. None seemed to understand what he was talking about, or show even the slightest interest. “You know what I know about health food, nothing” Ned told Jack over the phone. “You know what I want to know? Nothing! Bunch of whackos, that’s all I ever see coming out of that health food shop at the mall.”
But like him, Harry felt desperately near the end of his rope, anxious for somewhere else to hitch his future, “that golden egg in a muddy nest” as he’d put it once. Jack hoped if he emphasized the opportunity, Harry might give it some serious thought.
Jack made another try, but it wasn’t an easy sell.
“What the fuck do you know about health food?” Harry contended. “Nothing that’s good for you ever tastes good, anyway.”
“I’m just just talking about health food,” Jack explained. “Much more than that: natural medicine, alternative healing, sports nutrition.” Jack summarized all he’d learned from the ads in a “whole foods” magazine he’d found in the library.
“It’s wide open. It’s all about giving people hope. If you, if we, can put together something that offers them some level of hope, something they believe will make them feel better, be healthier, they will buy it. I know this for a fact.
“People are sheep, they want someone to tell them what to do. Give them something they can believe in, tell them it’s good for them and they will pay for it.”
“Well it works for the Church,” Harry admitted, then belched. “But health food? You’re no carrot eater, you don’t know Jack about natural stuff, Jack. You work for a screw company, for Chrissakes.”
Jack related select details of his meeting with the all knowing Mr. Natural, never referring to him as Al, repeating by rote now the Mr. Natural theory on why people bought these products, the guarantee — no certainty — of a certain amount of sales. Finally, he invited Harry to read for himself those definitive statements on the label of Bovine Blue.
“You mean you don’t even have to prove those pills will do anything, just suggest it, and you can sell it,” Harry marveled, suddenly recognizing the core opportunity. “You could sell anything, hedge clippings, autumn leaves.....”
“Pond scum,” Jack interrupted. “I saw a bottle of it in the store. They called it something like Natural Algaenic, but I read the fine print. Still pond scum.”
“Pond scum, no shit,” Harry laughed. “Why the hell would anyone want to eat pond scum?” he wanted to know.
Jack threw his arms up, rocked side to side, saying with an exaggerated nasally but authoritative voice “For its delicate curative balance of compounds and properties that help sustain the balance of life in stagnant pools…” Both laughed.
Harry was at least intrigued enough to agree to tour Rainbow Bridge, for a few laughs if not ideas.
Jack thought it premature to discuss his idea with Poorah, not until he had definite plans. For now, he pressed her for insight into why people like her are so passionate about their vitamins and “dietary supplements.” He asked to see all what she was currently taking, on a regular basis. “That’s all right, I just want to read the labels” he explained as she started rolling capsules from the first bottle into her hands.
There were 11 bottles in all: Cold Season, Summer Rain, Eye Light, Naturalax, Multi Plus C, Monthly Friend, Friendly Floral Harvest, Herbal Answer, All You Need and China Secret, and the near empty bottle of Mr. Colon Clean. He could guess what each might be for, but scrutinized the labels for a better understanding.
They described ingredients, from familiar herbs to the obscure, and strange sounding chemical compounds, extracts and other substances of uncertain origin. Most bottles cited benefits of dietary supplements with carefully crafted statements and implied inferences. A few referenced unnamed scientific studies, the “herbal medical tradition”, or traditional use of key ingredients by “indigenous people” of Asia, the Rain Forest, or Native Americans.
Jack admired the skill with which those who composed these labels could imply anything, but say nothing. “Some scientific studies suggest garlic may play a contributing role....”
“…ongoing research indicates naturally occurring compounds in Echinacea could provide some nutritional support…”
“…in the ancient Chinese medical tradition dong quai has traditionally been administered to women…”
“A natural compound found in tomatoes. Recent research indicates compounds in tomatoes could be a source of natural antioxidants…”
“Amazing,” Jack said aloud, setting the last bottle down. Not one definitive statement, nothing more than derivative references to implied research, he thought.
“What?” Poorah wanted to know.
“And you take all this stuff?” he asked, unintentionally putting her on the defensive.
She scooped up the bottles en masse. “You sound like my father,” she told him. “You don’t understand the need for nutritional support.”
“No, that’s not what I meant,” Jack intoned, trying to reassure her. He needed whatever she could tell him about these…”supplements.”
“I’m just surprised there’s such a variety…it seems like there’s something for everyone, every ailment.”
“Absolutely,” she assured him, a bit more relaxed as she set the bottles back on the shelf, one by one. “No two of us have the same needs, so there has to be such a variety… It can take time to find just the right supplement for you. Like with your leg---if a cartilage supplement doesn’t work, there’s something else which will work. Chondroitin? Have you tried that?”
Jack asked her to write it down, feigning interest.
“Of these, which is the best?” he asked, stepping toward the shelf where she had just placed the bottles. “I mean, what does you the most good?
“Well, it’s different pills for different purposes… First you purge your system, then large doses of vitamins, then other supplements, depending on your condition.”
“But how can you tell what’s working, what isn’t?”
“It’s all in the way you feel,” Poorah assured him, trying to describe the benefits with her hands as she continued. “You have more energy, your mind clears, no more colds, no sleepiness.”
“I guess I get that from running, all except the colds,” h admitted. What she’s really saying, he thought to himself, is it comes down to what you believe. Just like Mr. Natural said.
No matter what the ingredients, all variations on hope in a bottle, sold by the willing to the unknowing, eager for anything. Something people could gladly credit with their own psychological changes.
A lot like running, he thought later, as he meditated on the possibilities, “Mountain Jam” playing in his headphones, jogging around the park.
I think it makes me feel better so it does, because I believe it does. Even though I’m giving my body a beating, pounding the pavement, breathing the exhaust of all the cars rolling by a few feet away. I think I know it’s good for me so it is good for me, right?
Or is it?
Hell, I could be poisoning myself in the guise of physical fitness.
“The knee aches, no more or less than before. But last week I was sure it hurt more. Why? Angry about the Bovine Blue capsules, couldn’t believe in them. In fact, believed they had actually made the knee worse.
“But that first week they actually made me feel better? Because I assigned the awful tasting capsules filled with powdered flecks of cow neck with some magical power?”
A new Lincoln Town Car purred past him as he entered the ascent up the long hill. Jack reasoned now the pills were a lot like nice and shiny cars. People buy new cars for many reasons, they need them to get around, but deep in their psyche they believe the smell and sparkle of a new car makes them somehow a better person.
And it does. For a while — until the shine dulls, that new car smell disappears — they feel different, believe life has taken a brighter turn. Once the newness fades, they move on in search of something else to provide that fulfilling “better than thou” rush.
“Not everyone, mind you,” he cautioned himself, “but enough people that there’s always willing candidates to trade up for this year’s model when last year’s still runs fine,” be it car or camera, TV or spring fashion.
Maybe some of these “natural supplements” work. That doesn’t really matter. As long as folks want them to work, want something to believe in, they will work — until they can no longer ignore the self deception.
For some that day never comes.
It’s like that with everything, even new and improved versions of old screws. “Now in brass with a finer tread” he recalled an old slogan, and smiled.
It makes the world spin, this humanly innate sense of inadequacy, instilled and reinforced and exploited by anyone with something to sell. Collective fear we don’t already have all we need for health and happiness, there’s always more —“if I had just that”— to set things right.
So many move through life missing all they have for what they don’t have, frittering away the only really precious asset, time, in an endless grasp for something else. The shine of a factory fresh fender or flakes of green in a gelatin capsule, the bigger house, the trophy wife, the big promotion and power it brings. All answers to our biding sense of inadequacy.
The nicest thing, Jack realized, is people have plenty of money to indulge such delusions.
So what’s wrong, he reasoned with himself as the music builds, with profiting from their hopes and dreams? With offering up something else to believe in. No one forces anyone to buy; all spend willingly.
Give them one more reason to part with their money, a confidence they can buy the answer to better health. Put their faith in a capsule, tablet or bottle. Sell them what they want, no more or less.
“Whatever ails you, we got the cure.”
Seems too easy, so easy it’s wrong. Call it healthy and it is healthy. Say it’s better for you, and people want better. Suggest a benefit and some feel the effect.
And want more.
Maybe it’s finally my time. Maybe this is the opening I’ve been looking for, my golden egg in a field of straw.
But what?
What can I offer people they will believe in?
How do I get my piece of that pie.
“Hope,” Mr. Natural said.
Is that really all it takes, hope in a bottle?
The question hung with him all the way until his run slowed to a walk.
Jack pondered the answer all the way home, deep in thought with the headphones on, as the tape played all the way through 14 minutes of hiss filling out the side with “Mountain Jam” and “Blue Sky.”
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By week three Young Joe Dwinzel’s The Screw Forum was becoming more an more about allusions to its title.
Joe had arranged a guest appearance for Sammie, composer of his one and only fan letter.
He still looked to Jack for an opening monologue, and wanted Poorah and Harry on hand for emotional and audience support. With this expected help, Joe was also gaining unwarranted confidence he could wing this project himself.
Sammie seemed either an ugly woman or a slightly effeminate man, Jack couldn’t decide which. He/she had the handshake of a frozen fish and sported shapeless fashion, a mismatch of tweed and polyester. Sammie’s dark black hair, deeply parted down the middle, fell shoulder length; thick rimmed oversized tinted glasses enlarged Sammie’s black-Sammiebrown eyes through smudged lenses. Both the shadow of stubble along the jawline and slight rise in the upper chest might be effect of hormone shots.
“I don’t want to know,” Harry cracked to Jack after being introduced, and Jack knew exactly what he meant. The puzzled disgust on Poorah’s face at first sight of Sammie prompted Jack to divert her attention with a quick run through the monologue cue cards.
Young Joe paced back and forth, making small talk with Sammie who stood motionless, arms folded. “What’s your favorite part of the show?” he asked more than once, looking to all for a response, though none came. Appraising his reflection on the glass partition separating the studio from the control room, he toyed with leaving the top or top two buttons of his shirt open for effect.
He decided on one, but unsnapped the other, revealing his braided gold chain just as the technician counted down the final seconds till taping with an open hand.
“Three ---two--- one....”
Joe bounded to the lights as Harry bellowed the impromptu introduction in a rehearsed, deep voice: “Ladies and Gentleman, direct to you from public access Studio C, it’s time for Joe Dwinzel JUNIOR and his screw show.”
“Screw Forum. It’s The Screw Forum, Harry,” Joe corrected him.
“Right, whatever,” Harry agreed without enthusiasm, off camera. “Joe Dwinzel, Junior…. Little Joe and The Screw Forum.”
“Rightio!!! and away we go!” motioned Joe, in a stiff imitation of how he remembered Johnny Carson swung an imaginary golf club on his Tonight Show.
Then he froze.
Poorah waved a cue card and he started reading in an exaggerated way. “Folks, once again it’s time for us…for me… The Screw Forum.... here we are.”
Then he paused, staring past the camera, waving his hands at Poorah where she stood off to one side.
“Put down the cards, please. PLEASE!,” he waited. “This isn’t me....are we still taping...stop, please ...what do you mean you can’t stop?” he barked toward the control room.
Harry went in to talk with the technician while the taping continued. Joe stepped up to peer directly into the camera, his face grimacing as if looking down a sewer pipe. “Cue cards just ain’t me, folks, I thought about it all week and I tried but it’s just not who I am.
“I don’t want to take away from the big guys, you know Letterman, Leno and Arsenio. “They can read from their cue cards, and there’s nothing wrong with that, but I just can’t pose for all you out there, cause cue cards ain’t me. I want this to be a spontaneity show, real life and relaxed. That’s how it’s going to be. So from now on, no more cue cards.”
Joe reached off camera to grab the cards from Poorah, and then angrily ripped them apart on screen.
“The Screw Forum is going to be a people’s show, people like they are in conversation, talking about a lot of things. With guests who are regular people like you.”
Joe stood there motionless for long seconds, then asked himself aloud. “That’s settled. Now what?”
Harry, Jack and Poorah all wondered too as Joe continued, now clapping his hands to make the point of each word. “This will be a show for the people and with the people and by the people. I’ve got a guest, who’s a person like all of you, like me, even. Say hello to Sammie…”
Sammie stepped into the orb of light and gave Joe an overly affectionate hug, rubbing his back a bit too enthusiastically. Joe seemed troubled by the embrace. He quickly directed Sammie to sit on the far end of the couch, well away from the table they had dragged from the reception area to serve as his desk. It had one loose leg, and teetered as Joe leaned on it, trying to appear the interested talk show host.
“So Sammie tell us a little bit about yourself,” he invited, tapping the desk with a pencil nub picked up from the floor.
“I’m Sammie. Sam-me, me-Sam.”
“Yeah, well me Tarzan, Jane.” He joked then he repeated the name “Sammie …” motioning with his hand, trying to elicit a last name.
“Yes, Sammie, that’s right, and I saw your first week’s show and I thought it was great, especially you Joe, and that Mr. Jello. What a funny funny man,” Sammie announced with a deep, almost hoarse voice. “But good funny, not bad funny like he’s sick or something.”
Harry looked to Jack, mouthing with a whisper, “Who is this creep?”
Joe appeared visibly disappointed at mention of Harry. “Well, what did you like the most about the show?” he pressed on as the attentive interviewer.
Sammie thought a minute, pensively putting a finger to lip. “OH, the name!!! THE NAME!! The Screw Forum, HARDware, get my drift,” he/she smiled and slowly winked at Joe. He blushed, visibly.
“Yeah that’s very good Sammie,” he fired back, evidently frustrated. “And what do you do for a living?”
Sammie waved a finger at Joe, in an exaggerated lisp, “Let’s not get personal mister!” before throwing hands to hips.
“Well what would you like to talk about?” Joe asked, having exhausted his ideas.
“The show. The Screw. Screwing,” Sammie laughed and laughed, with a grunt-like snort. Reminded Jack of a braying mule. Still laughing, Sammie stood up from the couch and walked over to look directly into the camera.
“I know you’re out there watching! You heard what he said. This is the people’s show. Together we can make this our show!”
“When’s the next taping?” Sammie turned away to demand but no one answered. All were too busy watching, wondering where this was going. Sammie posed the question again, this time to the technician in the booth. He called out “Same time next Tuesday.”
“What time?” Sammie insisted.
“1:30” someone called from off camera..
“Tuesday, 1:30” Sammie announced into the camera. “Be there!!!”
Then with a bold twist and turn Sammie rejoined Joe, preferring now to sit on his desk, playfully rocking back and forth on its loose leg before paying attention to Joe’s meager efforts to engage him/her in conversation. Finally obliging, Sammie led Joe through a discussion of the weather and fact that long, multi-color striped scarves were no longer in fashion during the winter months. Joe had surprisingly articulate opinions on this, but the buzzer sounded, mercifully ending the taping.
Sammie rose, dutifully shook the hands of all there. “See you Tuesday!” Sammie announced then raced from the building.
Joe seemed somewhat perplexed. “Do you think it went as well as last week?”
“Better,” Harry assured him. “Better.”
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On the way to Rainbow Bridge they discussed the show. “Let it alone,” Harry insisted. “He likes what’s he’s doing. He’s happy, so we’re all happy.”
“But the old man ain’t too keen on the whole idea,” Jack countered. “He thinks Joe’s making a fool of himself, their family name, and therefore the old man.”
Harry grunted. “We’ll have to deal with that, at some level, because there’s no way Joe’s gonna give up. In fact, he asked me to find out what it would take to expand the show to half an hour.”
“Half an hour?” Jack’s voice rose in pitch. “What’s he gonna do with half an hour! He barely fills ten minutes without help.”
“I think Sammie has some ideas,” Harry sneered. “We ain’t seen nothing yet.”
The Laser tilted slightly to the passenger’s side as it shuddered along the avenue leading to Rainbow Bridge. Jack had intentionally chosen a Thursday lunch hour to introduce Harry to the wares of the health food/natural products industry, assuming they wouldn’t run into “Mr. Natural.” Not that he didn’t want to see Al, just that he didn’t want to tip his hand on what he was thinking about. Yet. Though they’d only met once he already regarded Al a friend he could turn to for advice.
But no sooner did they open the door and step into the store than Al came bounding from the back, cigar hanging from his mouth, warmly greeting Jack. “Good to see ya, good to see ya, what can I do for you?”
Jack introduced Al “aka the Mr. Natural” to Harry, then qualified Harry for him. “Harry is a consultant and investor, assisting our firm,” he explained. Al looked down at Harry’s scuffed, broken shoes and smirked.
“A venture capitalist are you, Mr. Jello,” he smiled, patting Harry on the back.
Jack fumbled at what to say next. He was always self conscious about deception, even with tiny fibs. “Actually Al, after our conversation last week I’ve thought about getting into this health food business myself, somehow.....with a product or line of products.”
He felt the need to assure Al he had no intention of becoming a potential competitor with a store of his own. “What you said about the opportunities for somebody with something to sell, that was encouraging.”
Al studied the two of them for a moment, then his cigar, as Jack continued to speak. The whole while Harry stood there, arms behind his back, rocking back and forth, side to side, much like a school boy behaves when he needs to relieve his bladder.
“I’ve been looking for something else to do for some time, and the things you said really intrigued me,” Jack told Al. “And I’ve been trying to talk Harry here to get involved. We work together well and I thought, well… At the very least, I got him to come and take a look at what I was talking about.”
Al drew deep on his cigar and spewed a thin stream of smoke toward the floor. “You guys looking for a third partner?” Al questioned, holding the cigar away from his mouth now, peering at the two of them over the top of his reading glasses.
That’s a New Yorker, Jack thought. No bullshit. Right to the point.
Al explained himself. “Our talk got me thinking, too, especially the stuff about the products. Again. That’s something I’ve rolled over in my mind for a while. I’d love to move in another direction, too. Running stores is fine but it’s a lot of work, too much work, and I’ve done it.
“Products and distribution, that’s where you find the easy money in this business,” he announced with absolute confidence.
Jack and Harry looked to each other, not sure if Al were making a serious offer or merely passing comment. Finally, Harry spoke up. “Whatsay we take a look around for a few minutes, then talk this over.”
“Great,” Al agreed. “I’ve got some things to take care of so I’ll be in my office, just come back whenever you’re through.” Then Al called to the clerk with the black and white streaked hair who Jack recognized as yet another manifestation of Eelie “Yo, Derek, these are friends of mine. Help them any way you can.”
“Sure thing Mr. Natural,” the clerk responded, glaring at Jack.
For the next few minutes they had run of the near empty store, quiet except for oldies piped through the sound systems as they made their way up and down the aisles. Wild Thing. Trucking. The Wind Cries Mary. Percy Sledge.
Jack started by picking up a bottle of something called “Morning Rush” from the “This Just In” display near the cash register and explained the label, just as Al had. He read the qualifier “could provide energy and nutritional support for body systems to meet the demands of an active day”…“not intended to treat or assist in the treatment of any medical condition,” and the immunity clause: “statements have not been reviewed or approved by the FDA”
“See, Harry, you can say just about anything because it says nothing,” Jack emphasized. He summarized most of what he remembered Al had told him as they explored the varied sections of the store.
Each aisle was grouped by category. Front and center, just beyond the door were Wellness products: vitamins and multivitamin formulas, herbal extracts, amino acids. “What’s wellness?” Harry asked. “Is it like wonderfulness?”
An aisle over were the Energizers— drinks, candy bars and a variety of special formulas. Some of these same products also appeared in the Thermogenics section, which shared a wall with scores of “Diet And Weight Loss” products. Then came “Sports Nutrition,” everything from more energy bars to synthetic hormones, raw chemicals with labels suggesting they could increase muscle volume and strength, and meal replacement programs. Harry scanned the ingredients of one powdered body building formula, Meal-a-Day. “I don’t think I’d give this to my dog,” he said. “If I had a dog.”
Jack picked up a bottle of Bovine Blue. “Absolute crap,” he assured Harry. “Almost 30 bucks a pop. You’d be surprised at some of the suckers who buy it.”
Harry laughed out loud when they came to the Anti-Aging section. “How does that work?” he wanted to know as they reviewed the assortment of herbal formulas, skin cremes and more “natural hormones.” Then came sections for Mental Wellness; Internal Cleansing; Homeopathy; Herbals; Ancient Formulas; Products for Him; Colds, Allergies and Flu; Flora and Fauna; Anxiety and Depression; Elder Health; Children.
The entire back aisle and wall were given over to Products for Her, with sections on Change of Life, Feminine Support, Special Needs and Natural Cosmetics. He picked up a bottle of something called “Prozanic” which the label announced as “a safe and natural alternative to medications often administered to treat depression.”
“Wonder what raisins have to do with Prozac?” he asked Harry as he skimmed the ingredients, but Harry had no idea, either.
On the way back toward the front Jack paused again in the For Him section to point out the mini-section labeled Stamina and Performance they had missed. Products like More Man and Crowd Pleaser. “Natural nutritional support for enhanced masculine function,” Jack read the label.
“If you need it, you ain’t got it, for him or her,” Harry observed.
The other side of the store, which also housed the offices in the back, was devoted to anything which might somehow be construed as natural or healthy: shirts, skirts and bags woven from hemp; an assortment of colored and clear crystal rocks; incense and aroma-therapy products; white noise machines; magnetic and electronic braces and skin wraps; all natural candles and oil lamps; books; plant fiber paper and stationary; posters of mushrooms, berries and the acupuncture pathways in the body; and a variety of hats and shirts which announced the user, or wearer was committed to all things, or anything natural.
Harry tried on a hot pink floppy beach hat with yellow embroidery from the clearance bin which announced “I like herbs.”
“Is it me?,” he asked Jack, posing.
On the way back across the store they paused near the cash register for a quick look at more displays there. “Ah, the impulse aisle,” announced Jack, nodding. There were natural breath mints, carob candy bars, energy bars, teas and variety of natural stimulants and sleep formulas in single dose packets. And racks of magazines on herbs, vitamins, yoga and Chinese medicine.
“They’ve got everything covered, don’t they,” Harry observed. He interrupted the clerk, who was paging through a magazine on body piercing. “What sells the most?”
Derek-formerly-known-as-Eelie put a hand to his lips and thought a minute. “The most...Hm. I’d have to say our general wellness formulas, and energy products. They always sell, and all sell. And of course, anything for women, they do most of the buying. The teas do well, and we’ve had a lot of interests in the performance supplements for virility …Something you might need,” he suggested.
Harry felt insulted and snickered insistently “No way!” He trailed Jack to the back of the store and office door where “Mr. Natural” waited. Al welcomed them in warmly and ushered them to the two seats he’d placed opposite his desk.
“So, whaddya think?” he asked Harry as soon as they were seated
“Lot of crap,” Harry stated, directly. “People really buy all this stuff?”
“Straight-shooter, this guy,, eh?” Al smiled to Jack. Then he redirected his attention to Harry.
“You’d be surprised, believe me. As I told Jack, here, people buy into their confidence something can make them better. We’re happy to oblige them. Sometimes, sometimes the stuff works. We get a few complaints, but very few. And if one thing doesn’t work, most of my regular customers will try something else, whatever is new.”
“The old placebo effect, eh,” Harry said, putting on a Cagney accent. Al shrugged his shoulders and grinned.
Jack sat forward and started to explain his interest. “What we’ve been thinking about is launching a product of our own, maybe start with something to test the market a bit and then go with a full line.”
“Something that could be sold for wellness and energy,” Harry added, surprising Jack.
“Good choice, good choice,” Mr. Natural nodded. “They’ll try anything, believe me. And to try, they buy. A couple of years ago I had this Chinese formula supposed to be an all round virility thing. More energy, more stamina. It contained an extract of yak’s balls, and tasted like it, but some guys swore it made a difference.
“We could have sold all we could get but they stopped shipping it because they were getting the ingredients from some endangered species or something.”
“I could tell you a hundred stories like that,” he added, slipping back comfortably into his chair, throwing one sandaled foot, then the other on his desk.
He waited a moment, looked from Jack to Harry before resuming. “But what’s the real deal here?” Al wanted to know.
Neither Jack nor Harry had a quick response, so Al continued. “Well, let me make a proposal. I think I can trust you guys, I know I can trust Jack, and I’d be willing to take on partners who are willing to put in some work for the promise of some real money.
“I know this business, how it works, inside out. What I need from you guys is a fresh approach, a new idea, a product or several products, with a different take on what’s out there.
“You give me that, handle the promotion, I can take care of getting it in stores. I got a lot of contacts…. Jack’s in marketing, he’s our idea man.
“You’re a consultant, right,” he quizzed, looking to Harry. “So you’re a professional bullshitter. That makes you a natural for sales.”
Jack nodded his head, with a slight smile. “We’re definitely on the same wavelength,” he agreed.
“But what’s in it for us,” Harry wanted to know.
“A third, we share the risk, work and rewards as equal partners,” shot back Al. “Once we realize costs, profits in thirds.”
“That’s fair,” Harry nodded.
“But what about the risks,” Jack wanted to know. “Where are they?”
Al sat back, rolling the nub of a cigar around in the corner of his mouth. “At this point, the only real risk is the time you invest. There might be a nominal cost coming up with a product, and packaging it. We could even private label something, just to get started.”
“Private label?” Harry asked tipping his chair back so two legs left the floor. It creaked and groaned loudly.
“Yeah, private label, we start as a marketing company,” Al said matter of factly, like it was something Harry should already know. “Explain it to him Jack,” but Jack wasn’t sure either and looked back to Al. ”Maybe it would be better if you told him how it works in this business.”
“Very simple,” Al said at last. “We just buy somebody else’s formula and put our label on it. Call it whatever we want, good for whatever we think. There’s plenty of stock formulas, sometimes the same formula gets promoted for different ailments. Those shelves are filled with scores of them, different labels, slight change in the order of ingredients. It works, believe me, it works.”
“Why haven’t you done this before if it’s so easy,?” Jack pressed.
“To be honest,” Al started, pushing back from his desk, searching his pockets, then the drawers for something to re-ignite the cigar, without success. “I’ve private labeled on a small scale for my stores, but never more than that. Didn’t want the hassle, not that I haven’t given it serious thought, but it’s more than I wanted to take on by myself.
“But with partners, it’s a different story. We can all keep our day jobs and if it flies, we fly with it. If not....well we’ll never know unless we try.”
“Sounds too easy,” judged Harry.
“I’ve seen it done, more than once,” countered Al. “But let me be honest, I wasn’t thinking this way this morning, not until Jack here gave away your secrets. Doesn’t exactly sound like you guys are going places with your present company. It could be good for you, good for me. Something different, anyway…something worth trying. Minimal risk”
They shook hands, agreeing to agree on some form of affiliation, nothing more formal than that. And, that they would get together and discuss it further. Then they spent a little time talking about baseball, the old Mets versus Cubs rivalry since Harry came from Chicago, and the money that could be made from their joint venture. The three got on fine.
“Hey Harry,” Al paused as they rose to leave. “You know how I knew you weren’t a big time venture capitalist, right off?”
Harry nodded no.
“It’s in the shoes. You can always tell how much money somebody has by their shoes. Thom McCann, right.”
“Al, you know too much,” Harry smiled. The three shook hands, again, this time setting a meeting for the following Tuesday for lunch.
Outside Rainbow Bridge Harry clasped Jack by the shoulder. “I want to thank you for letting me in on what looks like a very good thing, Jack.
“Sincerely.”
“Yeah,” Jack voiced with skepticism. “Too bad we don’t know what it is yet.”
“That’s your department, idea man. I’ve got absolute faith in your abilities.”
“Gee, thanks,” Jack sneered as he pried open the passenger’s door of the Laser II with a ritualized lift and hard pull known only to him. “But, this could be the start of something big,” he agreed as he closed the door against Harry’s ample form.
“You never know,” said Harry, looking up to wag a finger at Jack.
“You never know,” agreed Jack, slowly.
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“You’re what?” Aggie demanded, cutting the legs from under Jack’s cautiously crafted dream.
“I’m… we’re thinking about starting a health food company, or a line of natural products at least.” Jack’s uncertainty was evident; he’d waited until late that night to bring up his idea, when the kids couldn’t interrupt. She continued brushing her teeth as she addressed herself to his reflection in the mirror.
“What do you know about natural products?”
“Well, apparently as much as many people who have made millions, with the stuff,” he informed her. “We think there’s a real opportunity here.”
She rinsed, and turned toward him. “And who’s WE?”
“Me...and Harry Jello, you know the business consultant....and Al, you know, Mr. Natural, the one I told you about who runs that store, Rainbow Bridge.”
She pushed past him, putting a hand to his forehead. “Jack, I thought you said that stuff was all a waste of money. Now you want to SELL it? That’s not like you Jack, how was it you described that…CRAP, isn’t that what you told me Jack?”
“Look, will you just hear me out,” he pleaded, and she obliged, grudgingly. He tried summarizing all he’d learned about the natural products industry in the past week.
“People are looking for ways to improve their health, and this business is all about giving them alternatives, other options. There are thousands of years of ancient medicine, herbal traditions which have fallen out of favor. Why? Because they are beyond the control of the big money medical establishment and the pharmaceutical companies!”
She fired away. “What traditions are you talking about Jack? Leaches?” she demanded, sarcastically. “Isn’t that one of those medical practices which fell out of favor? And wearing garlic…why not start counting the bumps on your head, find out your chances of success?”
He paused for a few seconds, pondering a different approach. “For any medicine to work, the patient has to believe in it,” he tried. “That’s half the cure. What we are talking about is giving people something else they can believe in, something nutritious and organic and natural, to provide the nutritional support their body systems need....”
“For what,” she cut him short.
“For wellness, for energy, for less stress.”
`“C’mon Jack, you’re serious, aren’t you?” she asked in amazement. “But you mean it…Like what, Jack? What’s the miracle cure?”
“Well,” he paused sheepishly. “I was hoping you could help me with that.”
“Jack, I know even less than you about this stuff. How am I going to help you, and what good would my ideas be?” She pulled down the covers and sat down, ready for bed.
“But that’s all I’m looking for, really. Ideas.” He lay back on the bed, yawned, pondered the ceiling.
Aggie stretched to turn out the light on her side of the bed.
“I could see if you tried to sell something you really believe in, but to just come up with something to sell. I don’t know Jack, I’ve never seen you as a huckster. If anything, you’re too honest for your own good.”
“Well, think about it,” he suggested. “And if anything does come to mind…”
He lay there quietly thinking a while, holding her close in the darkness. “This company, what’s it called,” she asked suddenly.
“We haven’t named it yet.”
“How about Total Bull?” she chided him. “Like the pills you’ve been taking.”
“Nice.”
A moment later Aggie had another question: “And the three of you, you’re equal partners. Who does what?”
“Harry’s the sales director, Al’s going to handle distribution and I’m in charge of product development and marketing.”
“Good luck. You’ll need it,” she assured him.
They lapsed into silence again, but after a while, he spoke. “Listen Aggie, I’m only looking for something else to do, some way out of my mundane job. I’ve run my time at Capital, probably been there too long, and feel like I’ve got to try something else. Maybe this is it.”
He waited for a response, then he repeated himself. ”Maybe this is it,” and resigned himself to the soft sighs of her slipping ever deeper into sleep.
So Jack lay awake awhile, awaiting rest himself, exploring the possibilities, groping for ideas. They could try something with carrots or broccoli, those are both popular, healthy vegetables. Broccoli in a bottle, that had a certain ring to it. The only little green pill you’ll ever need. Or a turnip tonic, a pretty pale purple tincture.
Maybe something based on coffee. Didn’t he read somewhere it had something to do with body toxins, or was that that it caused toxins? But the caffeine, anyway, that’s something people always want and it’s from a plant, so it’s natural.
Natural chocolate, that would work. Then he remembered carob, they already have it.
Or their own sports medicine, they could come up with a formula called MuscleSports. Al said he could find someone to make anything they came up with. This could be a miracle formula. Everything good for muscles in one bottle.
But how many women would buy something like that. They are the buyers, right, isn’t that what Al said?
So something for women, or for women for men. Something for PMS. They’ve probably already got that one covered, but maybe there’s room for something more, something to keep them calm when it’s not that time of month.
Restless thoughts drifted from the challenge of product development to dreams of success. The financial freedom when they had a million seller, a bona fide hit! Oh, the places he would go and the things they would see. He imagined he and Aggie living in a fine mansion on a hill. With an indoor pool in a room where the ceiling is one big skylight. Driving new cars, her anyway, a Cadillac or Mercedes. He’d have the Laser II fully restored, and repainted. He would be known by the car and it would come into vogue. It would be nice to have a truck, too. And a boat, of course, a boat.
And the kids, anything they want — after the housekeeper and cook for Aggie. They wouldn’t spoil the kids, or at they would try not to, but they would spoil them, at least at first. Imagine telling the kids they could have anything they want. Probably get new cars. Shiny new cars for all.
But what if they took those new cars out and got speeding tickets? Lots of tickets. He imagined himself trying to defend the boys in court, they being totally uncooperative in their hair, clothes and facial jewelry — gold rings, diamond studs — they could finally afford.
Logically, thoughts of court invited visions of lawyers, someone would find some reason to sue. Jack defending himself, his company against some lawyer who wants to take it all away. And they would probably need an attorney for the company, maybe they could get by without one because he didn’t want to give a lawyer one single penny.
The thoughts grew foggier, he finally slipped off into sleep, a deep and weary wandering among unfamiliar landscapes, seeking more than he had so he could do more for all who are his.
In the office next morning he called Al and ran some of his new ideas by him. “Jack, we don’t need to try and reinvent the wheel,” Al laughed into the phone, pausing from his cigar. “You’re working too hard. Something simple, something catchy. That’s all.”
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Harry had ideas too.
Natural Lift. Natural Solution. Nature’s Health, Healthy Nature. Organic Magic. Natural Magic. Healthy Natural Organic Magic. Healthy Alternative Organic Natural Magic Lift.
His suggestions never really progressed much beyond what they could name whatever it is they came up with. ”I’m no master of ingredients,” he told Jack. “That’s your schtick.”
Jack wanted something a little different, a step outside the standard fare, but something which still could be presented as healthy and natural. He wanted something that would hit people at more than one level, something they would remember and could relate to, something that would stick with them, something new yet familiar, something they could come back to because it was easy to remember.
He found the answer in a song.
By the end of the day he realized he’d spent a good part of it preoccupied with his own ideas. A lot of time staring off into space, doodling on legal pads, pages and pages of possible names, catchy phrases.
“Jack is something wrong?” Poorah inquired, intruding on one of his daydreams. In it, he was being interviewed on Nightline for the beneficial impact he’d had on the general health and well being of Americans.
“You seem to have a lot on your mind,” Poorah asked. “Anything you want to talk about.”
He didn’t, not with her, not yet anyway. She sensed his skepticism about her drawer full of supplements; he didn’t want to come across as a hypocrite now, trying to come up with something of his own. It was enough that Harry was in on it. That might not have been a good idea. But Harry was partner to this scheme, now, sworn to secrecy not to say anything to anyone until they had something in hand, an actual product or a formula, at least.
As he squeezed into the Laser II at end of the day Jack’s mind was putty, numb with the search for that elusive great idea. All the way home traffic slurred, the Laser idled choking, ever on verge of stalling out. Jack turned on the radio only to be startled by the loud hiss.
He was reminded this time he never had reconnected the antenna after tearing it loose –was it really more than a year ago?— the inspired afternoon he tried removing an irregular dent the from the passenger’s side fender with a toilet plunger.
Oh well. He stretched and put an arm across the passenger’s seat, then turned to look down a side street to see if it might offer an escape from gridlock. Traffic was backed up there, too. As he turned behind him to look down another street leading away, also blocked, he glimpsed the 8-tracks on the floor. There since he picked them up at the yard sale.
Why not?, he thought. He stretched back and gathered them up, reread the titles he’d forgotten. Jack decided a dose of the Stones might be just what he needed. He punched in the Let It Bleed tape, hit the button and the 8-track actually worked, a bit muffled at first, but then clear. He sang along with songs he’d long forgotten. “Love in Vain,” “Silver Bells,” all the way through “Monkey Man” when the music suddenly rose and rapidly in pitch as the tape stretched across the playing head before it snapped.
“No great loss,just a quarter,” he sighed. He pulled the tape with its trailing long brown ribbon tail from the 8-track and popped in another.
The Beatles’ Magical Mystery Tour, it played fine. And once again, Jack knew all the words to all the songs, another aural trip down memory lane.
So Jack sang, sitting in traffic, thoughts wandering here and there, away from his quest. Thoughts of Aggie, the kids, the Mets, the funny way Harry gathered his weight in at the waist with both hands as he prepared to make some point. Young Joe and Sammie, what was that? Chinese barbarians at the gates of the screw business, a Mongol invasion. How much he really liked the Laser, ugly as it was. And this damn traffic, all the way home.
Then the opening bars of “Strawberry Fields, Forever” played through the crackling speakers and Jack started to sing along, to mouth the words. And from the back of his head, from the depths of his consciousness his great idea leapt forward.
That’s it, it said. He nodded to himself in silence, then agreed aloud. “That’s IT!”
“Straw-Berry. Straw-Berry. Straw-Berry.” Jack rocked back and forth pounding the wheels with his hands as he chanted, saying it louder and louder, enough so the startled driver the next lane over looked up and nearly rolled into the ice cream truck in front of him.
Jack just smiled, started to speak, then to sing to the music in a sing songy voice. “A brand new berry flavored drink with all the nutritional benefits of straw!”
That’s what horses eat, he thought, STRAW. They are a symbol of health, physical perfection, virility, vitality, stamina, strength, wellness.
Straw-Berry Red, a strawberry flavored drink for wellness and energy. Jack spoke to his lips in the rear view mirror. “Feel like a stud, run like a thoroughbred…. Perform like a stud…. Feel like a thoroughbred…” He toyed with the concept.
Jack really felt onto something, vindicated at his breakthrough. A fruity red beverage, made from the extracts of any natural red berry---cranberries, strawberries, raspberries---combined in a base obtained by soaking straw in water to extract the nutrients.
He had it all figured out.
Isn’t that what those labels said, or something like that. Isn’t that all an extract was?
He imagined their label, of a horse reared up to kick. “Get your kick with Straw-Berry Red,” he fantasized licensing the old Route 66 song for use in commercials.
Or a label with a logo silhouetting a stampede of horses charging and kicking. Straw-Berry Red. “You’ll feel like a thoroughbred!” Lost in thought, he nearly ran into the car in front of him as he conjured up a clever description for the label: “In the mammal kingdom there’s no finer example of physical perfection than the horse. Straw-Berry Red contains the same nutritious nutrients horses rely on form their daily diet of straw, extracted using our secret process from naturally harvested straw, then combined with the essential juices of organically grown strawberries and other nutritious ingredients like…”
The concept continued to evolve.
Jack could hardly contain his excitement. As soon as he was home he called both Harry and Al to arrange a breakfast meeting the following morning at a nearby McDonald’s, for mutual convenience.
“I’ve got it,” was as much an explanation as he offered.
“You got me up at 7 o’clock to tell me about a drink you want to make from hay?” Harry reacted in disbelief. “You want to soak hay, no, I’m sorry, straw, soak straw in water, mix it with fruit and tell people its going to make them feel like a horse? Maybe I want out of this....why don’t we just process it all through the horse and call it what it is: horse shit.”
Al was more reserved and measured in his response. “Harry, let me tell you about something we sell called The Green Smile.” He began. “It’s got a fancy label, with a lot of writing about science and nutrition, but when you come down to it, it’s a powder made from grass clippings. It tastes like shit, smells like the underside of a lawn mower, but some people swear by it.”
“No shit?” Harry grimaced.
“I’m not kidding. It comes in a single dose, as teabags, or bottled in powdered form for a full month’s supply of home made smoothies,” Al explained. “At least by combining the straw juice with berries, Jack’s come up with something that can be made to taste good. I really think it has possibilities.”
Harry sighed a reluctant acceptance of Al’s broader understanding of the health food market. Jack felt vindicated.
“Well, then how do we move this forward?” Harry asked.
“We got to nail this thing down,” Al began, lighting a cigar. “Jack, you need to think about the label, logo and slogans, and the formula, I can help with that. And one thing I do know, is oatmeal is hot right now,” he offered as an aside. “I got a newsletter the other day with a ‘hit list’ of up and coming ingredients, things we should playing up at retail. It said oatmeal was good for…good for something. Isn’t oat straw what they feed horses?…See if you can find out because we can play up that oatmeal angle if it is.”
Then he turned to Harry. “Harry, sales is your turf. You need to start thinking about how we can test market this. We can use my store, for sure, but we’ve got to do some other things to drum up sales so we can at least let people try it and make sure the idea will fly.
“I’ll look into finding someone who can actually produce the Straw-Berry for us,” Al continued. “Or, maybe we’ll luck out if any of the suppliers already have something we could just slap a label on. That would make life easy for all of us…but oat straw, I don’t think that’s been done before.”
Harry nodded. Jack started scribbling notes on a wad of napkins retrieved from the holder in a near table. He thought this a profound moment, and that what they said should be recorded for posterity, like so many great ideas, on a table napkin.
They took a break for a minute to think as each focused on breakfast. Jack had an Egg McMuffin, Al the pancakes and sausage, Harry the breakfast combo and a special ordered Big Mac. “Now that’s we’ve got a product we need a name for our company,” Harry mumbled, his mouth brimming with special sauce.
Al studied the McDonald’s logo on the opposite wall, and the familiar golden arches.. “How About Golden Natural?” he suggested.
Jack set down his muffin. “Better yet, MacNaturals,” he suggested.
“McDonald’s might not allow it, they’re too protective,” Al shot back. “But MacNatural Organics... maybe. Has a good ring to it.”
“MacNatural Organics,” Jack rolled it over his tongue.
“MacNatural Organics,” repeated Harry, pushing back from the table to ponder the possibilities. “It’s a natural. Easy to remember. Says it all.”
They nodded in agreement. “I’ll have my nephew check if we can use it,” Al offered. “He’s a friggin lawyer.”
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Without other options, Jack accepted his troubled knee as his penance in noble suffering. He was living that nobility now. The joint throbbed in near time with “Mountain Jam” as he entered his ascent of the long hill.
Maybe there was nothing could be done for it, maybe it was just a symptom of aging. He felt fortunate to be alive, to have made it this far. Duane, exquisite on the guitar, hadn’t. Nor had Berry Oakley. But their music lived, and they lived, too, as digital blips, this timeless recording, the sonic focus which carried Jack through these runs, beyond pain. He wondered, knee pounding, if others, anywhere, shared his passion for this particular run of music. It was, for him, their legacy; their finest half hour, rivaled only by the soaring solos on “Blue Sky.”
And what shall be my legacy, he wondered.
Kids, they’re your legacy, he thought.
But he’d never dwelled on that topic before. Definitely aging.
What concerns can one have about a lasting testament while working for a company which makes screws, composing the drivel which tells its story in ads featured in disposable, undistinguished trade magazines? It was work, as honorable as any work he reasoned, but not the stuff of legacy..
Now, however, with the prospects of his own company, partnership it may be, but built on his idea nonetheless, a realm of new possibilities opened. Maybe this would be his legacy. As he forced his body on he dreamed for a while on Straw-Berry Red becoming the new Coke, sweeping over the planet, drunk by people of all colors in all nations. Its logo — and he didn’t have a logo yet —becoming one of the most recognized symbols in the world.
He imagined a global gathering of people singing about it on a mountaintop as the camera drifted above them, moving further and farther away to reveal each of them makes up a living, breathing version of the colorful MacNatural Organics logo.
Dreams of such sweeping success fed fantasies of wealth. He would get Aggie that cook and housekeeper, a big Caribbean woman with an accent, who would become a part of their family, with strong arms from kneading the fresh bread Jack loves, and special breads and cakes for the holidays. And he and Aggie would move into a larger house, a palatial mansion with tall columns overlooking the river, and there would be a lake house as well, every bit as ambitious, secluded where he would take up painting in his old age, and discover a hidden talent. And Aggie would become more involved in this enterprise, and the kids too so that they could all build their success from Straw-Berry Red, and realize their potential.
But he would remain a man of simple tastes. Yes, he would like a new car, but he would get the Laser II restored, and that would be his car, establish him as a bit of an eccentric. But because of his interest, and who he was as head of this major company, that car’s unique styling would suddenly be in vogue. Yes, his dedication to the Laser II would prompt revived interest in that particular car and the look of the late 1970s/early 1980s....when technology alone seemed to hold promise of all the answers.
Jack planned this life for the new Jack as he pushed to the top of the hill, his knee throbbing for relief with an insistent creak. He endeavored to push beyond pain, and attach himself to the beat, become one with the music.
But the pain would not relinquish, not one bit, grew denser still to intrude on his fantasy with the darker reality, re-directing his thoughts to a haunting dream of an alternate universe.
Of giving up his job for the unproven promise of Straw-Berry Red. And it proves one of those good ideas which never flies, leaving him in debt and unemployed with a house stacked with cases of the stuff. A drink no one will buy, even at 10 cents a bottle at the yard sales he and Aggie must hold weekly to try and raise enough money to hold on to their home.
So he takes a job in a factory, to make ends meet, and she does too, because his grey hair means he can’t find other gainful employment. And he gave up the security of a regular job for what, a beverage made from straw—straw, really—thinking he could somehow dupe the American people into wanting the stuff.
And will they really? Will people make that leap of faith, buy into the idea they can gain the vigor of a thoroughbred race horse from a bottle of murky red juice.
“Why not?” he asks, hearing the echo of Al, and the reluctant enthusiasm of Harry. Some team, the three of them. Maybe it can work, stranger things have happened.
He pushes for the end, in time with the music. Why not? Why not? Why not?, the thumping bass seems to ask.
Better to try and fail than fail to try. Better to light one candle than curse the darkness.
The greatest barrier to success is fear of failure, he tells himself.
Get ready world. MacNatural Organics Straw-Berry Red.
Here it comes. The Good Stuff.
He slows to a walk and “Mountain Jam” ends in applause, and introductions.
And he imagines, with success, his company will one day be official sponsor of such events, concerts and tennis tournaments.
Maybe an Allman Brothers reunion tour.
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“You know, I...or we...we could really use a break.”
Harry is talking out of the side of his mouth, leaning out of the Laser to catch a breeze as they drive to meet Al again, this time at his office. “I hope this is it.”
Al’s awaiting them with sample products, in sample bottles with the mock-ups of the logo Jack came up with: crudely drawn silhouettes of a pack of charging horses.
“Straw-Berry Red: the same vital nutrients which make a thoroughbred, in a tasty beverage formulated from nutritional extracts of natural juices, organically grown,” the label reads. All the juices come from “red” sources: cranberries, raspberries, strawberries, red plums and watermelon. Jack has insisted they only use red, as he’s already thinking ahead, optimistically, to Straw-Berry Blue. Maybe Green, too, if he can come up with enough sources of green juice, besides kiwis, to put in it.
“Well, gentleman, what do you think?” asks Al, ushering them into his office with an inviting sweep of his hand. He nurses his unlit cigar as he hands each a bottle to sample. There are three cases stacked on the floor, one missing several more than the bottles these three proud principals of MacNatural Organics now hold in their hands.
“No offense to your artistic ability Jack, but the logo needs a little work,” chides Harry, studying the label. “Are those supposed to be horses or goats.”
“It’s a start,” counters Al.
“How’d you get it back so quick?” Jack wants to know.
“This is what they call a sample batch,” Al explains. “Somebody else’s formula. The red fruit juice was no problem, every supplier has the extracts and can produce that. Those are all fruit juices, from concentrate. The straw processing, though, well, that was more of a challenge. A new one to all the suppliers, but I found a guy in Bayonne, NJ…”
“Bayonne, the health food capital of the world,” interjects Harry.
Al nods grudgingly, then continues. “But I found a guy who makes barley grass powders for the marketing companies whose products we sell and we worked something out..”
“Marketing companies...what do you mean by marketing companies.” Harry asks.
Al pauses a second. “Like MacNatural Organics, and we got the name by the way. Most of these companies have nothing more invested than ideas, like Straw-Berry Red. It’s a product concept. They all specialize in developing and selling product concepts, ideas. All natural, all organic, and what in the world can’t be called natural? You come up with a formula, or formulation, outsource the production, the labeling and the bottling. Boom, you’re in the business. Provided, of course, what you got sells.”
Harry is first to untwist the cap and sample the juice. “OK, a little woodsy, maybe,” he observes, sniffing the bottle.
“That’s the straw,” says Al. “What we finally figured we could do was run the beverage through the straw before bottling, like running water through a sieve. Of course, for sanitary reasons that mean we had to bleach the straw first, but you can come up with something to say about that, Jack. And we used oat straw, so that does gives you a little more leverage.”
Next Jack untwists his cap, sniffs at the bottle, rolls the bright red liquid around the inside of the neck.
“What are you, a sommelier?” Al interrupts him. “This ain’t wine, it’s fruit juice, Pierre.”
Jack takes a sip, savors the flavor. “Not bad Al. A little sweet for my taste, but not bad at all. Fruity.”
“All natural sugars: high fructose corn syrup,” Al informs them, raising his bottle so the overhead light shines through it. “And you know, I thought we might try two versions. Sweet, like this, but I like tart too. I think that little edge, that tartness, makes some people believe in a product more, at least that’s the impression I get from some of what sells.”
They sit sipping, smiling, sharing their satisfied first impressions, until finally Jack asks, “So, what next?”
Al excuses himself for a quick phone call. As soon as he hangs up the phone he announces, “I took the liberty of putting a dozen bottles in our cooler yesterday as soon as the sample batch arrived. As of just now, seven bottles of Straw-Berry Red have been sold, at an introductory price of $1 per bottle.”
“Gentleman, we’re in business,” Jack says rising, and raising his bottle in a toast. The other two stand to join him.
“Now granted, a certain amount of people will try anything new, and I arranged the bottles so you had to push them aside to get at the other drinks,” admits Al. “But it’s still a start.”
“To the future,” beams Jack, raising his bottle.
“To MacNatural Organics,” adds Al.
“To the enduring appeal of all natural high fructose corn syrup,” jokes Harry.
They click their bottles in unison, spilling some of the red beverage over the papers scattered on Al’s desk.
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It’s Al’s idea they get together, informally, with their wives. Or, in Harry’s case his long standing live-in girlfriend, and whomever else they want to bring along. “A chance to loosen up and refine our plans,” is how Al presents it.
Normally, Jack dreads any business gathering away from the office, but he’s eager to get to know Al better. And as much time as he’s spent with Harry, each convinced their IPO for Capital Screw — soon to be renamed Capital Fasteners for the IPO — Fasteners is a doomed species, some level of friendship has taken root between them. Harry can be sharp, wry, and direct. They can connect with few words when either wants to make a point or share a laugh. “These rubes,” Harry would say of anyone who displayed a lack of street smarts. “These rubes don’t have a clue.”
Jack half-heartedly invited all the kids to come along. None expressed even a hint of interest. So he, Aggie and the little guys made the trek late Saturday afternoon. Though he didn’t drink Jack thought the polite thing would be to bring a case of Heineken, the only brew he’d consider drinking. Aggie prepared potato salad and an apple cobbler.
On the drive over Jack lost himself in thoughts about the rest of the afternoon, how he anticipated Al lived, what his wife would be like, how she and Aggie would get along, the things they might say. When they finally found the address in a neighborhood of primp two story colonials and split level brick homes, the place really made a statement. Jack checked the numbers he could see hanging from the front door against the numbers Al had written on the back of a Rainbow Bridge receipt. Jack looked to Aggie and she to him without saying a word.
There was probably a time when Al’s house fit in with the rest of the block. That day had long passed. At some time in the intervening years Al had mounted a half-hearted attempt to reside his home with broad wooden planks for a log cabin effect. It was evident from the curled boards which reached just past the start of the second floor those plans had been abandoned. The stark difference between these planks and the original stucco helped highlight the large but faded Mets logo flag hanging limply from a bent flagpole tacked to a corner of the chimney.
The lawn had been cut sometime since Spring, judging from the lawnmower in the yard, but the grass begged for more attention. Al’s own van, a white Toyota mini-van with a rendering of Mr. Natural stepping onto a rainbow bridge Jack recognized as the store logo, was parked out front. In the garage sat a late model Buick with the license plate MRS-NAT. Propped partly in the yard and driveway sat the remnants of a third vehicle. Jack recognized it as 1953 Chevy pick-up, a five window model, resting on a combination of metal milk crates, cement blocks and jack stands. Various parts and tools were scattered about, mostly obscured in the tall grass.
Al appeared from the far side of the truck and started wiping grease from his hands onto a “Got Herb?” T-shirt. “It’s my work shirt,” he explained. He smiled a greeting at Jack and nodded a friendly hello to Aggie as he wiped his hands back and forth across the shirt. It left an artistic trail of smudged black streaks on yellowed white.
“One of my boys and I have been working on and off at restoring this truck for a year. We’re just now breaking down the engine,” Al explained, nodding toward the greasy block on an engine stand visible in the far corner of the garage.
“I was going to paint the truck before we started on the rebuild, but a couple of neighbors complained about it being in the front yard. So for now, screw them. Enjoy the rust.”
At the sight of Jack’s kids, Al invited them into the cab of the truck, encouraged them to play with the steering wheel and shift levers as if they were coursing down the highway. “I love kids,” he admitted. “When the grandbabies come to visit, that’s the best day of the week.”
It was evident they’d been by recently, in the tricycles and Big Wheels stacked in the driveway, and the silverware left in the patch of grass leading around back of the house where they’d tried to scrape some holes through the sod.
Al lifted each of the boys from the truck then led the whole group around back. To Jack’s surprise, it was more typical of what he’d expect to find in a neighborhood like this. Several sets of chairs gathered around circular glass tables, a large grill and party lamps. Unlike the disheveled jungle out front, the back was all neat white concrete, broken up by well maintained oversized plants and small trees, arranged in large ornate planters. A three-foot stature of Mr. Natural done up in brown robe and rosary beads like a statue of a cartoon St. Francis or St. Anthony, peered from a corner across the patio.
“When the family comes we live out here. I hated to get rid of the pool, but we needed the space, and the kids like the sprinkler just as much anyway.” Al explained. “I’ll set it up if you think yours want to get wet.”
Aggie was about to politely refuse when a woman appeared from the back door, carrying a tray of glasses and two cans of Coke with straws in them. “Jack and Aggie Schlitz, it’s my honor to introduce you to the woman who has put up with me for 37 years, Mrs. Natural, Minifred, aka Minnie, Alisdonde.”
His wife blushed slightly, took a playful swat at him as soon as she set the tray and glasses down. She was a good six inches taller than Al, a large but not heavy woman, with smiling grayish green eyes and black hair streaked throughout with thick shocks of white.
“Honey,” Al told her, “Jack is the guy who is going to make us rich.”
“I heard, I heard,” she laughed with the slightest hint of a drawl. “Well, finally, Lord knows Al’s tried for years… When do we get started?”
Jack shared an uneasy glance with Aggie, didn’t know what to say. Al allowed no room for silence. “We’ve already started, and it’s only the beginning.” He pulled one of his thin stogies from a box on the table, politely offered the box to Aggie, then Jack. “No takers, eh?” he joked and lit up. Minnie invited Aggie for a tour of the house, and the women slipped inside a screen door.
Al walked over and fired up his grill, in preparation for cooking the tray of shiskebob, burgers and hot dogs covered by aluminum foil on the table. He opened two bottles from the case of Heineken Jack had brought, noting “I admire your taste.”
Without prompting, he started to explain to Jack the difference between the front of the house, distinct for its benign neglect, and the back of the house, where order reigned.
“When Minnie and I moved here, must have been 12 or 15 years ago, we’d never been in such a neighborhood,” Al explained, swigging his bottle. “You had to go to Connecticut or Westchester to find neighborhoods like this in New York, and then they were out of our price range.
“So when we moved in here, we were very conscious of our surroundings, and wanted to try and fit in… I even had a gardener the first two years, for Chrissake.” Al paused for another hit on the beer.
“But then Mr. Crabass and Mr. Tightass,” he stepped around to point at two homes, one opposite, one two doors down, “came by with friendly advice from the neighborhood council, which consisted of them, on how I should be landscaping my place to help maintain what they described as the “theme” of the neighborhood.”
“Theme?” Jack asked.
Al drew on his cigar and sipped some more before continuing. “Yeah, a theme. In other words they wanted all the houses to look like theirs.” He motioned and Jack stepped aside for another look. Similarities were evident in the terra-cotta colored trim, and placement of Japanese maples and other plants in rock boxes in their yards, neatly accented with large round stones.
“Well, fuck em,” Jack announced.
“My thoughts exactly,” Al stood smiling for a minute.
“I like to get along with everybody, think of the world as equals, but when people start telling me what to do, as if I’m dumb or need advice I didn’t ask for or can’t think for myself, well, that pushes my button. And when that happens, I’m going to do just the opposite of what they ask. So I decided to come up with a theme of my own, and hence the “look”. I call it Redneck Riviera, Unfinished Business.”
Jack laughed as Al continued.
“We live out back anyway. The only time I spend out front is when I pick up the Sunday paper, the mail, or work on the truck. I just hope it drives ‘em nuts.”
“What about your other neighbors?” Jack asked, probing to see how Al could handle opposing view.
“We get along fine, I’m friends with all of them,” assured Al. “Of course, we don’t get to socialize much but they understand where I’m coming from, at least that’s what they’ll tell me to my face.”
Al took the short, final swig of his beer before redirecting their conversation. “I bet you think it’s the good life, working for yourself.”
Jack thought a minute, sipped his beer. “Certainly better than having to answer to a boss.”
Al laughed. “Sometimes. But sometimes when you’re your own boss it’s more like you have many bosses, with many, many things you have to get done because you alone are responsible. And then there’s your customers, a whole other set of people to answer to. Don’t treat them right and you don’t have to worry about being in business for long.”
Jack hadn’t thought of that.
“But you know what’s the nicest thing about being your own boss,” Al asked. “You don’t have to worry about taking time off any more. You get to work all the holidays and weekends, except maybe Christmas, but you can find reason to work then if you try. I bet I put in 80 hours most weeks, and I don’t mind a bit. It’s totally worth the tradeoff of not answering to anyone.”
“I’d like that,” Jack assured him.
“Well, good, because you’ll probably get that chance....”
Their discussion was cut short by the sound of a horn honking out front. Jack stepped to the side.
“Is this the place,” Harry called with cupped hands from the street, disbelief evident on his face. He was seated in the passenger’s seat of a new silver grey Chrysler sedan, a woman with fiery red hair behind the wheel.
“C’mooon Down,” beckoned Al, steeping around the corner behind Jack and motioning with his empty beer bottle.
They pulled into the driveway and got out of the car. Harry was dressed for tennis, white slacks and white knit shirt, a white sweater folded over his shoulders. His companion, whom he introduced as Clarice, was more casual in jeans and a pullover shirt. She was half a foot shorter than Harry, nearly as round, really bright hair, and all smiles and giggles.
“Pleased to meet you Jack,” she announced enthusiastically extending a hand. “Harry says so many nice things about you.”
“That was the other Jack,” Harry corrected her.
She paid him no mind, but turned to Al, smiling. “Mr. Natural, how do you do?
“I shop in your store all the time. You’ve got a great cosmetics section!! Stuff you can’t find anywhere else.”
“Thanks,” Al nodded in appreciation.
“So where are your wives?” she wanted to know. “You guys have your business meeting, give me a beer and I’ll be fine.”
Al opened two more bottles of Heineken for Harry and Clarice then another round for himself and Jack. Clarice grabbed hers, excused herself and proceeded into the house. Within a minute they could hear all three women laughing in the kitchen. Al disappeared for a minute, leaving Jack with Harry.
“Some place,” Harry began, opening his eyes wide, shrugging his shoulders, showing two open palms.
Jack smiled and nursed his beer. “Don’t worry, it all makes sense,” he advised. “Lighten up.”
Al rejoined them, and got right to the point. “Look, I really enjoy your company, both of you, even Pancho Gonzalez here, but the real reason I wanted you here with your women is to see how well we can all get along.” At the sound of more laughter from upstairs, he smiled. “So far, everything looks good.”
“But what’s it about?” Harry wanted to know.
“Now, if we really want this thing to fly, it’s going to take team work, and they are all part of our team. We’re starting on a shoestring and the more hands the more help. And when I travel, I try to always take Minnie along. It’s a way to avoid trouble on the road and keep the peace at home.”
Harry nodded. “Clarice is a nurse, so her time is pretty flexible,“ he started. Then he added, for no apparent reason, “You know, we’ve lived together on and off for 17 years.”
“What the hell are you waiting for!?” Al wanted to know. “Isn’t it time you made her an honorable woman.”
“I don’t know, I’m not the marrying type,” Harry explained. “I don’t want to be tied down.”
That started Al and Jack laughing, and after a couple of seconds, Harry saw their point, and laughed as well.
“And what about you, Jack,” Al directed himself to Jack. “Will Aggie travel?”
Jack felt a little uneasy responding. “I don’t know, it’s tough with the kids…being away from home and all can be pretty tough.”
“Ah, we’ll take care of that,” Al assured him. “We’ll work something out…Maybe they could stay with family for a few days…I’d offer you the services of my mother-in-law but she doesn’t get out of the pen for another three years.”
Jack laughed knowingly, but Harry wanted to know why she’d been sent up. “Meanness,” Al assured him. “Mean as a splinter to a blind man.”
They stood nursing their beers, making small talk. After a while Jack thought to look around for his kids. “By the way, where are my boys?” he wanted to know.
Al laughed. “They’re having a blast,” he assured him. “I gave them a slingshot and a BB gun and bet them each a dollar they couldn’t break any of the windows on my house...only on this house though.”
Jack and Harry both showed startled concern, but Al continued laughing. “Don’t worry, they can’t do any harm. When we moved here it seemed like the country to my boys, at least compared to how we lived in an apartment back in Queens. They had always asked me for a BB gun, and I finally gave in. Minnie was livid, but hell every boy has to have a BB gun, it’s part of growing up.
“I tried to warn them but they couldn’t resist shooting out windows, first ours, then they started on the neighbors. The ping of that little ball of steel striking glass, it’s music to a boy, I swear. It cost me a fortune, and when I took the gun away, they made slingshots from twigs and an old bike tire. They were good, too, in fact one of them is an expert marksman today, maybe because of me.
“I’m getting off the point,” Al caught himself. “But what I did was have unbreakable glass installed in every window, and I told them as long as they took target practice on our windows, and no one else’s, it was OK with me.
“Can you imagine?” he continued. “As soon as word got out every kid in the neighborhood wanted to come over take pot shots at our windows. It was great, until those kids left and tried the same thing at home. I did get calls from some angry parents, but so what,” He shrugged. “You’re only a kid once.”
Now they heard the pelt of something striking the side of the house, then the giddy giggles of the boys. “See, what I mean,” Al boasted.
Jack smiled through his beer at Al. “I’ll have to calm Aggie on this....but what a joy for the boys.”
“Oh yeah, about the wives,” Al responded, resuming the earlier conversation
“An important part of this business, like every industry, are the trade shows, a couple of times each year. You know: show your wares, make your contacts, size up the competition and where you stand. I think it would be a good idea for you guys to get a look at what we’re up against, and where we fit with Straw-Berry Red.”
Jack and Harry had seen their share of trade shows. They understood. “When’s the show?“ Jack asked.
“There’s a regional show in Nashville next month. Three days, late July.”
“I don't know about three days,” Harry said with concern. “We’re right in the middle of taking Capital public and three days would be a lot of time away.”
“Three days is too much of the bullshit anyway,” Al agreed. “You could pick up all you need to know inside a day.”
“Well, then how about we fly down in the morning, and back out that night,” Harry suggested.
“Uh...” Jack intervened. “I don’t fly...”
“Alright Superman, for you we’ll drive then,” Al decided. “We can get there in five hours, spend the day, then head back that night. Agreed?”
“Agreed,” said Harry.
“Jack?” asked Al.
“What about the women?” Harry added.
“No need for them to come, they can if they want to. I’ll leave that up to you. This time out we’ll just breeze through. ”
“Sure...I’ll just tell Aggie I’m going down for the day.” Jack finally agreed.
“I’m sure Clarice will let me go,” Harry added. “But I’ll have to ask.”
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“Well,” Jack asked.
“Well?” Aggie answered, barely two blocks from the Alisdonde’s and the boys already asleep in the back.
“Nice people,” Jack began.
“Very nice women, both of them, ...that Clarice, what a card.”
“She seems perfect for Harry....a good pair.”
“What does he do..I mean for a living. Harry, what does he do?”
Jack smiled, shrugged his shoulders. “He’s a consultant.”
“That’s a polite word for unemployed.”
“Well he’s a friend of Joe Dwinzel’s, Young Joe, and has been helping us all prepare to take the company public…and he helps with the TV show. Set it up, actually.”
They were quiet for a minute, lost in the sudden revelations of the headlights as they drove along crowded neighborhood streets. Cars and yards, hedges, trees, the occasional dog or cat.
“I have to tell you,” Aggie began. “I was a little embarrassed, they were both pretty excited about that cherry drink you guys came up with...I didn’t feel like I know enough to get excited about it.”
“Straw-Berry,” Jack corrected her. “Straw-Berry Red, for when Life asks you to race like a thoroughbred,” he added, trying out a new variation of the slogan he’d been working on.
“Is it really made from hay?” she asked, wincing as she looked across at him.
Jack paused a minute and measured his words. “Not exactly…but sort of ...it’s actually strained through straw, oat straw.”
“Oh,” she whispered, nodding to convey she didn’t have the slightest clue what that meant. “And that’s supposed to…” she started, then stopped. “The two of them are very excited by the prospects. Minnie said she’s been involved in ‘the industry’ for decades--what is that, health food? ---and she said she’s seen several people ‘tap gold,’ those were her exact words, ‘tap gold “with a lucky product.
“They both think, and I guess they are speaking for their men as well, that you may have come up with one of those lucky products.”
Jack leaned over the wheels with both hands and smiled, trying to see down the side streets before proceeding through a wide intersection. “You know as much about it as they do, really,” he said. “I just don’t want to put too much on anything any more. If it takes off, fine. If it doesn’t, fine.”
“Well, they seem to have some confidence in these things, you know, you are what you eat, that sort of thing,” she observed. “And Clarice, you know she’s a nurse, she said half of any cure is believing in what your taking, and apparently a lot of people believe in things like your Straw Berry Red, like taking something or drinking something just because it comes from a plant.”
“Phyto-nutrients,” Jack interjected, proud at an opportunity to display the extent of his knowledge, and a word he’d recently learned.
“What?” Aggie demanded.
“Phyto-nutrients---stuff that comes from plants. That’s what it’s all about.”
“Anyway,“ Aggie resumed. “That Clarice had a funny story. She works in a doctor’s office, a lot of old people, and she said this one little old lady, just as sweet as can be, came in one morning Clarice was at the front desk. So she asked this woman how she was feeling, and if her medication was helping her feel better.
“’Oh it is, it is, much better’ the lady assured her. ‘But I have to be honest, I’m really having a hard time swallowing those pills, they’re so big and irregular.’
“So Clarice asked her if she had them with her, so she could have a look. And the sweet thing shows her a jar of glycerin suppositories, explaining. ‘If I drink enough water I can get them down, but it’s never easy.’
They both laughed. “Can you imagine!,” Aggie added.
“Echhh!!!” responded Jack.
“But her point was, and I can see what she means, that believing something will work can help it work.”
“Yeah,” Jack recalled. “Al said something to that effect when we first met.”
“Mr. Natural, with a black cigar?” Aggie wondered “Where did they ever come up with calling him that?”
“But it fits, doesn’t it?”
Yes, in a way” she agreed. “But for all the wrong reasons.”
35
It seemed for Jack the shortest time had become that span between tapings of the “The Screw Forum.”
Young Joe reminded him Tuesday morning he had yet to see the opening monologue for this week’s show. Jack hadn’t given it a thought since laboring over all five sentences Joe had mangled to start last week’s performance.
“Make it special. Sammie’s bringing some guests from the world of adult entertainment,” Joe said with a wink. “BIG stars, she told me.”
“Oh so you finally figured out what Sammie is,” Jack observed. “I was worried.”
“For her, or me?” Joe asked, betraying a sudden look of concern.
“I was worried for both of you.....I didn’t want to see you hurt, Joe…or risk your happy marriage.” Jack laughed. Young Joe walked out of his office without evidence he grasped the point of the joke, or wanted to.
Minutes later, Old Joe popped his head through the door. “Got a minute?” he asked. Jack nodded, then struggled to push boxes of screws out of the way so he could close the door while Old Joe looked around for a chair. Jack retrieved one from beneath stacks of yellowed newspapers, brushed off the seat and offered it to the old man.
“Jack, I’m very worried about Joey,” Joe began, sighing as he folded his hands and leaned back in the chair.
“This show, can’t you stop it. My daughter-in-law called me last night and said there was some thing, ‘some THING,’ who had come by looking for Joey about the show. This person, she couldn’t tell if it was a man or woman, introduced itself as the co-host… Are we sponsoring this show, Jack? What is this all about?”
Jack tried not to break into a smile as the thought of ways to explain Sammie. A transvestite? Transsexual? Eunuch? Any one of them might apply.
All the while he could see young Joe on the other side of the glass partition, directly opposite him and behind Old Joe, aping his father through the glass, trying to evince a laugh from Jack.
“What does that idiot think, I can’t see his reflection?” Old Joe demanded, suddenly turning around to catch the shadow of his son race down the hallway. “Past 40 and he still acts like he’s 9. I should have sent him away to military school when I had the chance…..But this show, it’s going to his head. What’s it going to do for my company? How’s it going to help us take the company public...or sell it.”
His emphasis on “sell” hung between them for a ripe second. The Old Man had never even suggested a sale of the company. “Are you thinking of selling, Joe?” Jack asked, incredulous.
“I don’t know what I’m gonna do. ....You know what I’ve learned from this business, and raising my kids, Jack? You know what I learned? It’s this: If you plan so your plans always turn out wrong, your plans will always be right.”
Jack rolled it over in his mind, trying to decipher what the old man had just said, what he meant, and how to respond. Old Joe rose to leave. “I’ve always had a lot of faith in you Jack, so don’t let me down,” he assured Jack. “And don’t let that peckerwood make an ass of himself, if you can help it.” Disgust and disappointment were both evident in his voice as he turned to leave tiny office.
But as he reached for the knob of the already open door, he turned to Jack again. “One more thing: I got a bill today, for $3800 from this Harry Jello character. That’s all it said. Amount Due: $3800. Can somebody tell me what exactly it is that he does, or has done for us.”
“He consults,” Jack reminded him. “He’s our consultant.”
“So then, what does a consultant do?” Old Joe pressed.
“He advises on...”
“What? The only advice I can see he’s given is that we keep paying him. I don’t care about the bill, if he’s earning it. I just want to know what I am getting for $3800. Have you seen a report? I haven’t seen any goddam report!”
“I’ll relay your concerns, Joe”
“Please do!”
No sooner was he gone from Jack’s office than Poorah snuck in holding a brown paper bag. She produced a bottle from it and set it down, squarely facing Jack.
“So, what’s this Jack?” she demanded.
Jack pretended to study the bottle, with its white label. Were they goats or horses? It was difficult to tell with any certainty.
“Looks like a bottle of something called Straw-Berry Red,” he tried, hoping to detect in her reaction where this conversation was heading.
“And who are MacNatural Organics?” she again demanded, more slowly.
Jack sighed. “That’s me. Harry and Al... Mr. Natural at Rainbow Bridge”
Poorah looked hurt. “Why didn’t you tell me about this? You know how interested I am in health… I know a lot about nature...and healthy and natural nutrition.”
Jack felt the need to apologize, at some level. “Right now it’s a lark, we’re just trying to get something going. If it takes off, who knows...”
“I’d say you better give it wings and quick,” Poorah advised. Then she leaned in to whisper “Will you hire me?”
“Huh?” Jack asked, puzzled and startled at her question.
Poorah repeated herself, quietly but adamantly. “Will you hire me?… Because there’s no future here.”
“What do you mean, did you get fired?” Just that thought astonished him.
“I’m too good at what I do to get fired, baby,” she sneered. Then Poorah leaned forward and cupped her hand to whisper across his desk. “The old man, he’s meeting with THE CHINESE today while we are all out taping the show.”
“Noooooo,” Jack insisted, sincere in disbelief. “The Chinese? Today? To sell?” Visions of laughing Chinamen firing them all filled his head.
She nodded, more insistently with each syllable. “TO-DAY!” Poorah emphasized, pointing a finger down at his desk calendar. Then, “So, will you hire me Jack, as business manager?”
“Yes. of course, if it amounts to anything, yes,” he assured her, confusion in his voice as he tried to recover from what she’d just said.
“Well, then, good luck,” she added, rising to leave.
“Wait,” Jack called after her. “Which Chinese?”
She put her fingers up to the sides of her eyes and pulled them back taut and tried to look buck-toothed. “These Chinese, Jack,” she answered derisively.
“But where’d you get a bottle of this?” he now wanted to know.
“Your partner, Harry,” Poorah laughed. “He was handing them out to everyone this morning as we came in.”
“Have you tried it?” now Jack wanted to know.
“Yeah...it’s ...good...is that what straw tastes like?” Poorah frowned.
“What do you mean?”
“It’s …like the taste you get when you chew on a pencil...that’s good... but you know that taste, what I mean.”
Jack had devoured many a pencil nub as a child, knew exactly what she meant. “Maybe it is the straw… OAT straw,” he said proudly.
“Like oatmeal?”
“Yes, that’s it, yes,” he nodded. “What they feed horses.”
“Oh,” she nodded, and left, a bit more perplexed than when she entered.
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Only a few weeks into its first season and “The Screw Forum” had definitely taken the turn none but Young Joe were comfortable with. He was enjoying a newfound sense of self-importance, and had approached the cable access manager himself about possibly extending his time slot to an hour, or at least half an hour, and airing each episode twice a week.
Sammie, indeed, had produced two “big” stars of the adult entertainment industry, and they kept showing up for tapings. Fat Bob and Fat Mary, as they were billed professionally, were apparently well known within some narrow niche of the adult entertainment audience for their home-made videos. ”Don’t even ask,” Sammie advised Harry when he posed the question why anyone would want to watch them do anything.
At the moment, Fat Bob—“Everybody calls me Fat Bob” was how he introduced himself— was threatening Sammie on camera over some perceived slight to his wife. “I got a gun and I’ll kill you,” he kept repeating, standing all of five foot five inches tall and drumming his fingers over a front pocket. Fat Mary had stood up on the chair behind him, showing a clenched fist she kept folding and unfolding and shaking at Sammie.
Young Joe tried to intercede, using the nearest thing at hand. “Gentleman, ladies may I propose a toast, a toast to...a toast to both of you,” but he was the only one holding anything to drink, a bottle of Straw-Berry Red, in fact.
“I asked him to keep it on camera, so the label showed,” Harry whispered proudly, as if this were some great promotional coup. “Subdural seduction.”
“Subliminal seduction,” Jack corrected him. “You need to have it in stores before that can work.” He was still steamed it was his responsibility to get Harry to explain $3800 in consulting fees.. “And do you think any moron at home who would watch this might actually have a mind capable of being influenced subliminally.”
Harry started to respond, but moved suddenly toward the stage. Fat Bob was now trying to get past Young Joe at Sammie, who had curled on a chair and was screaming “Sadist!!!! Tie me up, tie me up and beat me, that’s what you want!”
“This is wild, this is wild,” observed Young Joe nervously to the camera, trying to keep them apart, while Fat Mary struggled with one of the folding chairs in a half hearted attempt to strike Sammie or Joe, it wasn’t clear which.
Suddenly Fat Bob paused, doubled over, wheezed with a hacking cough. “Stop....my asthma…can’t breathe.” Everyone rushed to help him into a chair, while Jack turned to Harry and said “Hey, What did you do, give away your stage secrets....Oh no, your big performance was about a heart attack, sorry.”
Harry unrolled his middle finger in slow motion as he stepped over to hand Fat Bob the bottle of Straw-Berry Red. Fat Bob gulped some down then spit it out, spraying all. “I need liquor, not shoe polish!” he shouted angrily, tossing the bottle from his outstretched arm, the other hand still gripping his chest.
“That’s it, time’s up,” called the bored technician. Joe and Sammie left the stage for the water cooler, leaving Fat Mary to fan her husband’s brow with a paper plate showing stains of someone’s pizza lunch.
“Joe for next week, can we bring some friends, more stars,” Fat Bob wanted to know, almost breathless.
Joe sipped Straw-Berry Red from a cup as he spoke. “No more of this bullshit, threatening Sammie while we’re on. OK. Otherwise forget it. People want to be entertained. They don’t want to watch your wide ass in a cat fight.”
Things quieted for a minute. “What’s this about your old man thinking about selling the company?” Harry wanted to know from Joe. “I thought the plan was we’d take Capital public, and then sell.”
“You know how old people are,” Joe explained. “He’s afraid he won’t live to see his money.”
“But the Chinese, I thought he hated the Chinese,” interjected Jack, anxiety evident in his voice.
“Yeah. Well their fuckin’ money is as good as yours or mine.” Young Joe took the last sip, crumpled the cup and tossed it on the vacant desk. “Don’t worry about nothing. If I had a dollar for every time he was gonna sell, we’d all be rich. Besides, if he sells I’ll get my share, I don’t have to worry about nothin’, he set it up that way.” He left to catch up with Sammie, waiting in the hall.
Jack, Harry and Poorah exchanged a quick glance. “There’s no more family in this business,” Harry noted.
“I told you,” added Poorah. “He may have thought about selling, and talked about it, but he’s never gone so far as meeting with someone who’s actually made an offer.”
Harry leaned into Jack, suggesting “Maybe we better talk to Al and get things moving before this well runs completely dry.”
Poorah reminded him, “Don’t forget about the job you promised me, Jack.” Jack said nothing, Harry seemed about to protest but Jack cut him off. “Old Joe got your bill. He wanted me to find out what it was for?”
“Consulting,” Harry said, obviously peeved. “What does he think it was for?”
“That’s what I told him,” Jack explained. “He wants something more...specific. He wants specifics, a report or something to give him an idea of what you’ve been doing.”
Harry shrugged and sighed loudly. “Whatze want, an itemized bill, for Chrissake!”
“That would do,” Jack advised him.
The three of them gathered the papers and folders around the studio and piled into the Laser II for the ride back to the office. As Harry struggled to squeeze up front after Poorah settled into the cramped back seat a fully restored orange ‘68 Camaro pulled up alongside them, then screeched around the parking lot making three neat donuts. “Champagne dreams and a Chevy budget,” Jack sneered as he cranked the Laser and worked the gas pedal to get it started.
They could see Sammie laughing hysterically in the front seat as Young Joe plied the wheel and brakes for yet one more screeching, smoking circle.
“Just tell the old man I’m taking the rest of the day off,” he called after them as the Laser eased across the lot toward the exit gate. “The guy who runs the studio is supposed to meet me here to help put together a logo and new intro for the show, with some music.”
“Rightio,” Harry nodded and waved, as Jack nosed his car onto the street and into the traffic.
“He knows more than he’s saying,” Poorah advised the other two from the cramped back seat. “He knows what’s going on.”
“And like he says, he’s covered,” noted Harry.
“We should be so lucky,” added Jack.
A block or two later, Poorah started talking about natural products, and their Straw-Berry Red. “Catchy name, people can remember that,” she pointed out.
“We hope so, we hope so,” agreed Jack.
“But that label...get an artist. People don’t buy anything from llamas,” she advised.
“Al’s already got someone working on it,” Jack admitted. “All those correspondence art courses served me well.”
Poorah wanted to know about the set up of their company. “And who’s going to keep track of orders? And billing?”
They sat silent. “You made your point,” Jack finally told her.
“All we need are customers,” Harry added.
Poorah leaned back, turning so she could look between Jack in the rearview mirror and Harry in the passenger’s seat. “Look, people will try anything, I’ll try anything. The secret is getting them to try something a second time.”
“And how you do that?” Harry wanted to know.
“By giving them something that works, of course, how do you think?” she responded, thinking that so obvious it should be a foregone conclusion.
Harry looked to Jack. “How is Straw-Berry Red supposed to work anyway? What does it do?”
“It’s an energy drink, and an all natural supplement,” Jack explained, looking to Poorah’s reflection for indication he’d used the right words. “It provides the same vital nutrients which transform the old gray nag into a fine race horse,” he said, trying out another slogan.
“What does that, the straw?” Harry quizzed.
“It’s the nutrients obtained from the straw,” Poorah corrected him. “And the berries. It’s the nutritional support they provide which makes the horse such a beautiful and energetic animal, and gives its coat such a fine sheen.”
Jack and Harry sat for some silent seconds. “Could not have said it better myself,” Jack observed.
“Hired,” added Harry, leaning back toward Poorah. “If we ever get to the hiring stage.”
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A run!
It had been a while, and Jack felt his legs creak as he struggled to find his pace in the first few blocks. The Allmans were just warming into “Mountain Jam”, as Jack struggled for the familiar groove, realizing right off the break had taken an unexpected toll on his stamina. What had it been, two, three weeks? His breathing seemed a bit labored at first. A dull ache gripped the muscles in his calves and thighs, enough he thought for a moment of giving up this run.
Such a nice morning, it would be nice to just walk along without pushing.
He had nothing to prove, but everything. The pace of the music quickened, and with it his thoughts. He could be out of a job in a month or two, or in a day for all he knew. All he could fall back on was this dream of MacNatural Organics, and Straw-Berry Red. It seemed at once a promising yet questionable endeavor, entirely market driven, a product and venture defined in terms of the potential appeal to faceless buyers.
More now rode on this experiment than he could have foreseen, would have liked. Twenty two years in business, a career, and this is the best I can do? This is it?
Jack ran on, mired in the what ifs. What if it worked and the money followed, more than he dared imagine? Hadn’t Al told him about a guy who concocted some formula based on fish oil, which took off after one mention in the national press. “That guy is driving a Rolls,” Al had noted.
What if their venture does pay off, with enough money for them to live like three kings, to have all the things people have on TV shows, in trendy magazines. Happy people, lucky people, people who never have a worry, who don’t debate whether they can afford new furniture or a trip to the dentist.
Or, what if it’s another dumb idea, a colossal flop?
The dreams stop, Jack pauses to nod his head with the slowing music before venturing down that path. Capital gets sold, and all his hope sinks with Straw-Berry Red. He has to work, and Aggie has to work, and they take jobs in factories because there is nothing else and the kids, the little guys, grow up with no one around to supervise them. So they embark on a life of crime, petty crimes at first, and he has to take time off from the production line, lose the much needed hourly wage, to plead their case in court. But ultimately that’s not enough to keep them from jail, and his weekends become a succession of trips, on visitors’ day, no less, to offer them what little guidance he can, after the fact, too late after the fact of failed parenting.
That depresses him. He physically shakes those thoughts off as he jogs and by the time “Mountain Jam” rolls into the extended drum solo he stumbles back into brighter dreams. His legs finally warm and loosen to where they carry him along effortlessly, moving back and forth, one-two, with the beat.
Their concept---that’s what Al called it, a product concept---- is a hit. Everybody’s buying Straw-Berry Red, and it becomes a pillar of extensive success, and he, with Al, becomes a Mr. Natural, a giant of the industry.
But Jack’s optimism fades as he recognizes that familiar tightness in his leg now, as if his knee is pressed in a vice. He wonders about surgery, the successful operation which finally cures him once and for all of whatever it is which has plagued his knee all these many years, so that this long, uphill climb, this gradual approach seems without consequence.
With my luck, the surgery would leave me a cripple, physically and economically, he tells himself; I’ll live with the pain.
To whom will we owe our success?, he wonders next. He tries putting a face on those who will respond to the allure, promise and fine ingredients of Straw-Berry Red. He sees beautiful women and weekend athletes raising a bottle. In every gym, on every corner, in silent salute to the visionary behind such a tempting, tasty beverage,
“Nutritional support which puts you ahead of the pack,” he rolls the phrase over and over again in another stab at a compelling slogan. “The natural beverage which keeps you ahead of the pack.”
Is this right?, he asks of himself. This product? Does it have some purpose? Is there a reason for it? Is it something people need or want?
He grows nervous when he has trouble with the answers, and looks to the traffic passing him along the road. Different cars, different sizes, different models. And inside them people, different sizes and shapes, different colors.
Maybe this could be the new new Coke, or Sprite, at least.
Or maybe those bottles will sit on shelves until the dust gathers along the contours of the glass, and the colors of the label fade, too long in the sun, unbought, unopened.
Maybe I’ve been too long in the sun, he asks himself.
But wouldn’t it be nice if this thing went right, if something went right, for a change.
He dreams on that for most of the walk home, again.
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Al has the wheel, and the nerve wracking habit of turning completely around to speak with you while driving. Both Jack and Harry are on edge, bracing themselves with hands on seats and door handles.
“Look out!” Harry admonishes him more than once as he drifts across lanes, attracting blaring horns from other drivers, whether they politely make way for the careening van, or stubbornly hold their lane. Al judges all with a succession of brief “fuck ‘em’s” to break up his monologue about what Jack and Harry should expect from the show.
They are riding in his van because he can write the whole trip off, it’s roomier, and “You’ll see, they’ll know me,” he assured them before departing. And now, sure enough, 60 miles outside of Nashville someone pulls alongside them and gives them a refreshing friendly honk and a wave before speeding on.
“What I tell ya?” Al says, turning to Harry, then Jack. Jack is in the back seat anxiously clinging to the walls and ceiling as the van barely brushes against the divider at the edge of the shoulder. “They all know Mr. Natural....its iconic.”
“But who were they?” Harry wants to know about the passengers in the car disappearing ahead. Al doesn’t have a clue. He smokes even more when driving, and only opens the one working window if asked. So, until they do, the van fills with the pungent fragrance of the thin black cigars, choking these passengers in a haze of dizzying nausea. Without conferring, Harry and Jack have both vowed this is their last road trip with Al, at least in the same vehicle.
“These regional shows usually are a good draw, but nothing like the nationals,” Al explains, the van straddling two lanes. “You get a lot of little guys, one-store operations, marginally getting by, who can’t afford the air fare and stay in a hotel for the nationals in Vegas or Atlanta. So they come to side shows like these.”
This one is the Mid South Regional Nutritional Supplements Conference and Exhibit—“Ms. Renski r-n-s-c-e” Al says for short— and it’s taking up a couple of ballrooms of the Opryland Hotel. “You’ll see a little of everything,” Al assures them. “It’s like a little window on an entire world.”
As they near Nashville, now within 20 miles, Al outlines an itinerary for the day. “I think we should spend a couple of hours walking around together. I’ll introduce you guys to everyone I know as my partners, but let’s not go into what our partnership is about,” he says.
“Then after lunch, do whatever you like. I’m going to talk to some people about sourcing and distribution. I think it would be a good idea for Harry…” He’s interrupted by a honk and angry gesture from a minister he’s forced onto the shoulder of the road. “Yeah, you too buster, pray I don’t stop and straighten your collar,“ Al calls across the front seat, then continues right on with his discourse.
”… to take a look at the advertising and promotion some of the big companies are doing to boost sales. Jack, you try and figure out who the competition is, and where we’re gonna fit. We should meet again in the afternoon, between 3 and 4, touch base, and figure out what else we need to do until the exhibits close at 5.”
“I defer to whatever you suggest, Al,” Jack says from the back seat. “You know the turf and what we need to accomplish here.”
“Are these like professionals, I mean serious business people?” Harry wants to know.
“You’ll see the full mix,” Al assures him. “Everything from the corporate suits to entrepreneurs with a polished pitch to longhairs hoping to unload tons of beans raised without fertilizer on their commune.”
“Another good thing,” he continues, “is that late Saturday afternoon they open the show to the public. You’ll also get to watch some people we want to reach.
“Boys, this should be quite an education.”
Within minutes they are staring across an asphalt field at the near facade of the Opryland Hotel. Al gets “in uniform” as he puts it, crawling around the back of the van in the parking lot, exchanging the faded Howlin’ Wolf T-shirt he’d worn for the drive for a tie-dyed collared shirt with his company logo. Jack puts on a blue pullover, Harry the same white tennis shirt he’d worn to Al’s house, either a shirt he especially favors or his only casual wear.
“Onward Christian soldiers!” Al announces, and leads them across the parking lot toward the faux plantation columns fronting brick buildings.
“The people who really know me, and there shouldn’t be too many, will call me Al,” he explains as the buildings loom larger. “To everyone else, I’m Mr. Natural.”
And barely do they make it into the building before a dark man with swarthy black hair Jack takes for an Arab or Hindu, extends his arm to take Al’s hand. “Al, where the hell have you been, I was looking for you yesterday?”
Al introduces “Danny Brio” all around as “one of my friends” to his “partners in a new venture,” JackSchitz and Harry Jelly Belly
“Only kidding boys” he laughs. “This is Jack Schlitz and Harry Jello..... We’re looking to get into the he product end of things,” Al whispers leaning toward Danny.
“Something I’d want to be part of?” Danny eagerly wants to know but Al advises it’s still too early. “Talk to us after the next show,” he tells Brio.
“I’ll be there,” Danny assures them, then rushes off in pursuit of a woman he thinks he may know, or wants to know.
“Danny knows everybody, whether or not he knows them at all,” Al explains as they resume walking the wide hall toward a wall of doors where people are coming and going.
Al pauses in the hall, checks his pants and shirt pockets. “I almost forgot, we’ll need these,” he tells them, producing three folded badges from different pockets. “The red’s for store owners, buyers, shop keepers,” he says of the thick border around the edge of the badge. “People will be anxious to talk to us when they see that.”
There’s one each for Mr. Natural, Jack and Harry, with the name of Al’s store “Rainbow Bridge” right below their first names and the border announcing “retailer.”
A guard occasionally glances up from his newspaper to make sure all have badges as the throng enters glass doors into the exhibit hall. Judging by how much he sees of the high ceiling, Jack reckons room is roughly 100 yards wide, maybe 200 yards deep.
“It’s like the friggin’ circus” Harry observes, surveying the colors and commotion filling the room. Jack nods in agreement; overhead a succession of banners of varied shapes and sizes kite the ceiling, competing colors to highlight the location of various company exhibits. Jack notes the popularity of “Naturals” and a lot of “Organics” in the company names.
“No MacNatural Organics,” he says aloud.
“Not this show, anyway,” Al laughs. Then, “Here. Let’s cruise the aisles,” he invites them, leading down one crowded path. “We’ll save the health foods for later, let’s start with the supplements.”
The floor hums with forced conversations as they wander row on row of booths for chemical compounds, exotic extracts of strange plants and animals, minerals and vitamins. They stroll past pretty girls distributing pamphlets and shopping bags, and weary executives who always seem to be checking their watches. “Day four, everybody’s had enough,” Al observes.
There’s an Indian in a full headdress, or someone dressed as one, doing a crossword puzzle in a both for Native Way Healing; Mighty Muscle Magic Sports Nutrition is hosted by a guy with ridges on his forehead and arms like trees. As he contemplates the ceiling he keeps drawing and raising his left leg across the blue carpet the way a trick pony counts numbers.
“Far out, Mr. Natural,” calls one grey longhair, still wearing Earth Shoes, in a booth offering organic hemp fibers, in bulk. Across the aisle they pause to sample a grayish brown paste called kava. “It’s a system relaxant,” explains the suit filling and handing out thimble sized cups to an indifferent crowd. “100 percent pure, an unlimited supply, and we can render in tablets, gel caps, as a powder or an extract.”
Harry pauses to savor the flavor from his cup, smacks his lips “ I don’t believe it,” he congratulates the suit. “You’ve actually captured the essence of wet ashes as an unpalatable paste.”
All laugh but the man in the suit, and they move on. Jack and Harry load the plastic give-away bags for Bio-Wow! with anything free: samples of herbal teas and ginseng extract, oxygen balancers, ozone removers and natural rejuvenators. Jack pauses to inquire about the merits of Bovine Blue from a blonde Amazon, real zaftig, who relates how many professional athletes now rely on the product.
“Like who,” he wants to know but she’s can’t reveal names. “We’re negotiating with a very well known spokesperson right now,” she assures him.
He plans to press further and make some point but Al tugs at his sleeves, leading him on to another booth, Roto-Ridder, where Harry stands in rapt attention to someone who is speaking. “They call this guy Dr. Shit,” Al whispers. “Nice guy, but what a specialty...”
“Proper elimination is one of the most important functions of your body system,” the good doctor relates, highlighting the digestive process on a detailed step-by-step diagram which charts the journey of an apple from mouth to rectum. “Over the course of your life toxins from these undigested meals can gather in the folds of your intestine...” he tells his audience, showing just where, with a laser pointer, and how Roto-Ridder can flush those folds free with its gentle brushing effect.
As the doctor shows what’s left of an apple entering the large intestine Harry turns abruptly and walks away. He pauses at the next booth to read a sign touting the advantages of a pill called Get-N-Gear. A very thin man with a thick gold watch dangling loosely from his wrist asks if he would like a sample. “You’ll feel the difference,” he assures Harry.
“He’s eating too much of his own candy,” Al comments, pulling Harry along as they walk on. “Ephedra, ma huang, Mormon tea, herbal energy … Gives you a buzz like a black beauty. Nothing but all natural legal speed.... and very popular at that”
Jack stops at the Natural Smile booth to scoop samples of natural cosmetics for Aggie. “We sell a lot of that,” Al assures him. “I think women will buy anything with cucumber in it. They must like the smell.”
“Or the shape,” suggests Harry, and one of the women working the booth throws him a nasty look before turning away.
“You know something,” Jack observes. “The people here don’t look any healthier than the people you would find at the industrial supplies show. They’re fat and thin, short and tall, pale and tan, clear skinned and pimpled.”
“They think they’re healthier,” Al counters.
“But then what good is all this stuff,” Harry wants to know. “Jack’s right, look around, all this stuff, all this talk about natural and health, you would think there’d be some recognizable difference in the crowd, at least.”
“Ours is not to ask, but sell,” Al states, flatly. “This, for better or worse, is our field of dreams. These are our peers.”
“I’d rather be on the selling than buying end,” Harry offers. “All this crap, in megadoses. Too much of any thing is no good for you, even if it is natural.”
“I still don’t see quite were we fit with all this,” Jack interjects. “Where’s the natural beverages?”
“C’mon, they’re over here by the food,” Al says, instinctively starting for the far side of the exhibit floor. “Even Harry will find something he likes here.”
He does, but it takes a while. Jack tries to be receptive, but even he has trouble with much of what they sample. “Does natural mean it has to taste bad?” he asks Harry after a hefty bite of a soyburger. “If it weren’t for the onions and ketchup I’d swear I was eating Styrofoam.”
“You’re just not used to it,” Al implores. “You’ve got to give it a chance.”
They try but have trouble swallowing FiberMunchies, “a blend of all the fibers your body craves” and the carrot flake cereal, even the naturally sweetened variety, isn’t something they’d choose over cornflakes. The Garden of Eden breads are quite good, though, especially the zucchini loaf, but the beechnut butter just doesn’t cut it.
“There, try the goat’s cheese,” advises Al, pointing them toward the booth of Nubian Nation. “Now that’s cheese,” even Harry agrees, returning for seconds, then thirds.
For dessert, they find room for carob covered raisins and peanuts, and Healthy Pops, popsicles made with frozen chunks of fruit. Then the ice cream, from the Cosmic Dairy, with globs of cherries and peaches and berries suspended in a thick creamy goo. Again Harry makes a repeat visit to the sample table.
At the end of the aisle are a succession of meal replacement formulas, powdered flavored mixes of minerals, vitamins and chemicals which vendors claim can replace an entire meal. Harry accepts the offer of a full pint’s worth of one, BulkMassBrunch, thinking he’s downing a cherry flavored milkshake. “The nightcap,” he says, pinky out, emptying the plastic souvenir tumbler in one long sip, then belches.
“I don’t know if you should have done that,” Al warns. “That’s got half a days worth of calories in each serving… It’s formulated for body builders.”
Harry just dismisses the warning with a show of his hand. “It’s stronger than you think,” he laughs patting his stomach with his left hand while wiping away the berry milkshake mustache with the back of his right.
By the time they make their way into the natural beverage section, the real reason they’ve come all this way, Harry isn’t all that interested in sampling anything. As Al and Jack migrate booth to booth, taste-testing drinks in mini doses, collecting sell sheets, Harry lags further and further behind. Finally he claims an empty folding chair in the LiQuidLibido booth, fighting off sleep and a stomach-rumbling urge to purge.
“How have sales been?” Jack wants to know at each booth and gets the same response, more or less from everyone asked:
“We can’t make enough to keep up with demand.”
“People are tired of the colas, they want something that makes them feel good, so they’re buying.”
”We set another record the last quarter.”
“By our estimates, the total natural beverage industry have only been tried by 3 percent of consumers, so the prospects for sales are phenomenal....”
“Anyone who’s active is a good candidate for an energy drink, and anyone who drinks any kind of juice, is a good candidate for one of our products....”
He relates these last two comments to Al, now fully convinced there is real market potential of Straw-Berry Red. “I see nothing, nothing with straw as an ingredient,” he whispers, closely guarding what he now considers the secret of their formula.
“What’d I tell you,” responds Al. “This market is wide open.”
When they wander back to Harry he’s snoring loudly in the LiquidLibido booth in front of the company’s oversized banner. They catch the flash from a camera as a photographer takes Harry’s picture. When Al and Jack approach, a short bald man from the booth starts chasing after the photographer while the other, an older man with an eastern European accent tries to rouse Harry from the chair.
“Dis your buddy?” he demands of a smiling Al and Jack as they stand and watch, Al softly singing, “Harry…Harry…lullaby and good night…”
“Get dis fuck-ink guy out of here,” the man in the booth orders them. “He’s bat for beezness.”
After successively more violent tries at shaking the hulking mass, Harry finally opens one eye, then the other, stretches his arms overhead and lets out a sustained, thunderous belch which draws all eyes to him.
Harry offers no excuse, pretends not to notice as he stands up, shuffles behind Al and Jack, following them off the exhibit floor to an unoccupied corner of a bench in the outside hall. “Man, what the hell was in that stuff,” he announces slowly. “I swear, it felt like a barium enema.....leaves the same cherry after-taste.”
Jack and Al ignore the comment, try to engage him in conversation, comparing notes of the show but it’s pointless. Harry’s leaning against the wall, head turned to the ceiling, eyes closed, rubbing his stomach and softly moaning.
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