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 Chapter 1
– Abe and Bert

“Miss! Miss! Hi! You look like a patron of
the arts. Could I trouble you for a small contribution for my
friend Abe over there?” Bert matched a young woman stride for
stride as she strode briskly across the subway concourse. He
pointed toward Abe, who was standing along the white tiled wall,
next to the Fresh Cut Flowers stand, singing Marvin Gaye’s “What’s
Going On.” The woman forged ahead.

“Fully tax deductible!” Bert continued
cheerfully, and with that, the woman turned to look at Bert with a
skeptical glance. “Okay, okay. It’s not really tax deductible,”
Bert said with a laugh.

The woman returned a brief smile, seemingly
somewhat amused by Bert’s approach. She unzipped her handbag and
pulled out a crumpled dollar bill. She gave Bert the bill along
with a distinct look of finality.

“Thank you, miss. God bless,” said Bert with
a tip of his hat, ending a routine that had been rehearsed over
many years of strolling through the subway corridors beneath San
Francisco. He carefully unfolded the bill and wrapped it around the
other six dollar bills he had collected.

The 7:30 A.M. rush hour crowd swarmed through the
Montgomery Street station of San Francisco’s BART, or Bay Area
Rapid Transit, system. Bert headed back toward the spot where Abe
stood, as he had for the last three years, every Monday through
Friday except holidays, in the main corridor that led from the
subway turnstiles to the stairs that led to street level.

A hulking, legally blind African-American,
Abe Jackson towered over most of the subway crowd. He stood at 6’3”
and weighed close to 250 pounds. His habitual costume -- black
shoes, black dress pants, a blue crew neck, long-sleeved shirt, and
black wraparound sunglasses – perfectly complemented the classic
1960s Motown tunes he sang. In his left hand he held a plastic,
gallon-sized milk jug, filled about a quarter of the way with coins
and bills.

Bert Ingram had stepped into Abe’s life
about a month earlier, pitching Abe on the idea of working the
crowd in order to increase the donations. Abe had not been
particularly interested, being satisfied with his routine and his
low-pressure approach. Plus, he showed an obvious distrust of the
stranger. So Bert simply appeared every few days at first to give
the crowd his sales pitch.

More recently, Bert had started showing up
every day. Today, he wore chocolate-brown polyester pants, a
cream-colored shirt, brown paisley tie, and a brown and tan checked
sport jacket. His ubiquitous gray fedora rested on his head, pushed
slightly back so the brim tilted upward. Bert always wore his
signature hat whether it matched his outfit or like today, did
not.

As Bert crossed in front of him, Abe spoke
in a booming voice that resonated through the subway concourse
corridors. “I told you, Bert, I don’t need your help. You ain’t my
manager, I don’t need an agent, and you’re just stealin’ my
money.”

“Are you crazy, Abe? I’m a money machine!”
Bert countered. “I’ve collected seven dollars in just the few
minutes I’ve been here this morning. We’re a great team. You just
keep singing, and I’ll handle the sales and marketing side of
things. You should feel lucky to have a manager like me. Bands used
to clamor to have me as their manager.”

“Do we have to play this out every morning,
man? I told you this is my territory and I’m quite fine, just
singing and taking in what I take in.”

“Don’t be foolish,” replied Bert, ignoring
Abe’s frown. “Don’t you get how much we’re pulling in together? How
much did you bring home every day before I showed up?”

Abe’s frown deepened. “I don’t know. Thirty
dollars, maybe forty on a good day.”

“See, and just yesterday you took home
sixty-two dollars, and that was after giving me my share.”

“Yeah, well, I couldn’t help but notice that
it’s not me ‘giving’ you your share, but you collecting the
proceeds, taking your piece of the action off the top, and giving
me what’s left.”

“Fine. Split hairs if you like, but I’ve
raised your income over fifty percent, so what’s the
difference?”

“We’ll settle this after the crowd goes.
We’re losing precious time here,” Abe muttered, and with that, he
broke into Sam Cooke’s “Cupid,” hitting each note, the high and the
low, with expert precision.

By 9:30 the crowd heading into San Francisco
had dwindled, and Abe wrapped up his last song. Bert was seated on
a bench a few feet away, tallying the bills and coins he had
collected on Abe’s behalf. He got up and walked over to Abe. “Here
you are, buddy, seventeen dollars and thirty-eight cents. Add that
to what you’ve collected on your own in that jug which looks to be
around, oh, I’d say, ten to twelve dollars and you’ve had a pretty
good morning. And we’ve still got the afternoon shift.”

Of late, Bert had also started to show up
for the outbound commuter rush in the late afternoons.

“I do have to admit, Bert, you’ve got a
certain talent,” Abe responded with a grudging grin. “But you’re
still a leech.”

“Glad you recognize my skills. I’m just a
born talent scout,” replied Bert. “By the way, I’ve been meaning to
run a proposition by you. Can I buy you a cup of coffee and we’ll
talk?”

Abe shrugged. “It’s your money, man.”

The two walked toward the north stairs, Abe
using his red-tipped white cane for guidance. Bert took Abe’s arm
as they reached the stairs that led up to the street level.

Abe jerked his arm away. “I’ve been coming
up and down these stairs for years without you. I don’t need your
help.”

“My apologies, my friend,” responded Bert
quickly, trying to recover from the unexpected scolding.

“Yeah, well, I don’t like being touched, and
I’m not one for help or attention. I just do my own thing, my own
way. That’s all.”

Bert followed Abe silently up the stairs and
into the sunlight. The early morning haze that enshrouded San
Francisco had lifted, and it had become a typical clear,
comfortable, seventy-five-degree late summer day. The two men
followed Market Street in the direction of the bay, stopping at a
Donut World. Bert bought them each a large cup of coffee, which he
paid for by dumping a pile of coins on the counter, sorting out the
correct change, then gathering the remaining change off the
counter.

The two men continued on until they reached
the plaza at Battery Street, where they headed for the unoccupied
benches near the Mechanics Monument, the large bronze sculpture
that served as the plaza’s centerpiece. Bert chose one where an
overhanging tree threw some shade. People walked quickly through
the red and gray brick plaza, and a couple of teenagers were
kicking up their skateboards and trying to catch them, but
otherwise the plaza was empty. The two men sat down, Abe placing
the milk jug between himself and Bert, keeping a hold on the
handle. He leaned the cane against the bench.

“Glorious day, eh, Abe?” started Bert.

“You gonna proposition me or what,”
countered Abe.

“Okay, okay. All business. I get it.” Bert
paused for dramatic effect. “Here’s the idea. I’m putting together
a band. I’m the manager, and I’d like you to be the lead
singer.”

“Are you bullshitting me?” Abe snorted.

“Of course not. I told you I used to manage
bands.”

“You haven’t really managed bands. What
would you be doing hanging out in the subway?”

That cue was all Bert needed to launch into
the story. “Things change, my friend,” he started with a sigh.
“Many years ago, in my previous life, I was in the recording
industry, working as an A&R rep for Sapphire Records. I used to
tour the country, going to bars and clubs, scouting for new bands.
My job was to spot who had the talent, the energy, the drive --
that intangible quality that meant the difference between a bunch
of guys having fun playing in a bar and getting their drinks for
free, and being the next big thing.”

Bert took a long, slow sip of his coffee,
then continued. “The guys at Sapphire loved me. On some of the
high-potential bands, they put me in as the manager.”

“Uh huh,” said Abe. “Let me guess. You’re
Berry Gordy’s long lost son?”

“Of course not,” answered Bert. “But I had
some successes. You’ve heard of the Crooning Wombats, right?”

“No.”

“Well, anyway. They were going to be the
next big thing. They had kind of a funky blues sound. I discovered
them at One-Eyed Jack’s in Olympia. That was long ago, of
course.”

Bert paused to assess Abe’s reaction, but
Abe just waited. “The band put out a few albums,” Bert went on,
“and we had a few good years. But the band broke up before putting
together any kind of breakthrough album. Too many egos. The band
couldn’t agree on anything.”

“Keep talking,” said Abe, starting to
display faint traces of a smile.

“Silent Scream did all right too,” continued
Bert. “And of course there were lots of other bands. Those were the
days. I had a place on Nob Hill and life was one big party.”

Abe stirred. “Okay. I’ll bite. Then what
happened.”

“Then I lost the house in a messy divorce.
And things change fast in the music biz. One day you’re a star, the
next you’re odd man out.” Bert quickly added, “But that’s okay. I
still have a few bucks left. I work when I want to, doing this and
that.” He looked toward Abe. “I don’t let them get me down.”

“And what makes you think Bert’s going to
get back to the top?” asked Abe. “Begging for dollars in the subway
with some blind guy ain’t exactly the first rung on the ladder of
success.”

“It’s been awhile but I’ve still got
contacts. Listen to me, Abe. I can pull this off.” Bert’s voice
grew in both excitement and volume. “Get this concept! I’m building
the band from talented performers such as yourself, who got dealt a
bad hand in life. It’ll be a bunch of --” He paused to think of the
right words. “Gritty, street-hardened folks with the hunger and the
passion to rise up and get one more chance at the world!”

Then Bert took on a quiet, passionate tone.
“Abe, you’ve got the fire inside you, and you’ve got the sweetest
voice I’ve ever heard. The band needs you.” He took a deep breath.
“What do you say?”

Abe’s face broke into a wide smile and he
started laughing heartily, his big body convulsing with each
guffaw. “What do I say? What do I say?” He gave another chuckle. “I
say you’re full of shit, brother. Great story, though.” He slapped
Bert’s arm gently with the back of his hand. “But I’ll tell you
what. I’ll call your bluff. If you can pull together the musicians,
I’m in. But here’s the rest of the deal. Until then, you need to
stay away from my turf.”

“Fair enough,” answered Bert cheerfully, and
the two men sat on the bench in the plaza silently for several
minutes. Then Bert spoke. “Hey, Abe. What’s your deal? How’d you
end up singing in the subways for a living?”

“Look. Don’t get all chummy with me, all
right?” Abe answered irritably. “You laid out a deal and I agreed
to it. That’s all you need to know. I don’t need you getting inside
my head.”

Bert looked at Abe, wondering whether to
respond and decided to let it go. In any case, he had his singer.
He stood and tossed his empty cup into a trash can. “All right.
I’ll keep in touch.”

“You know where to find me,” said Abe.

Bert sensed that Abe figured that come later
this afternoon, they’d be right back where they had been – Abe
singing in the Montgomery Street Station, and Bert hustling for his
money. He’d figure out soon enough that Bert was serious.

As Bert walked along the plaza and turned to
head up Battery Street, he heard Abe bellow. “Hey, Bert! Your band
need a sax player?” Bert froze in his steps and turned back to face
Abe, who was still on the bench. “Sure,” he yelled back, unsure
whether Abe was just setting him up.

“Go find Charlie at the Sixteenth Street
Mission Station.”

“How will I recognize him?”

“You know how to play three card monte?”

“Yeah.”

“Good luck then.” Abe laughed, drank down
the last bit of his coffee, crumbled the cup in his hand, and
reclined on the bench, arms outstretched to take in all the sun
that now shone on the bench.

Bert shrugged and walked on, leaving Abe in
the plaza. He made his way along Battery Street and then the
Embarcadero, following its curving path in the direction of the
wharf. It was now late morning and the business crowds were
beginning to emerge from the buildings in twos and threes, stepping
out onto the sidewalks to get some fresh air and a bite to eat.

Bert stopped frequently along the way to
people-watch, conscious of the contrast between his own rumpled
clothing and the clothes of the working crowd. As dapper as he
tried to look, he knew he looked more like a used car salesman who
kept his clothes in his briefcase. He longed for the day when he
could again walk through the fashionable men’s clothing stores in
Union Square, buy what he wanted, and look presentable, maybe even
sharp.

Bert continued to the wharf and stopped at
Ted’s Crab Trap.

“Hi, Bert. Good to see you,” came the
greeting from Ted, dressed in his usual red polo shirt with the
restaurant logo, white painter’s pants, and white apron. Ted
flashed a broad smile under his gray, handlebar mustache. His face,
marked by its olive complexion and weathered from the years
outdoors, lit up when he spoke.

Quite a contrast from Abe’s surliness, Bert
thought.

“How’s tricks?” Ted continued.

“Picking up,” answered Bert brightly. And
this time it was true. He was starting to feel a warm internal glow
for the first time in years. He realized how much he’d missed
having some direction in his life. It was no matter that his plan
was still in its infancy. He had places to go, people to see.

“Bowl of chowder?” asked Ted.

Bert had been stopping by Ted’s stand once
or twice a week for upwards of two years now, and very rarely had
he ordered anything other than a bowl of clam chowder to go, served
in the traditional Styrofoam bowl with plastic lid.

Bert nodded. “How’s business your way, Ted?
Have all the tourists discovered who makes the best clam chowder in
the city yet?”

Ted lifted the ladle out of the large black
kettle and poured the steaming contents delicately into the bowl.
“Always a flatterer! It sure seems that way. We’re busy as
anything, especially on glorious days like today. Here you go.”

Bert paid and moved on, heading down to the
benches on the wooden pier a few blocks back. He gazed out on the
bay, watching the ripples of white-capped water move in, splash
softly against the wharf walls, and move back out. A refreshing
breeze blew in off the bay. As he hungrily ate spoonful after
spoonful of the steaming soup, he thought about his dream to get
back on top.

He didn’t have any real leads on where the
band mates would be found, and was more than happy to have a
referral to a sax man, assuming Abe wasn’t just having some fun
with him. Truth be told, Bert’s contacts in the recording industry
had disappeared long ago. He had been an up-and-comer at Sapphire
Records some fifteen years before. He’d had a gift for identifying
talent, almost a sixth sense. And he was a pro at networking. He
could develop a human chain of resources to call upon to make
almost anything happen, and happen quickly. Those skills, along
with his track record in discovering new bands, had propelled him
quickly up the ranks at Sapphire.

Bert became the A&R manager responsible
for signing new acts throughout the Northwest region of the
country, and he’d enjoyed the travel, the glamour, and all the
wining and dining that came with the territory. Unfortunately, this
last part was a bit too enjoyable, and Bert quickly became known
throughout the industry as a guy who played every bit as hard as he
worked. His career had escalated too quickly and he’d struggled to
make the transition from field scout to deal maker. Deals started
to fall through and Bert’s reputation started to take hits.The
spiral downward accelerated when his wife, Michelle, tired of his
continuous travel and excessive late-night partying, walked
out.

As the fall from grace continued, Bert
missed engagements and delivered victories less and less
frequently. He became unpredictable in his interpersonal dealings.
The executives at Sapphire began to exclude Bert from key meetings
for fear of what he might say or how he might behave. Eventually,
with a six-month severance package, Bert was let go.

Screw ’em, Bert thought. Their loss. It’s
time to rise up from the ashes.

He spent the rest of the day wandering around the
wharf, his mind filled with the many tasks in front of him. He
needed to find musicians and pitch them on the concept. Would they
trust him? Could he rely on them? How was he going to find them
all? Then there were the record companies. Could any of his
contacts from so long ago still be out there? Would they be happy
to hear from him, or would he continue to be shunned?

* * *

Abe hung around the plaza for awhile,
thinking about what it might mean if Bert was really serious and
telling the truth. Abe dispatched the thoughts.

He had a particularly low tolerance for
anything even remotely resembling assistance. Abe had been blind
since his childhood, and shuttered himself over the difficult years
which followed, becoming a loner, not able or willing to trust in
anyone other than himself.

By noon, hunger set in, so Abe made the
short walk back to his low income apartment in the Mission District
to get some lunch.

Abe made his way up the concrete steps and
into the old brick building through the heavy stairwell door, then
up the stairs that served as both the building’s main stairs and
the fire route. On the third floor, he opened the gray, metal door
and made his way to his studio apartment.

An efficiency kitchen occupied the left end
of the apartment, and a small, brown faux-wood table with two
folding chairs served as the dining table. Abe rarely had visitors,
but he always kept both chairs at the table anyway.

Abe’s bed occupied the far right end of the
apartment, with all the sheets and blankets left strewn. An old
wooden desk sat next to the bed, which held a portable compact disc
player/stereo system with built-in speakers. The desk was cluttered
with CD’s, ranging from the Motown sounds he drew on for his subway
singing, to blues and jazz.

Abe made himself a ham sandwich, which he
ate and washed down with a store brand can of cola. He then
transferred the contents of his milk jug to the shoebox in the
closet in which he kept his spending money. He also received a
monthly check from the state and maintained an account at a bank
down the street.

Abe put on a John Lee Hooker CD, propped up
a couple of pillows on the bed, and stretched out. He spent the
remainder of the early afternoon lying there, listening to music as
he did on many days, drifting between sleep and consciousness.

Back at the Montgomery Street Station at
4:30 P.M., Abe fully expected to hear Bert’s cheery voice hustling
the commuters on their return home. When 4:30 turned into 5:00, and
then 5:30, Abe realized that Bert wasn’t going to appear.

After years of living hand to mouth, collecting
contributions from charitable strangers for a living, Abe was able
to estimate the amount of money he received simply from the number
and frequency of the interactions with the strangers and the feel
of the milk jug. So when 6:30 rolled around, Abe had to admit that
his collection for the afternoon was significantly less than it had
been when Bert was there. He felt himself in conflict, part of him
glad to be rid of Bert for awhile, but another part missing the
success Bert brought about. He wondered if he’d see him in the
morning.

* * *

That same evening, Bert made his way back to an area
south of Market Street, one of San Francisco’s poorest sections,
composed mostly of row homes in disrepair, industrial warehouses,
gutted buildings, and highway overpasses. In a dim alley, he
rummaged through an alcove that was piled waist-high with plastic
trash bags filled with what looked like the contents of a thrift
store. From one of the bags, Bert pulled out a white, yellow, and
blue flowered quilt that was grayed with dirt and tattered in
several spots, the stuffing showing through.

He walked back to the corner, sat on a steam vent in
the sidewalk, pulled a 375ml bottle of Old Granddad from his pants
pocket, and took a big swig. Then he wiped his mouth with a broad
swipe of his sleeve. He replaced the bottle in his pocket, laid
down on the vent, tipped his hat over his eyes, pulled the quilt
over himself, and went to sleep.


 Chapter 2
– Charlie

Bert awoke with the sun, as he had since
he’d begun living on the streets, the public, outdoor nature of his
sleeping location not being particularly conducive to a sound and
lengthy rest. He turned over onto his back, rubbed his eyes, and
looked up at the sky. The morning offered unusually little fog over
the city.

Bert closed his eyes for a moment and thought back
to the lazy Sunday mornings he used to spend in the natural wood
and brushed chrome, highly stylized bedroom at his house. Propped
up on a pillow, he would catch up on world news on CNN while
reading the Sunday newspaper and the trade magazines that had
accumulated over the past week. Those days seemed like a lifetime
ago.

He got up, gathered his blanket into a ball,
and returned it to the plastic trash bag in the alley’s alcove. He
then selected an outfit for the day, trading in his brown ensemble
for a pair of light blue polyester pants, a navy dress shirt, gray
tie, and gray herringbone sport jacket. It wasn’t quite GQ, but at
least today the hat matched.

The dole line would be starting to form on
9th Street by now. Bert made the six block walk,
arriving fifteen minutes before the “soup kitchen” opened where
volunteers served meals to the people in need, three times a day,
seven days a week. Bert came here frequently; but not surprisingly,
the food provided more sustenance than flavor. When his palate
needed a break, he used some of his panhandling proceeds to treat
himself to meals elsewhere, like at Ted’s. He was careful to remain
frugal, though, for one day he would need to dip into the reserves
to work his way back into society.

These thoughts brought to mind an unsettled
matter. Bert had used the crutch of alcohol to cope with both his
decline in stature and the discomfort of street living. He made a
mental note that he would need to address this issue.

By 7:30, Bert had finished a bland bowl of
oatmeal and was on his way to the 16th St. Mission
Station to see if Abe was serious about a saxophone player being
there.

One of the many obstacles in Bert’s plan was his
inability to recruit musicians in the traditional ways. Placing ads
in newspapers and magazines was just too expensive, and using the
internet was impractical. Besides, he had no place to conduct
tryouts. He was forming a garage band without a garage.

He knew it didn’t really matter though. The
musicians he was looking for wouldn’t be reading the ads anyway.
Rather, he would have to scour the streets to find the prospects on
his own. The musicians needed to have the soul of the streets
within them and the burning passion that comes from a life waiting
to be fulfilled.

At a minimum he would need a drummer,
keyboardist, guitar player, and bassist to accompany his irritable
but talented lead singer. A saxophone player would round out the
sound nicely, thought Bert, and legitimize the sound he was after.
He envisioned the band as grounded in roots rock, but he wanted the
crossover appeal that would come from melding in elements of jazz,
R&B, and urban funk.

At street level, the 16th St.
Mission Station was surprisingly attractive with a circular railing
adorned with brightly colored panels surrounding the entryway in
the middle of a gray, stone plaza. Inside, the area near the
turnstiles and ticket booth was busy as the rush hour crowd moved
through. Bert looked around the entryway, its shiny, red-tiled
floors, multicolored tiled walls, and arched ceiling providing
sharp contrast to the dinginess above. Sizing up those who appeared
to be lingering as opposed to moving with a sense of purpose, he
tried to determine if any of them might be this Charlie. When he
concluded otherwise, he slipped through a turnstile amidst the
crowd and headed down to the subway line.

Bert observed a few people sitting on
benches watching the crowds, others milling about near the stairs,
and even one person digging through a trash bin, but nowhere did he
see a card game taking place, or better still, a guy playing the
saxophone.

Bert continued to stroll along the platform
for the better part of the morning, but met with no success. When
he returned to the station later that afternoon, his search met the
same end.

The next day found Bert going through the
same routine, pacing up and down each side of the train platform
and throughout the station’s main concourse. Again, at the day’s
end, he had yet to find anyone he thought might be the saxophonist.
He had consciously avoided going back to Abe for any clarification
on the subject, trying to minimize his contact with the
unpredictable man until he had made more progress on the band. He
didn’t want to do anything that might cost him his singer. But,
when Bert lay down to sleep that night, he resolved to get some
help from Abe if the next day’s quest proved fruitless.

The following day, Bert was back at the
station by 7:30 A.M. This time he froze as he rounded the corner
onto the northbound platform. There, sitting on a folding chair
behind a small aluminum folding table, was a man deftly moving
around three playing cards on the table’s surface.

A small crowd stood by the table. As Bert
approached, he could see and hear two school-aged boys razzing each
other. “Oh, yeah, watch me smoke this dude,” said one. Bert
presumed that these boys were on their way, or at least should be,
to school.

The boy who was doing the talking stepped to
the table, faced the man with the cards, and slapped a five dollar
bill on the table. Bert watched as the man, an athletically built,
light-complected African-American in his early thirties, flipped
over all three cards. The queen of spades was flanked by the ten of
hearts and ten of diamonds. Bert observed that the man at the table
was unusually well dressed, wearing a form-fitting short-sleeved,
olive knit shirt, brown dress slacks, and brown loafers.

“Keep your eye on the queen,” instructed the
man as he flipped the cards over and started moving them around,
sometimes leaving them flat on the table and sliding them, and
sometimes lifting and dropping them from side to side, but always
returning them to a neat alignment.

After about twenty seconds of this, the man
stopped and looked up at the boy. “Okay, my friend, where’s the
lady?”

The boy gave his friend a cocky smile and
pointed to the card on the right. “Right there, sucker.”

The man flipped over the card the boy
selected, revealing the queen. “Well done!” he exclaimed as he
placed a five-dollar bill from his pocket on top of the boy’s five,
which still sat on the table. “You must be a natural. How about
giving this old man another chance?”

“Sure,” the boy responded gleefully. “Let it
ride.”

The man repeated the process, conspicuously
identifying the queen, turning over the cards, and then moving them
around, this time a little more quickly. When he stopped, the
confident youngster pointed to the card in the middle. Sure enough,
when the man flipped over the card, it was the queen again. The man
placed a ten dollar bill onto the two fives. “You’re taking me to
the cleaners, son. But if you feel lucky, we can go once more,” the
man offered with an encouraging smile.

“You bet! But let’s get serious. Here’s
another five dollars to make it an even twenty-five.”

The other boy grabbed his friend’s arm.
“Hey, let me get in on this action.” He looked at the man. “Can I
put twenty on this too?”

The man appeared to consider the request for
a moment and then nodded. Forty-five dollars now rested on the
table next to the cards. The man showed the three cards, but when
he placed the queen face down, he had bent the corner of the card
ever so slightly. The boys, seeing this, took a quick glance at one
another and then watched the action. When the man had finished
shifting the cards around, both boys quickly pointed at the
rightmost card, which had a small curl on its corner.

“Ten of diamonds,” announced the man,
flipping over the card and gathering the money off the table.
“Tough break.”

The boys, who didn’t realize what had just
transpired, talked it over. Bert smiled. He had seen this a hundred
times before. The boys decided to each put up another ten dollars
for one more go of it. This time, no corners were bent, but the man
moved the cards around so deftly that by the end, neither boy had
any idea which card was which. They argued over which card to guess
for the better part of a minute, then ultimately picked the ten of
diamonds again.

“Ahh, shit. Our mothers are gonna kill us,”
exclaimed the second of the boys.

“Let’s get out of here,” said the first,
then whispered, “I think this dude just hustled us.”

The boys picked up the backpacks that lay at
their feet and walked away shaking their heads. With the backpacks
gone, Bert noticed something: a black, hard-sided case sat on the
ground under the table, just about the size of a saxophone.

Several more players tried their luck with a
game or two with similar results, and Bert waited patiently for the
crowd to disperse. Finally, approaching 9:00, the last of the
players walked away, leaving Bert standing there. The man behind
the table had noticed Bert earlier and now spoke to him. “Are you
just a spectator or are you here to play? Oh wait, let me guess;
you’re another undercover cop.”

“No, I’m not with the police,” answered
Bert. “I just came here to talk to you. You’re Charlie, right?”

“That’s me. But I’m working here. If you
want to play, then let’s see some money. I don’t make any money
just talking.” Charlie looked away from Bert, hoping to find
another target for his game.

Bert rolled his eyes up to the ceiling, gave
an audible sigh, and decided to try another approach. “Fine. Here’s
ten dollars. Let’s play.”

“Now that’s what I like to talk about,” said
Charlie with a smile, and he showed Bert the three cards and began
the rearranging.

When Charlie came to a stop, Bert pointed at
the leftmost of the three. It was the queen.

“You have a good eye, my friend. Care for
another round?” Charlie placed a ten on Bert’s ten.

“Whatever you like,” replied Bert, going
along with Charlie.

Charlie performed the routine again,
accelerating his speed this time, but when he was done, Bert again
correctly identified the queen. Charlie added another twenty
dollars to the pile.

“Another?” asked Charlie, frowning
slightly.

Bert shrugged. “It’s your game. Remember,
all I wanted was to talk to you for a couple of minutes, but we can
continue playing if you wish.”

Charlie played on, now trying the same bent
corner routine he had used on the kids earlier. But Bert, having
developed a great deal of savvy from living on the streets, was not
fooled. He kept his eye the queen.

“One more chance,” entreated Charlie, now
clearly agitated. Bert nodded and left the bet on the table, now
eighty dollars.

This time Charlie moved the cards as fast as
he could, at times picking up two cards in one hand. Sometimes he
would drop the bottom one, and other times he would drop the top
one but give the impression that it was the bottom one. When he was
finished, he stopped and looked up at Bert.

Unfazed, Bert pointed at the middle card:
the queen. Then he spoke pointedly to Charlie. “Look. Keep your
money.” Bert picked up his original ten dollars from the pile and
pushed the remaining seventy toward Charlie. “I don’t want it. Play
something for me on that saxophone there and we’ll call it
even.”

Charlie eyed Bert uneasily. “Let me get this
straight,” he said. “If I play the saxophone for you, you’ll let me
keep the money? Who are you?”

“Abe sent me here to find you. You know Abe,
from the Montgomery Street Station?”

Charlie gave a big smile of recognition.
“Sure. Sure. I know Abe. I used to play my games over there, until
the cops chased me out. Gotta keep moving, you know. How is old Abe
these days?”

“Cranky as ever. So is that saxophone just
for show or do you really play?”

“Sure, I play. Used to play jazz at Maggie’s
in Kansas City, before I moved out here. Now I just play down here
when the crowd thins out and there’s no one to play cards with.
Plus, it helps keep the cops away if I don’t have the cards out all
the time.”

Charlie popped open the saxophone case to reveal a
golden saxophone, polished as if it were new. He noticed Bert
admiring its condition and answered Bert’s unasked question, “It’s
got a lot of years on it, but I take good care of my baby here.
It’s all I’ve got left.”

Charlie licked his lips and began to play, starting
slowly, then laying out jazz riffs with an intensity and focus that
caught Bert by surprise. The wail of the instrument pierced the
subway corridor, resonating off the ceramic tiled walls.

* * *

When Charlie closed his eyes and blew into
the sax, in his mind he was back on stage in the smoke-filled,
dimly lit club on the outskirts of Kansas City, every table in the
place full and all eyes upon him.

It had been nearly six years since Charlie
had left Kansas City. For two years there, he’d been a member of
the house band at Maggie’s, a quirky, locals-only type of
restaurant that featured live jazz on Wednesday through Saturday
nights.

From the outside, Maggie’s looked like
nothing more than your average local tavern, located in one of
Kansas City’s aging, middle-class neighborhoods. Inside, the décor
was nothing spectacular either, just a large, dark-paneled room
with clunky dark wood chairs and tables. The tables were covered
with white tablecloths that draped down to the floor. The low light
was provided by a combination of tabletop candles and overhead
lights that were dimmed whenever the band was on the stage.

Charlie had shown up at Maggie’s one day, a
few years removed from high school and in need of a job. He landed
dishwashing duty and worked in the kitchen earning not much more
than minimum wage. A jazz aficionado, Charlie loved the saxophone,
and when the weather was accommodating he would spend his breaks at
the restaurant sitting out on the back step by the screen door
leading to the kitchen, playing the instrument. His apron bunched
in his lap and his hands clutching the saxophone, the sounds would
drift up into the cool air of the evening, drowning out the noise
of the crickets. It didn’t take long for the musicians in the house
band to notice Charlie while they were out back smoking or getting
some fresh air during their breaks.

Charlie’s gregarious personality and
self-confidence always attracted people to him and the musicians,
largely in their forties and fifties, quickly took a paternal
interest in him, providing encouragement as well as an honest
critique of his playing.

When fortune smiled on Charlie and the house
band’s saxophonist left a year and a few months after Charlie began
working at the club, the remaining members were unanimous on how to
replace him.

It didn’t take much arm twisting for Charlie
to put the drudgery of washing dishes behind him and step onto the
stage. He joined the band, and after persevering over the bumpy
first few months of learning the music and the tendencies of the
other musicians, all while performing for the crowd, Charlie fit
into the band very well.

Charlie had never had much of a family life.
He grew up in a small town outside Kansas City, the only child of a
single mother who, by necessity, spent much of her time working. As
a result of this void, the band members quickly became like family.
Charlie became particularly close with the band’s trumpet player,
Johnny Helms, and the two would frequently hang out after the final
set of the night was over, toss down a few cold beers, and talk
about life.

One day, when Charlie had been with the
house band a little over a year, Johnny invited Charlie to
accompany him to the local horse track. Johnny loved to play the
horses and was happy to find a companion to take with him. For
Johnny, the track was a place to go to fill some time once or twice
a week when he wasn’t performing, and his betting was no more than
a few dollars here and there. Even on a bad day, Johnny seldom lost
more than twenty-five dollars. Charlie, on the other hand, got
sucked in.

On Charlie’s first day at the Woodlands, he
had what one might call beginner’s luck, hitting the daily double
and two exactas over the course of the day. He loved the excitement
-- the hustle of people to the ticket counters, everyone gathering
near the finish line to watch, the screams of encouragement and
frustration. And of course it was really fun to walk home with a
couple hundred more dollars than he’d started the day with.

Predictably, the luck ran out pretty
quickly, and Charlie gave back the couple hundred dollars and more
over the next few months. His personal decline gained momentum as
he started trying to recoup the losses by placing progressively
larger bets. He continued to play saxophone at Maggie’s four nights
a week, but most weeks, he’d lost his paycheck before the week was
out. He was able to get by for a while since he was living at home,
but that arrangement was not to last indefinitely.

Several months later and deeper into the
abyss, Charlie’s obsession starting affecting his concentration at
the club. The other band members, well aware of the goings on,
tried to help but without success.

Eventually, Charlie became convinced that
the races were fixed against him. Unable to rationally call it
quits, he decided that the answer lay in Las Vegas, where he could
win back what he’d lost by playing cards, a game where his fortune
wouldn’t be open to any external manipulation. He managed to stay
on at Maggie’s for a few more months, stayed away from the track,
and saved up enough money to make the journey to Nevada.

Once in Las Vegas, Charlie found a job doing
landscape work for a company that maintained the grounds at several
of the casinos. The work was grueling, laboring in the dirt and
weeds under the hot Las Vegas sun, but it paid Charlie enough money
to get a small studio apartment. He also managed to hook up with a
small jazz band that played a bar called the Gin Joint on Friday
and Saturday nights. The performing wasn’t very satisfying, and the
pay was only fifty dollars a night, but it offered a little extra
income and an outlet for the saxophone, his only passion other than
gambling.

Charlie learned to count cards and began
playing blackjack regularly at Stardust. Because of his counting
skill, he held his own pretty well for a while. But eventually the
odds caught up with him. He kept raising his stakes, and most
often, by the end of the week, he was back to zero cash and
anxiously awaiting his next paycheck.

Charlie’s three troublesome years in Las
Vegas mercifully neared the end one spring, when he found himself
two months late with the rent and threatened with eviction by his
landlord. Worse yet, he was close to maxing out the
ten-thousand-dollar credit line that his two jobs and frequent
gaming had earned him at the casino.

Near the end of June, Charlie got the
inevitable eviction notice from the landlord. He also now owed the
casino the full ten thousand dollars he had managed to lose at the
tables. Desolate, alone, and needing to get out of town, Charlie
telephoned his cousin Randy in San Francisco. Charlie didn’t want
to go back home and face his mother, and besides, he thought the
Pacific Coast might be a refreshing change.

Randy and Charlie had been close as
children, and even though they kept in touch less regularly as
adults, Randy had been happy to hear from Charlie. Randy was in no
position to give Charlie much financial support, but after
listening to Charlie’s predicament, he agreed to wire the bus money
for Charlie to make the trip.



Once in San Francisco, Randy agreed to take
Charlie in to his apartment if he ultimately contributed toward the
rent. Randy worked as the night doorman at one of the city’s
high-rise apartment buildings, which afforded him a modest
apartment in the Hayes Valley section of the city. Thankful to have
a roof over his head, Charlie agreed to Randy’s terms and moved
in.

Not having had much luck on the receiving
end of gambling, Charlie came up with a new scheme. He remembered
watching games of three-card monte being played on the sidewalks of
his neighborhood as a kid and decided to teach himself the
technique. He spent days and days practicing the card movements,
getting quicker and quicker, and ultimately took to the subway
corridors. He kept his saxophone with him to play during breaks
from the game, which provided the sole real fulfillment in his
life.

* * *

Bert was in awe as Charlie let out the final
wail of his saxophone and thrust it downward to conclude the
five-minute impromptu jam. “Wow!” he exclaimed, beaming. “You’re
way better on the sax than you are at cards.”

Charlie laughed. “Been doing it a lot
longer. It’s a lot more satisfying too. Unfortunately, it doesn’t
pay the bills as well.”

“Your luck is about to change, my friend,”
responded Bert. He went on to tell Charlie his vision of the band
and how Abe was already on board.

When Bert finished his plea, Charlie asked
him, “How do I know you’re not hustling me, like you just hustled
me with the cards?”

“I didn’t hustle you,” Bert reminded him. “I
gave you back all your money. Doesn’t that count for
something?”

Charlie thought about it for a moment, then
grinned and extended his hand to shake. “All right. Count me in.
What have I got to lose at this point?”

Flushed with his small success, Bert took
his leave and made the long walk down to the wharf to fulfill the
pledge he had made to himself. The downward spiral was starting to
reverse, he thought. As he approached the rail that separated the
promenade from the water below, he reached into his pocket and
extracted the bottle of Old Granddad, still two-thirds full. He
unscrewed the top, took one last swig, and then ceremoniously
hurled the bottle into San Francisco Bay. He watched the bottle bob
on the waves until it disappeared from view.


 Chapter 3
– Dave

Dave Hollaway effortlessly struck the keys of the
piano while the crowd of blue-haired ladies surrounding it belted
out, off key, the lyrics of “You Are My Sunshine,” “You’re a Grand
Old Flag,” and “God Bless America.” He maintained a forced smile as
he delivered his repertoire of moldy standards.

The Cypress Gardens Retirement Community was
having its seventeenth annual Summer under the Stars event, and
Dave had been hired as the evening’s entertainment. The upright
piano from the community clubhouse had been moved outside under a
massive white canvas tent. Next to the piano, assembled in the
center of the tent, a makeshift dance floor was surrounded by round
tables, each accommodating eight of the community’s residents. Dave
estimated the crowd at about 120 people.

Dave hated these events. He was a music
snob, and for good reason. Beginning at age eight, he had been
trained as a classical pianist. He worked tirelessly on his lessons
and practiced religiously. He could play any piece of music placed
in front of him as if he had been practicing it for weeks. And he
could write music.

Dave’s passion was classical music, and he was
decidedly intolerant of jazz, rock, soul, and most any other
style.

Throughout his younger days, Dave had
participated in the school orchestras, and after high school he’d
attended Sonoma State University, majoring in music with a
performance concentration. Right out of school, he was snatched up
by the Monterey Symphony. Dave’s charted course was right on
schedule.

The community orchestra performed an annual
concert series of eight programs per year in Monterey and Salinas,
in local halls that seated a thousand listeners.

Dave thought that life couldn’t get much
better. He wasn’t making much money since the community orchestra
paid him less than ten thousand dollars for the season, but he was
doing what he’d always wanted, and the money didn’t matter much
since he was still living with his parents. The Monterey position
was sure to be a springboard to his ultimate goal.

The recognition and experience with the
symphony allowed Dave to supplement his income and his schedule
with other opportunities such as performing at summer concerts in
the local parks and playing dinner music at functions. He also
filled his time working as the pianist at the Grandview Hotel in
Monterey, providing the lounge music on Thursday, Friday, and
Saturday nights, sharing the schedule with another pianist in order
to keep time in his schedule for the symphony engagements and
rehearsals.

Toward the end of his third season, Dave
decided that he had ridden his experience with the Monterey
Symphony as far as he could and started scouring the trade
publications. After several interviews and auditions, he landed a
position with the Santa Cruz County Symphony. With improved wages,
Dave was excited about the opportunity to leave home and strike out
on his own.

The Santa Cruz Symphony was a step up in
size from Monterey and routinely played before audiences numbering
2,000. Dave packed his few worldly possessions and moved to Santa
Cruz, finding a tiny efficiency apartment in the downtown area. As
a gift, his parents generously let Dave keep the baby grand piano
that had adorned their living room. It took the movers nearly two
hours to get the piano up the narrow hallway and through the door,
and when they were done, it took up a full quarter of Dave’s living
space. But he didn’t care. He was chasing the dream.

Dave stuck around in Santa Cruz for the next four
years. He enjoyed his time with the orchestra, but since it didn’t
fully support him either, he continued to supplement his income
with a variety of other engagements.

As the years went by, Dave routinely kept
one eye on the audition postings for bigger and better
opportunities, seeking the next in the series of stepping stones
that would lead to one of the nation’s top orchestras. As his
schedule permitted, he traveled the country, going from audition to
audition. But time after time, all that appeared in his mailbox
were appreciative, complimentary rejection notices.

Eventually the Santa Cruz gig wore thin.
Dave needed a more significant income, so he continued his
migration northward, accepting a job teaching piano to aspiring
children at the San Francisco School of Music.

Dave found that he enjoyed teaching
classical piano, but at the same time, he grew increasingly
frustrated by the shift in his musical career from performance to
instruction. Those who can’t do, teach, he thought to
himself, letting the old adage become fulfilled.

His musical dreams moved a step farther from
his reach when he married Ann Feldman a couple of years later. Ann
taught violin at the school and started there at about the same
time as Dave. Unlike Dave, however, Ann’s first love was teaching,
and she never fully understood why Dave derived so little
satisfaction from spreading his boundless knowledge to the
students. Granted, she understood his disappointment in failing to
achieve his goals. And certainly she was supportive. But Ann was
the sort who found delight in everything she did and didn’t set
herself up with a limited, binary measure of success or
failure.

One year into the marriage, Ann announced to
Dave that she was pregnant. Dave was elated at the news, and the
couple was overjoyed when their baby girl, Kate, was delivered
several months later. In the ensuing discussions about their
financial status, Ann and Dave struggled with whether Ann should
return to work and put Kate in some form of child care center. Ann
really wanted to be at home and raise Kate full time, at least
until she reached school age. Realistically, the cost of child care
would have eaten up most of her salary anyway. In the end, the two
decided that Dave would look for work outside the school to
supplement his income and Ann would stay at home.

One day, a colleague of Dave’s at the school
approached him with an opportunity to do some writing. A local
advertising agency needed someone to create the music for
television commercials. Dave’s first reaction was violent
opposition. He had worked too hard to sell out, hadn’t
he?

After some persuasion, Dave grudgingly stopped by
the agency’s offices the next day to see the creative director,
Harold Himes. Dave took a seat across the desk in Harold’s
well-appointed office. The walls were covered virtually end to end
with advertising images and awards.

“Here is a DVD containing the video for a car
commercial we have in the works,” Harold began after the two men
exchanged pleasantries. “I’d like you to work on the audio
track.”

Harold went on to explain to Dave how the agency
works and how much Dave would be compensated if the agency bought
the piece from Dave.

Dave nodded his understanding. Feeling a bit
uncomfortable and not having much more to say, Dave stood up to
leave.

As they shook hands, Harold asked, “By the way,
Dave, what got you interested in writing for commercials?”

“Honestly, Harold, I’m not,” Dave replied
matter-of-factly. Dave managed a brief smile and then left the
office.

* * *

Two days later, the phone rang at Dave’s house.

“If this is what you can produce when you aren’t
interested in writing for commercials, I’d love to see what you
could do if you were,” came Harold Himes’ voice over the phone.
“You totally nailed it, Dave.”

Dave had dropped off his completed soundtrack at the
agency 24 hours after receiving the DVD of the commercial. The
Lincoln-Mercury ad had featured a man and a woman in formal wear,
driving an elegant, mid-sized black sedan comfortably through city
streets, then out on open country roads, and finally making precise
turns around a windy mountain road before pulling through iron
gates and into the circular driveway in front of a mansion. Guests
at the estate were congregating on the front steps of the house and
in the adjoining gardens, sipping wine and eating hors d’oeuvres.
When the car pulled up, all conversation stopped and attention
shifted to the couple in the car.

Dave’s soundtrack now contributed a soft,
lilting melody to the opening sequence. As the scene shifted from
city to country to mountains, Dave shifted the music along with it,
from a choppy strain accompanying the bustling city streets, to a
serene, flowing sound for the country, rising to a thunderous,
pulsating beat for the mountain scenes, and finally returning to
the opening theme as the car entered the estate.

Dave allowed himself a tinge of pride at
Harold’s comments. He always enjoyed the recognition of his
talents, and while money was clearly the driver that had led him to
Harold, music for him was always more about appreciation and esteem
than anything else.

“Thanks, Harold. I’m happy to hear that. I
hate to say it, but it came to me kind of naturally.”

“If you’re game, I can have our legal folks
here write up a contract for us. I’d love to work with you,” Harold
replied.

Won over by the admiration, Dave agreed to
the offer, and thus began Dave’s journey into commercial background
music.

In the beginning, Dave kept the music true
to himself, composing variations on classical themes to support the
commercials. As time went on, however, and the agency asked him to
work in a broader range, he was forced to let down his guard and
craft the music in a variety of styles. It wasn’t comfortable, but
the additional income Dave derived from the agency supplemented his
relatively modest teaching income.

A few years later, in the midst of an
economic downturn, the agency was unable to sustain itself and
closed its doors.

During this same period, Ann had given birth
to Jack, a baby boy. Dave was still teaching and doing some
performing at events to support the now expanded family, but he
couldn’t afford the gap in his income created by the agency’s
closure.

He continued to play classical music
wherever he could, but out of necessity took a job playing piano by
the escalators at a shopping mall department store. Next came the
sing-along bar. As if playing piano as background shopping music
weren’t bad enough, Dave found a new level of humiliation for a
classically trained musician when he became the featured pianist at
a club called Harmony.

On Friday and Saturday nights, Dave would sit
at a grand piano placed on a round, slowly rotating stage at the
center of the crowded bar. At nine o’clock, he would start playing
pop tunes, and for the first hour or so, for the most part the
small but growing crowd let Dave handle the vocalist duties solo.
But by 10:30, with a full house and the patrons’ singing spirit
moved along by a few drinks (or more), the crowd would belt out the
pop ditties with him, adding the requisite “Bum-bum-bum” and “So
good, so good, so good” to each chorus of Neil Diamond’s “Sweet
Caroline” and the “Salt, salt, salt” to the chorus of Jimmy
Buffett’s “Margaritaville.”

While the work was decidedly unsatisfying,
it certainly helped pay the bills. Dave received a respectable
hourly wage as the house entertainment and always pulled in an
extra hundred dollars or more each night in tips stuffed into the
oversized brandy snifter that sat on the piano lid.

Once Dave started down this path, it was
hard to pull back. He welcomed the extra cash and began taking on
all sorts of musical engagements, from children’s parties to
weddings to retirement dinners. Thus was he led to Cypress
Gardens.

As the night wore on and the 11:00 ending
time finally approached, Dave felt himself sinking into a mid-life
crisis. Here he was at age forty-two, his dreams of becoming a
concert pianist all but evaporated into the ether. The pressure to
support his family was intense. Further adding to the stress was
the time strain arising from helping to teach Jack, who a few years
earlier had been diagnosed as moderately learning challenged. But
equally intense was Dave’s desire to walk away from these
meaningless events, where his musical talents were wasted and his
artistic integrity was compromised.

That night when he got home, he climbed into
bed with Ann, who roused from her sleep just enough to mutter, “How
did it go?”

Dave took a deep breath. “We need to talk,
Ann.”

Ann reached over, turned on the light on her
nightstand, propped her pillow up against the headboard, and sat
up. “That good, huh? Didn’t you enjoy the groupies?” she asked with
a knowing smile.

“I don’t think the ladies who fawn all over
me at these things are quite what a rock star gets treated to,”
Dave answered with a forced laugh. Then he said resolutely, “I know
you’ve heard me complain before, Ann, but I’m serious about making
a change this time. I’ve decided to take a break from doing these
events. I want to play what I want to play. I’m tired of
this obligation to play this mind-numbing collection of tunes just
because that’s what everyone expects to hear. I have absolutely no
control of my artistic direction anymore.”

“And how do you propose going about making
this change?”

“I don’t know,” he answered tentatively,
wrestling with the thought. “I’ll figure something out. I just want
to play for myself for awhile.”

A few days passed, until the following
bright, comfortable Tuesday. Dave wrapped up his teaching
obligations for the day by noon and decided to find a nice
outdoorsy spot to relax and play some music. He chose Union Square,
the wide open park that featured a mix of concrete and greenery in
the perimeter, a granite central plaza, and a lone Corinthian
column at its center. The square was flanked by rows of shops and
cafes, and tourists and locals alike flocked to the square to take
a break from shopping, to read, or to eat.

Dave found a spot on the park’s tiered
concrete steps and sat down with his portable keyboard. As he
played a variety of music, ranging from his own compositions to
those of Mozart and Bach, he received affirming looks from the
passersby. He also noticed two men on the steps across the walkway
who sat intently watching him, listening, and occasionally speaking
to one another without taking their eyes off him.

One was formally dressed in a jacket and
tie, albeit clearly not in touch with any recent trends of style.
The other was a tall, thin man more casually, but stylishly,
attired, who was carrying a saxophone case. After a short while,
they took a knowing look at one another and, without a word, walked
over to Dave.

* * *

Bert and Charlie had formed a bond. Perhaps
it was the hustler in each of them that brought them together, but
whatever it was, they clicked right from the start. Bert had become
a regular at Charlie’s hangout in the 16th St. Mission
Station, and the two talked frequently about the band. Charlie had
offered to help in the search and recruiting of the other members
and Bert was more than happy to have some assistance, and just as
importantly, some companionship.

Over the few weeks that followed their
meeting, Bert and Charlie devoted a portion of their day to riding
the BART from station to station and wandering the corridors,
looking and listening for musicians.

Some days there were no musicians to be
found, but every couple of days or so, the two would come across
one of San Francisco’s many subterranean performers.

To their increasing frustration, however,
Bert and Charlie were finding the search fruitless. There was an
elderly, spritelike man with a long gray beard playing “Oh
Susannah” over and over on the accordion. There was a three-chord
guitarist who appeared unable to handle anything but the most basic
of songs. They saw a saxophone player and a couple of singers with
talent, but these slots were already filled in the band. And they
heard some genuinely skilled musicians, a guitarist and a trumpet
player, both of whom Bert refused to pursue, much to Charlie’s
consternation. When challenged by Charlie about his lack of
interest in these two, Bert offered nothing more than, “I’ll know
when it’s right. You’ll have to trust me on this.”

Then one day, Bert and Charlie came across a
talented young woman playing acoustic guitar in the open concourse
above the Civic Center stop. Her guitar case lay on the floor by
her feet, and an impressive collection of money had accumulated in
the felt-lined interior. The two men watched from a short distance
and observed more than a few admiring passersby dropping coins and
bills into the case.

The woman played 1960s folk tunes, not
exactly what Bert and Charlie had in mind. However, Bert had a
conviction. He strongly believed that it was much easier to teach a
great musician a new style than to teach a mediocre musician to be
great. The guitarist they watched was extremely skilled, and Bert
was most interested in raw talent and passion.

When she took her break, Bert and Charlie
approached her. After overcoming her initial reservation about
conversing with two strange men in a train station, they got to
talking. Her name was Nicole, and she was the guitarist in a folk
band that played small venues around the city. Unfortunately for
them, while she appreciated Bert and Charlie’s interest and wished
them great success with their band, she was happy with her current
musical outfit.

On the way out of the station, Charlie said
to Bert, “You know what you need, man? You need some business
cards. When we meet these folks, they’ve got no way to reach
us.”

“Great idea, Charlie,” answered Bert. “But
what’s the card going to say? Bert Ingram, Band Manager. Address:
Steam Vent at Sixth & Howard?”

Charlie laughed. Then he stopped suddenly
and grabbed Bert’s arm. “Hey, I just had a great idea. Come move in
with Randy and me! You can use a sleeping bag on the carpet!”

“I don’t know. I don’t want to be taking
advantage of anyone. I promised myself I’d get back on my feet on
my own terms.”

“Look. If we’re going to make this work,
you’ve got to be a little more flexible. Think about it. You need
some way to be reached to be credible. We’re going to have
equipment and a bunch of other band stuff. You can’t just leave
everything in the alley. Besides,” he smiled, “we’ll let you
contribute to the rent.”

“You make a compelling case, my friend.
Let’s do it. And I won’t forget this. I really appreciate it.”

And so the two men carried what was left of
Bert’s personal belongings over to Charlie’s apartment. Randy, who
wasn’t around that much anyway, didn’t really seem to care. He was
just as happy to have his rent now split three ways.

A couple of days after making the housing
change, the two men were passing by Union Square and heard keyboard
music. They entered the park to locate the source of the sound, and
with affirming nods, took up residence on the steps opposite a
bookish-looking man, dressed in blue jeans, an argyle sweater vest,
and boat shoes.

Bert and Charlie sat patiently watching and
listening, while the man, who appeared to be roughly in his
forties, played for fully an hour. When the man had stopped long
enough so it was clear he was either taking a break or getting
ready to leave, Bert and Charlie approached.

“Hi,” began Bert. “Do you mind if we join
you for a minute,” he continued, gesturing toward a spot on the
steps next to Dave.

* * *

Dave nodded hesitantly, trying to assess the
two men, the dapper African-American and the tall, thin Caucasian
with leathery skin, which Dave surmised was the result of a
lifetime of sun exposure. The two introduced themselves as Bert and
Charlie. Dave’s instinct told him he was about to be asked for
money. On the other hand, Dave wasn’t quite sure what to make of
the saxophone case.

“You’re a great talent,” Charlie said, as
the two men sat down next to Dave.

“Thanks,” answered Dave. “I was really just
messing around. It feels good to get out here and just play for the
sake of playing.”

“Are you with the San Francisco Symphony?”
asked Charlie.

“Close,” Dave said with a laugh. “I’m a
music teacher.”

“Really? You’re not a performer?” Bert
asked. “But you’re amazing!”

“Thanks, but no, I’m really not a performer.
I mean, I have performed. Little stuff, you know, like small city
and county orchestras. But I’m not even doing that these days. What
about you two? Is it a safe guess that there’s a saxophone in that
case?”

Dave looked toward Charlie, but Bert answered.
“Charlie plays the sax. Do you want to hear him?”

Dave shrugged and said, “Sure.”

Charlie took a quick look at Bert and then pulled
out the saxophone. As he played a jazz number, the horn looked as
if it were on fire, glowing in the midday sun. Bert and Dave
watched and listened attentively.

When Charlie finished, Dave spoke first. “I’m not
much of a jazz buff, but that was tremendous,” he said
enthusiastically.

“Thanks,” said Charlie with a smile that reflected
little humility.

“Listen,” said Bert. “Charlie’s the sax player in a
funked-up rock band we’re putting together. I know it’s not exactly
Beethoven, but we could sure use you.” He paused for effect. “We’d
be honored if you’d join us.”

“Wow! That’s quite an offer,” responded Dave. “I’m
flattered. Really. But I can’t. I just quit some music jobs because
I needed to take a break and play for myself for awhile. No
disrespect intended toward your music, but for me, classical is the
only music.”

“What kind of jobs were you doing?” asked
Charlie.

“You don’t want to know,” said Dave. “How would you
like to find yourself surrounded by retirees begging to hear ‘You
Are My Sunshine’?”

“Ouch. Sounds painful,” said Charlie.

“And it’s not just that. I’ve done the sing-along
bar thing. I’ve recorded television commercials. I’ve done too many
gigs just for the money. I don’t want to do that again.”

Bert asked, “What commercials did you do?”

“Oh, all sorts of things. Commercials for cars,
pharmaceuticals, pet food… pretty much everything.” Then Dave
smiled sheepishly. “You’ll get a kick out of this. Remember the
Sparkelene commercial?”

Charlie answered, “Don’t tell me that was
yours?”

“You got it. Pretty sad, huh?”

“How did that go again?” Charlie asked himself,
raising his eyes skyward. In a melodic voice, he sang, “Sparkelene,
Sparkelene, makes my toilet nice and clean.” Then he gave a long,
loud laugh.

“That’s the one,” said Dave, “and that’s why I have
to be true to myself now. But I wish you guys a lot of luck with
your band. Bert, what’s your role?”

“I’m the manager,” Bert answered, looking intently
at Dave. “Listen, Dave. I appreciate what you’re saying. I’ve had
issues myself. But if you find that you’ve wrestled your demons and
change your mind, please come find us.” Bert reached into his
inside jacket breast pocket and produced one of his recently minted
business cards.

“Fair enough,” replied Dave.

The three men shook hands and said their good-byes.
As they turned and started to exit the park, Charlie sung out,
“Sparkelene, Sparkelene, makes my toilet --.” He was cut off by a
firm elbow to the ribs from Bert.


 Chapter 4
–Bongo Joe

Bert realized Charlie was becoming
frustrated with their lack of progress. But Bert, the eternal
optimist, felt that they had enough irons in the fire. They were
moving and shaking and meeting new musicians, and as long as they
kept getting opportunities like they had been, results would come
and the band would fall into place.

As they got ready to turn in for the night,
Bert reassured Charlie with these thoughts, but he knew that
getting a victory soon was important for morale. He also needed to
keep Abe on the right path, and it sure would be helpful to be able
to tell Abe the band was gaining momentum.

Bert and Charlie spent the next morning at the
Sixteenth St. Mission Station, working Charlie’s card routine. Bert
helped out by attracting players, strolling back and forth along
the corridor and challenging the commuters to the game of wits. At
lunch time, the two walked down to the wharf. Bert hadn’t stopped
by Ted’s in awhile and was feeling hungry for something other than
dole food. Bert and Charlie took spots on wooden stools at the
counter. Ted came over, and Bert introduced Charlie.

“Remember when I was here a few weeks ago and I told
you things were picking up?” Bert asked Ted, who nodded.

“Well, here’s the deal. I’m getting back into the
music business,” Bert announced. “I’m managing this great band --
that is, I will be, anyway. I’m still putting the band together.
Charlie here’s the sax player.”

Ted clapped Bert on the shoulder. “Sounds good, my
friend. You’ve got a gleam in your eye that I’ve never seen before.
I think you’re starting to find your way again. That makes me
happy.”

Ted took their order; Bert wanted a bowl of chowder
and Charlie a shrimp cocktail. In a minute, Ted came back with two
bowls of chowder and two shrimp cocktails in their red and white
soft cardboard containers, and placed them on the counter. “On me,”
he said in response to Bert and Charlie’s puzzled looks.

Bert and Charlie expressed joyful appreciation.

Ted waved off their thanks, then asked, “You don’t
happen to be in the market for a drummer, do you?”

Bert practically leapt off of his stool. “You know
someone?”

“Don’t get too excited,” cautioned Ted quickly. “I’m
not sure. There’s this guy who used to hang out on the wharf down
here playing the bongos all day long. Bongo Joe we used to call
him. I’m not sure why, maybe he was out of money or something, but
he came over to a bunch of the restaurants along this row looking
for work. Jake ended up hiring him over at the Wharf House.” He
motioned to the blue and white shingle identifying the place a half
block away. “He still works there, I’m pretty sure.”

Bert and Charlie looked at one another. “I think we
need something more than a bongo player,” said Charlie.

Bert turned toward Ted. “Do you know if he’s, well,
is he a real drummer, or was he just goofing around with the
bongos?”

“Don’t know. He was pretty good, though. My sense
was that he had some type of musical background. It can’t hurt to
check him out.”

“I’m game if you are,” Charlie told Bert.

“It never hurts to follow up on a lead,” Bert
replied. “Let’s do it.”

Bert and Charlie finished up their meals and thanked
Ted once again, both for the excellent repast and the lead on Bongo
Joe. Then they walked to the Wharf House. At the counter, a woman
wearing a serving apron approached them.

“May I take your order?” she asked in a voice
clearly trained on the diner circuit.

“Actually, we’re here to see Bongo Joe,” answered
Bert pleasantly, trying to appear confident in his mission. “Is he
working today?”

“Hey, Bongo Joe!” The waitress shouted over a
display case containing a variety of prepared seafood. “Some guys
are here to see you.”

A short, thin young man appeared from behind the
display case. He looked to be in his early twenties, with brown
hair woven in dreadlocks under a rainbow-colored, knit, Rasta hat,
and facial hair some twenty-four hours removed from its most recent
shave. He wore a plain white T-shirt. The young man approached Bert
and Charlie.

“Do I know you?” he asked with the drawl of a
teenager being confronted by his parents.

“Are you Bongo Joe?” asked Bert.

“That’s me,” he answered. “My name’s actually Aaron,
but nobody here calls me that. And you are….?”

“I’m Bert and this is Charlie. We’re forming a band
and looking for musicians. We got a tip that you might be a
drummer.”

Aaron looked surprised. Then he smiled wryly as he
considered how to respond. “Wow,” he muttered, “wow, wow, wow.” He
uttered these words not excitedly, but as if in shock.

“Are you a drummer?” asked Charlie a little
impatiently.

“Yes. I mean no. I mean, well, sort of,” answered
Aaron. “I used to be. I haven’t played too much lately.” He sighed.
“It’s a long story.”

Charlie jumped on the opening. “We’re looking for
guys with long stories. Could we convince you to audition for
us?”

“I--I don’t know, dude,” Aaron stammered. “It’s just
that….it’s been a long time. That’s all.”

“C’mon,” implored Charlie, “you know it’s like
riding a bike. Give it a shot. We’re willing to work with you on
it.”

“Hey, Bongo Joe, we need you back here in the
kitchen!” came a man’s imperious voice.

“Excuse me a second. I’ll be right back,” Aaron
said, then disappeared through a swinging door.

* * *

As Aaron attended to the clean-up work to which he
had been summoned, he rolled the offer over in his mind. It had
been a long time since any idea of performing had penetrated his
thoughts, but the look of hope and sincerity on Charlie’s face made
him now think hard about the prospect. Suddenly, a warm glow
started to overtake him, as if a long lost friend had mysteriously
appeared from out of nowhere. He had his answer.

After depositing the trash bags on the blacktop
outside the rear employee entrance, Aaron emerged again.

“You know what guys?” he said to Bert and Charlie.
“I’ll give it a shot. Do you want to meet me at my apartment later
this week?”

Bert said that would work.

“How’s eight o’clock on Friday?” offered Aaron.

“We’ll be there,” affirmed Bert.

Aaron found a napkin and jotted down his address and
telephone number. The three men shook hands, and Aaron vanished
back into the kitchen.

* * *

“What do you make of that?” Charlie asked Bert.

“I don’t know. My head tells me that we’re wasting
our time on this one. But my gut tells me to give the kid a chance.
Who knows? Maybe we’ll be rewarded. I’m going to knock around the
city for awhile and then swing by Montgomery Street to check in on
Abe. I’ll catch up with you later.”

Late that afternoon, Bert showed up at Abe’s
station, right on time to see Abe tapping his cane down the
corridor and setting up by the Fresh Cut Flowers sign. Bert
approached before Abe had a chance to start singing.

“Abe Jackson! How the hell are you?” Bert exclaimed
with excessive cheerfulness.

“Hey, Bert. How’s tricks?” responded Abe huskily,
giving Bert a quick nod and then turning back to what he was
doing.

“Can’t complain. I’m keeping myself busy. Leading us
to salvation. You know, the usual stuff.”

“Heh, heh, heh.” Abe laughed his deep, almost
wheeze-like laugh. “You crack me up sometimes. Now, let me see...”
He stopped what he was doing and turned his face toward Bert. “This
isn’t a social call, so you’re here to string me along even though
you haven’t made any progress on this band of yours. How’d I
do?”

“C’mon, Abe. Don’t you know me better than that by
now? Of course I’ve made some progress. In fact, I’m paying a visit
to close the deal with our drummer later this week. We’ve got
Charlie, thanks to you, and we nearly got ourselves a great
keyboardist the other day, but you can’t win them all, I guess. By
my estimate, a month’s time from now we’ll have the whole band
together.”

“Whatever.” Abe shrugged. “Just so you know, you
don’t need to come down here to check on me. I mean, I told you to
count me in, right? Well, one thing about Abe is his word is his
bond. So you can just disappear and show up when you’re ready for
me. That is, if you’re ever ready for me.”

“Oh, I’ll be ready for you, sooner than you expect.
I’m keeping the faith, brother. By the way, just in case you decide
you want to reach me, I moved in with Charlie, so you can reach me
there. Here’s his phone number.” Bert extended a hand with his
business card to Abe, then suddenly realized that Abe couldn’t read
it. “I mean, well, I know you can’t--”

“Chill out,” Abe reassured Bert. “I can get someone
to read it to me if I need to find you. So I guess you’ll be going
now?”

“Yeah, I’ll be going. But don’t worry, I’ll stop
back to check in on you. You know I can’t keep away from your sunny
disposition.” Bert finished with a warm laugh that turned the
sarcasm to humor.

“Whatever,” replied Abe. He picked up his milk jug,
cleared his throat a few times, and started singing. Bert listened
for a few minutes and then headed up the stairs to the street.

* * *

On Friday evening, Bert and Charlie headed out of
the shared apartment. It would take a solid half hour to walk to
Aaron’s place over on Divisadero Street, and being on a low budget,
both Bert and Charlie walked whenever possible.

The late summer sun was low in the sky, and the
residential neighborhoods through which the two men walked were
quiet. With school back in session and the carefree days of summer
ended, people seemed to be settled indoors.

Bert pulled the napkin from his pocket as they got
close and reread the address. “Number 2502, Apartment 3R.” The
street was dimly lit, and Bert and Charlie struggled to make out
the numbers on the narrow row houses. It wasn’t the best section of
the city, but it wasn’t the worst either, just one of the many
working class neighborhoods.

The two men finally came upon the brick row house
with the 2502 nailed onto the white wooden door frame, the last
digit of the number dangling upside down as a result of a missing
top nail. The house had obviously been converted into apartments,
and inside the small vestibule, Bert pressed the buzzer next to
“3R.” No tenant’s name had been filled in on the panel and Bert
wasn’t convinced they were even in the right place until he heard
Aaron’s static-distorted voice through the intercom.

Bert and Charlie passed through the buzzing door,
walked the two flights of stairs to the third floor rear apartment,
and knocked.

“I wasn’t sure you were really coming,” said Aaron
as he opened the door. “I thought you might be yanking my
chain.”

“No. We’re completely serious,” answered Charlie
earnestly, as he and Bert surveyed the one-bedroom apartment.

The place was in disarray, and Bert sensed that this
was probably the norm. Dishes were stacked high in the kitchen
sink. The main living area consisted of a threadbare light-orange
sofa whose cushions were permanently depressed, a small,
rectangular particle-board-and-veneer dining table with chairs, and
a wooden coffee table covered with magazines and CDs in no
particular arrangement. In one corner of the room he saw a drum
set. Two cymbals sat next to it on the floor. It was clear from the
unfinished state of the drum kit that Aaron had not been
practicing.

Aaron grabbed a magazine and a flannel shirt off the
sofa and offered Bert and Charlie seats. He dropped the magazine
onto the table and tossed the shirt through the darkened bedroom
entranceway before going over to the drum set.

“Excuse me. This won’t take more than a couple
minutes.” He began to attach the two cymbals to their proper
locations, extended to the left and right of the bass drum.

“Been here long?” asked Charlie.

“Couple of years.”

“Uh huh. So what’s your background?”

“You mean musically?” Aaron asked, looking up at
Charlie. Charlie nodded. “Like I said, I haven’t played much since
I moved back to San Francisco. I used to play a lot though.”

“So…you lived in San Francisco awhile and then moved
to…?”

Aaron continued answering Charlie’s questions while
he worked on the drum set, not looking up as he spoke. “Ohio. Yeah,
I grew up here. I started playing music, you know, the drums, when
I was ten.” He grunted as he twisted the bolt that tightened the
last cymbal in place. “Mostly in the school bands in junior high
and high school.”

“Then you took off for Ohio?”

“Yeah, after high school. I went to a music school
there for a couple of years, but I didn’t like it much so I came
back here.” Aaron had finished building the drum set and now sat on
the stool behind it with sticks in hand.

“Did you get a scholarship or something?” Charlie
persisted.

“Yes, to Oberlin. You know it?”

“Oberlin?” Bert exclaimed. “The Oberlin
Conservatory of Music?”

“That’s right. But like I said, it didn’t really
work out, so here I am. So, you guys want to hear me play or do you
have more questions?”

Charlie started to utter something, but Bert quickly
interrupted, not wanting to make Aaron feel like he was being
interrogated. “Of course we do. Go ahead!”

Aaron got up from the stool and pressed the play
button on his iPod. Instrumental music filled the room, a bit more
loudly than Bert guessed the neighbors might enjoy. Bert didn’t
recognize the music, which he guessed most probably came from an
instructional recording, but it had a fusion jazz tone to it. Aaron
sat down at the drums and started to accompany the music.

Boom-boom-boom-ba-boom-boom-pa-tat,
boom-boom-boom-ba-boom-boom-pa-tat,
boom-boom-boom-ba-boom-boom-pa-tat,
rat-a-tat-a-rat-a-tat-a-boom-boom-pa-tat.

Bert and Charlie looked at one another. Charlie gave
a little shrug. “Not bad,” he said to Bert. As the song continued,
Aaron continued to accompany the music, occasionally shifting off
the ‘boom-boom-boom-ba-boom-boom-pa-tat’, but not often.

At one point, a couple of minutes into the audition
during one of the few deviations, Aaron hit a cymbal with a loud
crash and found his drumstick flying through the air onto the floor
behind him. He sheepishly uttered, “Okay, maybe I’m a bit rusty,”
but quickly got back into the rhythm.

As he played, Bert and Charlie periodically
whispered, or more appropriately, shouted into one another’s
ears.

“What do you think,” Bert asked Charlie.

“I don’t know. Kind of rudimentary, don’t you
think?”

“Maybe. He did say he hasn’t played in a while.”

“Let’s ask him to improv something when he’s
done.”

Bert nodded.

When the music ended, Aaron added a quick flourish
across the toms and closed with the requisite cymbal crash. He
looked to Bert and Charlie for their reactions.

“Nice work!” began Bert with feigned enthusiasm.
“That didn’t sound too rusty. How long did you say it’s been since
you’ve played?”

“I don’t know…two, three years. I kind of lost touch
with it. But it did feel good to play again.”

“Hey,” Charlie jumped in, “let’s hear you do a
solo.”

“Um, sure,” answered Aaron somewhat hesitantly. He
paused for a few moments in thought and then started in.
Boom-pa-tat, boom-pa-tat, boom-pa-tat boom boom. And on
Aaron played, adding a little variation to the beat, occasionally
running the sticks across the skins and periodically pausing to let
the pounding of the bass drum be heard.

The performance wasn’t bad. It was, however, just
mediocre, and both Bert and Charlie knew it. Bert whispered to
Charlie, “I need you to trust me on this one,” preparing Charlie
for what he was about to say. The drum solo came to a halt.
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