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"I’ve come close to matching the feeling of that night in 1944 in music, when I first heard Diz and Bird, but I’ve never got there. I’m always looking for it, listening and feeling for it, though, trying to always feel it in and through the music I play everyday."
—Miles Davis
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The usual routine goes like this: I’ll play the piano in whatever dingy Chicago establishment will have me.
Well, that’s not altogether true. First and foremost, it’s got to have a piano, preferably in tune. Secondly, the establishment must also be willing to allow me to play my piano-jazz stylings. Other than that, I’m not too picky. And as we all know, dingy establishments just want live music. There’s a perceived value in live music, because it’s just that … live.
Tonight’s establishment, called Hip’s Pocket, which sounds more like a shabby pool hall than a dingy bar with a possibly in-tune piano, was where I planned to wildly entertain whomever happened to be in said dingy establishment looking to be wildly entertained. My musical talents allow me to play virtually anything. I’ve been called the human jukebox for my graphic musical memory. To be honest, I’m the only one who calls me the human jukebox, which is sort of sad, but I’ve won a couple bar bets because of my music memory abilities, so I feel I’ve earned the title.
Anyway, I was armed with a musical arsenal of the popular stuff from folks like Celine Dion, Bruce Springsteen (which doesn’t translate too well to the piano), and the Spice Girls (which absolutely doesn’t translate to the piano). But what I prefer and what I’ll play, unless asked to play otherwise, is classic jazz: Monk, Brubeck, Oscar Peterson, Bill Evans, or maybe a couple from a lesser known musician like Bob Dorough or my close friend and mentor, Ben Webster (the piano player, not the sax player.)
Hip’s Pocket was filled with a thick cloud of clove cigarette smoke and loud laughter, which emanated directly from a group of champagne-driveling revelers visiting Chicago from a dot-com located in Mountain View, California. They were attending some software convention at McCormick Place, near Soldier Field, where it was announced that their company just offered an IPO. Or an “IBO,” as the straight-from-the-bottle champagne-guzzling gentleman with the sudden enunciation problem bellowed to me at the top of his lungs. Now that I think about it, I’m not entirely sure how the Geek Squad stumbled into Hip’s Pocket, but the crappy champagne was flowing, because crappy champagne was the only kind of champagne Hip’s Pocket had to offer.
I quickly accepted the fact that loud, obnoxious drunk people weren’t the best audience for classic jazz piano, as well as accepting the fact that my tip jar was filled to the point of being mistaken for one of those “Guess how much money is in this jar and win!” games. What I wasn’t ready for was the fifty-year-old woman with floppy breasts, dressed in what looked like her teenage daughter’s baby doll dress, tossing a fifty in my tip jar and requesting a Garth Brooks song called “The Dance.”
But all of that was not part of “the routine.” For the routine to happen, I’ll usually play some tunes, grab a couple drinks from the barkeep, and complain about not getting many tips. And about that time, Ben will stroll in and tell me to “quit flapping my lips and start warming up the keys” for him. He’ll wait semipatiently at the bar, drinking a tonic and lime juice, bobbing his head back and forth to the music, waiting for me to finish my last set. Then he’ll sit down at the piano, complain about how out of tune it is, and play until the last light is turned off and he’s forced to leave. More often than not, we’ll play a little something together, improvise some sort of a piano call-and-response where he’ll do the calling and I’ll do the responding.
That’s when I—a thirtysomething, moderately good-looking, underachieving Jewish man with good hair, bad earlobes, and an occasional acid reflux setback—learn the most from my wise, astute mentor. A seventysomething veteran of the era when jazz was great. An African American man who looks more like Louis Armstrong than he cares to admit. A man with a hard shell and a soft inside.
Ben shuffled into Hip’s Pocket later than usual. He strolled in with a newspaper under his left arm and blamed his tardiness on the fact that he thought I was playing at Andy’s, not Hip’s. I teased him about being old and disoriented, and he came back quickly with, “It’s better than being young and disoriented.”
“Touché, Mr. Webster.”
He grunted and sat down next to me on the piano bench.
“You just missed the big crowd,” I said.
Ben slowly looked around and got a glimpse of my tip jar. “Lordy, Greene, was you stripping tonight? I know you wasn’t playing ‘Summertime’ or ‘Sweet and Lovely.’”
Ben slowly touched the keyboard and with his right hand played a little phrase from “Summertime.”
I looked the other way and started to confess my sins.
“I had to play a little Garth Brooks tonight.”
“What?”
“Never mind … I just feel like you gotta put some variety in a music set.” I tried to justify my actions of playing Garth Brooks. “I mean how can anyone enjoy playing the same songs over and over again?”
“Every time you play a song, Greene, whether it’s the third time or one hundred third time, you make it new. Anytime you sit at this piano and play anything, it’s an opportunity to connect with the melodic gods and go somewhere you never been before. You know that, Greene.” He had a quiet moment to himself. “Miles was best at it that I’ve ever seen.”
Ben stopped playing and took a deep, pained breath.
“You all right?”
“Damn. I think I just need a little water.”
I walked to the bar and got him some water. Hipston, the bar’s namesake, put the water in one of those pint-sized glasses made for foreign beers.
“Presentation is always key.” I waited for a response from Hipston, but only got an annoyed look from the crusty old man. “How about a coaster?” His icy glare made me think better of pressing the matter. Although I was tempted to ask for a doily next.
By the time I got back to Ben, he had an article from the New York Times spread out on the piano. As I offered him the glass of water, he looked up and shook his head in disgust. “What the hell are people thinking?” Ben said.
“I have a hunch you’re about to inform me.”
Ben put the glass down, fished his smudged, dilapidated reading glasses out of his front pant pocket, and pointed to the article.
“Listen to this.” He began to read: “Scientists in Oregon report today that they have installed jellyfish genes in monkey embryos, using a technique that might eventually be used to create monkeys with added human genes …” Ben pops off his reading glasses and looks at me with his tired eyes for some ironic union.
“Wow. That’s weird,” is all I could offer.
“Hell, Greene. Is it lost on you? We evolved from apes, right?”
“That seems to be one side of the coin.”
“Let’s agree that that’s a truth.”
“Agreed.”
“Now, if humans evolved from apes, how in God’s name is putting jellyfish genes, which is nothing more than a jellyfish, into monkeys going to make them more human?”
“Got me.” Trying to match trivia for trivia, I add, “Did you know that two dot-com companies had floats in this years Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade?”
Ben chugged the water like it was his last and responded to my Thanksgiving Parade trivia. “What’s a dot-com?” He took another deep, less-pained breath. Ben seemed to be distracted, in another world. For better or worse, I tried to bring him back to my world. The world of dingy Chicago establishments with out-of-tune pianos.
“We gonna play or what?”
“I’m gonna go.”
“You just got here.”
“And now, I’m just gonna go.” Ben got up and gathered his paper.
“You need some company?”
“Hell, no. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Being that we’re very close to ushering in the year 2000, I was just about to do my rendition of Prince’s infamous song, ‘1999.’”
“I’m definitely not sticking around for that.” Ben shuffled toward the door.
“Suit yourself.”
I cleared my throat, hit a couple chords, and started to sing, which I’m not want to do. “If you didn’t come to party, don’t bother knockin’ on my door/I got a lion in my pocket, and baby, he’s ready to roar/Yeah, everybody’s got a bomb, we could all die any day/But before I’ll let that happen, I’ll dance my life away.”
Ben shook his head, walked away and gave a wave in a way that I could tell he was saying to himself, “Hell no, Greene. Hell no.”
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Why is it when Ben died I was the one who felt dead? Emotionally, spiritually, I had nothing to give. I was in a daze. Suddenly walking in a cloud of nothingness. I felt a constant burn in my stomach, like a hot iron pressing against the sides. I didn’t want to eat, but when I did, everything tasted like what I imagined cardboard would taste like.
The peculiar thing about dying is it always happens at an odd hour. So, naturally, when the phone rings at 3:00 in the morning or 11:58 at night, you can assume somebody somewhere has just died.
This time it was 2:22 in the morning. I had just gotten home from the gig at Hip’s Pocket and had settled down to see if there were any bargains on the Home Shopping Network. I was in a mellow state of mind until the phone rang, so loud it seemed to grab my whole being and shake it until the blood stirred in my body like paint in a can on one of those mechanical mixers at the hardware store.
“Yeah, hello?”
“Sam?” It was Ben’s daughter, Lisa.
“Oh, hey, Lisa. Insomnia?” I asked.
“I’ve got some bad news, Sam,” Lisa said in a quiet, thoughtful voice.
Thoughts flew through my mind at light speed until I landed on one: Ben’s dead. I began to perspire, my stomach churned a noxious acid, my hands began to shake, and the Sonny and Cher salt and pepper shaker set featured on the Home Shopping Network was no longer of interest to me.
“Yeah?” I said with an uncharacteristic quiver in my voice.
“Ben died of a heart attack tonight.” A weepy sadness took over her voice. I wished she were in front of me so I could comfort her … or maybe I wanted her to comfort me.
My eyes began to well up with an unfamiliar moisture. I could no longer make out what was on the TV. I turned it off. My chin met my chest as I gently closed my eyes. For a moment I left my body and shot up to heaven to look for Ben. A tear rolled down my face, stinging my lip with its salty flavor.
“Sam?”
“Shit. I’m sorry, Lisa. What can I do?” Our conversation had become nothing more than a collection of words. A description of an event. I felt numb.
“I’m not sure, Sam. You’re the first person I’ve called.”
“What about your mom?”
“I thought he’d want you to be the first to know.”
“Jesus, Lisa. I just saw him. He did seem a little out of it, but I just thought it was because it was a late night. Seventy-two years old … I guess that’s old for a jazz musician.”
It started to sink in. Ben was dead. I’d never see him again. Scenes of our times together passed before me like a cheesy movie. Scenes like the first time we met, backstage at the Jazz Showcase. He yelled at me for bringing him the wrong drink. And the time he yelled at me for displaying sloppy fingering technique on a Bud Powell tune. Then there’s the time we played dueling pianos for hours and all I’d wanted to do was stop but was afraid he’d yell at me for not keeping up with his “old black ass.” I suddenly got scared. I felt lost.
“Now that I think about it, Sam, I imagine the press might want to talk to someone about Ben’s career, and all that nonsense. Since you know more about that stuff than anyone, would you?”
“I got it covered. Anything else?”
“No, I think I’m all right for now.”
“Promise to call me if you need anything else?”
“I promise. And Sam, thanks for being there.”
“That’s all right, Lisa. Get some sleep.”
We hung up. With only the moonlight guiding me, I walked over to the piano and sat down. I wanted to put my emotions into music but couldn’t. I guess, in a way, it was my moment of silence for Ben. That is until I began to cry like a baby.
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Although death is universal, we all react to it differently. And I suppose with each death I’ve encountered, none have hit emotionally the same way. Not that I’m an expert or anything, but like most, I’ve had my share of deaths. Beginning with my first (the uncle I didn’t know), the one thing I learned is that you cry when someone dies. At least that’s what my mom taught me. And then I learned you go to this cold, creepy place where the trees have no leaves, the sun never shines, and everyone cries some more.
I concluded the best part of a funeral day was at the end, when the food was served. There always seemed to be more food than there were people to eat the food, so I’d usually end up getting sick from eating too much. The only problem with a family member dying was that these food extravaganzas were always accompanied by old ladies with hairy moles trying to squeeze my cheeks … I found it difficult to eat with sore cheeks.
By my third or fourth death, I finally understood why everyone was crying. Johnny Hutton, a friend of mine in high school, was decapitated when the snowmobile he was riding on the back of went through a path that had a low-hanging wire. His sister, who was driving, survived.
“People in high school don’t die,” I’d thought. But I found out that wasn’t true. He died all right, because I saw his dead body at this thing I was introduced to at the time called a wake. The first thing I thought was, “How ironic to call it a ‘wake,’ when the person couldn’t be more dead.” I walked through the wake talking to no one, feeling things I wasn’t sure why I was feeling them, smelling things I wasn’t sure what I was smelling. From then on, I just associated it all with death.
I sat for a while in a chair in a corner and soaked up the sadness. With plastic plants, bad paintings, and teenage angst, this sadness thing felt like a familiar place all of a sudden. Johnny’s big sister, Sally, the one who drove Johnny to his death, walked by with Johnny’s mom, Nora. Neither of them was crying. I wondered what goes through a person’s mind when they’re that close to death.
I left the wake, hopped on my bike, and raced as far as I could as fast as I could, until the tears blurred my vision so much I had to stop. I finally understood what all the mourning was about. It was all about loss. The loss of someone who understood, the loss of love and friendship, and even as a teenager, I understood what mortality was without understanding what it meant.
It was at this time that I not only started having anxiety attacks but was moved enough to write my first song on the piano. It was called “One Note at a Time,” which was a metaphoric insight into living one day at a time and attempting to appreciate it. Heavy for a kid in high school, but that’s the way I was. Always living on the edge of existential quandaries.
Well, the funk was back like never before, and as I made my way to the gig that night, I started to freak out. It seemed like what used to be insignificant and meaningless suddenly became important. A flower bud for instance, sprouting on a tree in the middle of Michigan Avenue, became a miracle. The kitten in the window of Hansa’s Dry Cleaning that Ben despised as an ugly, lazy, scraggly piece of shit was now a living, breathing thing. And Crazy Joe, the dancing homeless guy who lived on lower Wacker Drive was no longer Crazy Joe; he became somebody’s son, somebody’s brother, somebody’s father.
At the same time, things that were once important now seemed worthless: the music I played, the love I felt, the ambition I had … all vanished. There’s something liberating about not caring. It gave me a perverse sense of strength … a feeling like there was nothing to lose anymore, nothing at stake. I could be an asshole without consequence because nothing mattered, especially to the people in the bar.
They couldn’t tell how I was feeling. Didn’t care. Wouldn’t understand. They’re here to lose their own realities. Or discover new ones. Create a sense that everything is, if not all right in their lives, at least not as bad as it seemed. I’m simply background music. The tips in the fishbowl at the end of the night reflect as much.
Among Eli’s Pawn Shoppe, Hatch’s Adult Books & Video, and the other dingy establishments along Clark Street, Andy’s Place has stood the test of time. Legend has it Andy Abrahams won the place in the early ’30s in a card game from J. J. Pine, a land baron who handled his properties as though they were trading cards.
As with most respectable bars, Andy’s had a couple of regulars. Not bad people, just sad people. Jerry is about fifty-three, divorced, and has nothing in his life other than his cat Oscar and a CPA license. Marge, a redhead, five years older than Jerry, could’ve been a legitimate jazz vocalist, if she didn’t have such a faithful relationship to a Mr. Jack Daniels.
Marge will belt out a Cole Porter tune every once in a while. Or she’ll just sort of do her best scat, which usually means she’s forgotten the words. I play along anyway—a professional courtesy.
As I played that night, I imagined the walls of people closing in on me like when the walls closed in on Max and 99 in that famous episode of Get Smart. I imagined there were hundreds of people in the bar, interested only in seeing the last link to the famous piano great, Ben Webster.
Just as quickly as the thought crossed my mind it vanished. I closed my eyes, took a deep breath filled with the thick air of Marlboros and Scotch, and touched the ivory keys as they warmed me like an old movie on a rainy day.
Bill Evans’s “Waltz for Debby” came from my fingertips. I swayed back and forth, in the “Buddha Zone,” which was Ben’s term for the spiritual enlightenment one experienced when achieving a certain level of unconscious playing, and hummed along with the tune just like Oscar Peterson and Keith Jarrett. Just as my mind left my body and the entire world became a peaceful place, I felt the cold, heavy tap of a Montblanc pen on my left shoulder. I’m not sure how I knew it was a Montblanc, but let’s just say I did.
“Excuse me,” the voice attached to the pen said.
Annoyed, I turned to find a conspicuous example of what God intended when he created woman. She stood with a crooked smile, a pen, and a journalist’s pad of paper.
Unfortunately, I couldn’t stop. I was in the Buddha Zone. I shook my head with the intent of informing the striking sight of loveliness that I was busy, and that it’s plenty rude to interrupt a professional when he’s working. As Ben used to say, “Would you interrupt a surgeon in the middle of surgery?”
I could hear Jerry, who, noticing the invasion, spoke up. “Hey, sister. Would you stop a doctor when he’s operating?” Close enough, I thought.
“Pardon me?” she said with a raised eyebrow.
“Never bother Sam in the middle of a song. Especially when he’s in the Zone.”
“What are you talking about?”
I coveted Jerry’s ability to pause, and take the time to look over the intruder; he gazed at her shoulder-length auburn hair, stared at her piercing blue eyes, skipped past her oddly attractive off-center lips, and went straight to her long legs, which were covered by black thigh-high tights that stopped just short of her skirt. Jerry smiled with anticipation.
“Why don’t we discuss it while you wait, sister? I’ll get you a drink. What’s your pleasure?” I’m sure Jerry was seeing two by now, which, considering who was standing in front of him, was a very enviable state to be in.
“Please don’t call me ‘sister,’ and if it’s all the same, I’ll wait at my table.”
“If it’s all the same? What the hell does that mean? It’s not all the same. If it was all the same, I wouldn’t ask your tight little ass to join me.” Jerry turned away. “One more, Smitty. Let’s go for the baker’s dozen. Whaddya say?”
Visibly stunned by Jerry’s temperament, the woman swayed through the room, shook her hair into place, and sat at the table under the stuffed moose head named “Manny.”
The finale of “Waltz for Debby” came and went without much notice. A clap here and a clap there. Actually, I think Jerry tried to clap but ended up spilling his drink.
“Thanks, everyone.” I scanned the crowd just to see what kind of people we had. It was after ten and as crowded as it was going to get.
“On a sad note, I’d like to announce the passing of my old friend and mentor, piano legend Ben Webster.”
The only guy in the crowd who was paying attention yelled out, “I thought he played saxophone?”
“No, that’s Ben Webster of Kansas City. This Ben Webster played piano and was born in Chicago. Thanks for paying attention though.”
What the hell was I doing there entertaining a bunch of drunks? I reevaluated my life in about ten seconds, and continued. “Remember this big funny-looking thing on the piano is a tip jar. Don’t be shy. Anyway, the last set is coming up, so stick around.”
On the way to the bar, I passed Jerry. He could barely see at this point. “Hey, Jerry. Thanks for taking care of me back there.”
“Uncle Bob, is that you?”
I patted him on the back and had a seat down the bar, next to Marge.
“Hey, Marge.”
“Sammy.” As Marge paused to collect and formulate her next thought, I snuck in a drink order.
“Smitty. Give me a beer, will ya?” Smitty winked, flipped a mug behind his back, and pulled the tap. I wondered why he did that. Not so much the wink. For all I know, it could have been a nervous tic, but the behind-the-back antics. It seemed so … late ’70s, early ’80s.
I turned to Marge as she took a long, loving drag on her cigarette, held it a moment to let it seep into her system, and discarded the remaining smoke through her nostrils.
“We’re going to miss Ben,” she said.
Marge tended to speak in what I call “We Speak.” Every “I” was replaced with “We.” My theory: she felt like she was the spokesperson for humankind. Just a theory, but with her talking in We Speak, and Smitty doing the behind-the-back thing with the mugs, this night couldn’t end soon enough.
“Yes, we will, Marge.” My beer arrived.
“So, Sam, who was the babe hovering before?”
“Don’t know, don’t care.” I took a healthy sip of the beer and found the cool tingle of the liquid flowing down my esophagus rather refreshing.
“Well, I think you’re about to find out.”
I turned to find a pair of breasts in my face. Attached to the breasts was the woman with the Montblanc.
“Mr. Greene?” She caught me in the web of her toxic eyes. “Sam Greene?”
“Are you from the IRS?” I asked.
“No.”
“Then I have nothing to say.”
“You have nothing to say about Ben Webster?”
Of course I had something to say about Ben Webster. Things like, “He changed my life,” “He was my best friend,” “He treated me like the dad I wished I had.” But I didn’t want to talk to her about it.
“Do you know much about music?” I asked.
“I beg your pardon?”
“Would you interrupt a surgeon in the middle of surgery?”
“Well, that all depends,” she snipped back.
“On what?” I asked.
“If he was operating on the right patient or not.”
“Very good.”
I turned back to the bar. Marge whispered in my ear, “She’s quite a looker, Sammy.”
“Excuse me,” came the voice of the lovely redhead again. “Do you make a habit of turning your back on someone you’re engaged in conversation with?”
I turned my head slightly. “I didn’t know we were engaged in a conversation.”
She had to be sick of the whole place by now. It smelled, and people were rude; she could be home in bed watching Letterman. She turned and walked away.
“Good going, Casanova,” Smitty said on his way to the other end of the bar.
I followed her with my eyes as she walked back to Manny. She put on her jacket, threw her hair back again, and walked back my way. I quickly turned back to the bar.
In a few short seconds, a hand holding a business card appeared before my face. “Kate Buckley,” announced the redhead. “I’m a writer, doing an article for Esquire on jazz influences and the major contributors to today’s jazz scene. That’s my pitch. I’m interested in speaking with you about Ben Webster.”
“The saxophone player?” I asked, keeping my eyes on the rows of bottles behind the bar.
“Asshole.” She dropped the card on the bar and high-tailed it to the door.
I guess I was an asshole, and I supposed this was the kind of situation Lisa had asked me to take care of. I felt bad, sort of. But shit, Ben’s body was still warm. Give it a day or two.
I slid the card into my jacket pocket, chugged the rest of my beer, and went back to the piano. It was going to be a short set: I was tired and wanted to get home. I didn’t want to miss the Star Trek sale-a-thon on the Home Shopping Network.
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The phone rang as though it was the bell at a fight telling me to get back in the ring for some more pummeling of my face. My eyes felt swollen shut from a deep REM sleep, my mind was a haze of disorientation, and the smell of the bar on my clothes made me nauseous. I somehow grabbed the phone and attempted to speak. I spoke.
“Yeah?” I said in a voice like gravel.
“Sammy? What a yummy voice.”
It was Liz, my ex-girlfriend. We were in that “Let’s be friends” stage, although she thought there was a chance in hell we’d get back together.
“Hey, Liz, what’s up? I’m kinda sleeping.”
“Oh, yeah … what are you wearing?” Liz liked this game.
“Liz, it’s too early for this shit.”
“Too early? It’s one in the afternoon.”
“Oh.” I peeked out the blinds. It was a beautiful day.
As I put the shade back down, I realized I had woken up from this magnificent dream about Kate Buckley gyrating on top of my grand piano as I played “Yankee Doodle Dandy.” First of all, why that song? And secondly, if I had been so rude to her the night before, what was she doing in my dream—and, more importantly, on my piano?
“Did you play last night?” Liz interrupted my thoughts. “Or is that a leading question?”
“I guess you haven’t heard. Ben died of a heart attack two days ago.”
“Holy shit, Sam. Why didn’t I know? Why didn’t you call me? Oh my God … How’s Lisa?”
This was too much to handle at the moment. Liz was a real drain on me emotionally. “High-maintenance” would be a gentle description. She was the jealous, controlling type, and given that I was out late most nights playing in bars and clubs where women and temptation lie in wait, that put both of us in a tough position when we were dating. Not that I’d ever pursue any extracurricular activity, but nonetheless, at times one can’t reason with the green-eyed monster.
At the same time, Liz is very gregarious and, well, perky, for lack of a better word. She’s a bundle of energy who’s wound so tightly that if something sets her off, like a chatty person sitting right behind her in a movie theater, something called “Hurricane Liz” occurs.
Shallow as it may seem, the best part about our relationship was the sex. And given that most relationships are devoid of any sort of decent sex, being that inhibition and boredom are driving the bus, our sex was very inventive: a plethora of positions, coupled with the odd places we performed those positions (like the carriage ride in rush hour down Michigan Avenue, or a confessional booth at St. Sebastian), seemed to keep things fresh.
Liz also has a very intense passion for life, which I think works both positively and negatively.
Positively because, as a rule, there seems to be another level of energy for passionate people like Liz. Like they’ve got more life available to them. As I try to define the difference between what I see in her and how I feel, I see it as a block in my system, as though all the cylinders aren’t firing. Or to put it in terms of music, it’s as though we’re playing the same song, although I’m playing it without knowing all the chords, so as a result, it’s just not as rich and lively as it sounds when she plays it.
But through her passion, Liz managed to open my eyes to a lot of what I had taken for granted. Namely, my music.
On the downside, her passion led to a lot of outbursts, which led me to “an old saying” I made up—“When you expect things, expect to be disappointed.” It was almost always true.
After a while, I began to realize our relationship seemed to work on diminishing returns. Putting up with the volatile, controlling nature of Liz for a good, healthy sex life seemed not to be worth it. Eventually, I had to cut my losses.
But more than anything, the real problem with our relationship—and every other relationship I’ve had—was that she loved me too much.
It’s a hang up I’ve got. Something I couldn’t handle. Obviously it goes deeper than Liz, but unfortunately she’s the one who got the short end of the rope, or stick, or whatever the cliché is.
“I’m sorry I didn’t call you. I really didn’t call anyone. Can I call you later?”
“I guess … I just wanted to talk.” She’s also a master at keeping people on the phone longer than they wanted to be on. I found the remote under my pillow and turned on the TV. “It’s kinda important. It’s just that I’ve been missing you, and …”
“C’mon, Liz. It’s been seven months. I thought we agreed to move on.” Beavis just shot a dripping wet spit-wad at Butthead.
“Damn it, Sam. I don’t want to move on. I never did. It was your detachment and distance … Never letting me in. Your indecisiveness and uncertainty about everything in your life except your relationship with Ben.”
“I’m not having this conversation, Liz.” I had to get off the phone; my head really hurt. “Oh, hang on, I have another call.”
Call waiting—what a beautiful excuse. I paused and took a deep breath. A hot, sexy condom commercial came on the TV. Not really in the state of mind for that. I clicked the remote. The Weather Channel, perfect. I reconnected with Liz.
“I gotta go, it’s Max. We’ll talk later. I promise.” Like a kid in grade school, I had my fingers crossed.
“OK. Tell Max I’ll see him tonight. You’re still playing aren’t you?”
“Yeah. I gotta go.”
“Bye, Sammy.” After hanging up the phone, I learned that there were travel advisories on the Bear Tooth Pass, near Yellowstone. Living in Chicago, I’m not sure I really cared.
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While in the hot, scolding shower, I began to think of her again. It was the eyes. They were intense. Deep with life, filled with fervor. Those eyes burned an impression in my consciousness.
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In my opinion, Ben wasn’t as famous or accomplished a jazz pianist as he could’ve been. Some think, so as not to be confused with the self-taught tenor saxophonist from Kansas City, who is known as “The Great Ben Webster,” Ben should have changed his name or taken on a nickname. He refused. As far as he was concerned, if “The Great Ben Webster” had a problem with it, he was welcome to change his name.
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I didn’t make it over to Ben’s much in the ten or so years that I’d known him. Mainly, I guess, because when we saw each other, we’d either meet at a club or the Jazz Record Mart or go out to eat somewhere. So at 3:00 in the afternoon, with the sun at my back, snow at my feet, and a Marlboro burning at my side, I stood in front of 2147 N. Kedzie. As I took a good look at where Ben woke each morning and retired each night, I was captivated by its limestone foundation, fancy turn-of-the-century porch lights, and vine-covered window panes. I suddenly felt like a stranger in Ben’s life.
The walkway leading up the front door was clear of the recent snowstorm, and I couldn’t help but wonder if Ben shoveled himself right into heaven. At least I think he’d be in heaven. It’s funny to think of the seventy-two-year-old black man, with his ever-present shades—“Ma dark lids,” as Ben called them—slightly hanging on the bridge of his nose and a cigarette hanging from his lip (most likely with an ash dangling at an inch and a half), moving like the Michelin Man because he’s bundled as tightly as a six-year-old going out to play, as he shoveled about six inches of snow every half hour in the bitter cold.
As I walked slowly toward the door, I flicked my butt to the snow, listened for the fire to hit the ice, and thought about how each relationship in my life had it’s own place and served it’s own function. A wash of sadness fell over me, which only encouraged the vulnerability I was feeling at the moment to become more prevalent.
Each relationship I’ve had, or have, provided something different. At one point, Liz provoked the domestic instincts in me, as well as satisfying the animal nature of man. When I want to be dumb, not worry about what I say, what I wear, or how I smell, my buddy Max is always there. And of course Ben, who seemed to provide all the other stuff, the deeper paternal warmth, care, and concern. He wanted to see me succeed … in the way he felt he hadn’t. But more than anything, he wanted for me what I wanted for me. The only problem was I didn’t know what I wanted for me.
And at the same time, I always felt I was there for Ben, allowing him to express his paternal needs. We never talked about stuff like that. It sounds kind of homolike, but I guess after a while our love for each other was implied. It’s not something two men in a platonic relationship really ever feel comfortable talking about or exploring. But the fact that Ben had just died triggered all this shit, all these feelings, and I hoped before he died, Ben knew how I felt. Like the gratitude for taking me under his wing as a student of both music and life, the envy I had of his abilities and the ease with which they seemed to come to him, and certainly compassion for the fact he never reached his potential professionally.
For the most part, friends only share what’s emotionally safe for them to share. So consequently, there are certain things you share with certain people, and only so much you tend to know about each other. But when the guard is down, and you learn something new, it makes the relationship that much more profound.
Being at Ben’s house made our relationship a little deeper, a little richer. It’s a shame in a way. I wish Ben had been there to share it with me. What a beautiful place.
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A clump of snow hit my arm as I knocked the doorknocker a couple times. I waited for a moment and let myself in. I took my gloves off, and the tips of my fingers expanded in the heat of the room. My olfactory senses kicked in as the familiar scent of Ben and his Old Spice cologne filled my nostrils. I walked further in the foyer and yelled for Lisa.
“Hello. Lisa?”
To the left of the foyer was a beautifully carved wooden banister and a carpeted staircase. Old family pictures, including one of Ben’s mom and dad in wedding attire, both smiling like they lived in a world where all men were truly created equal, a family picture that included Ben and his sister Elsa, who was five years older than Ben, and various other grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins who were either dead or so rarely in touch that they might as well have been dead, lined the wall that led to the second floor.
To the right of the foyer was a trunk—the trunk that I came for. It was a steamer trunk, about three feet by two feet by two feet. Ben got it when he went off to Juilliard in the ’40s. Apparently, the trunk contained all of his music mementos and who knows what else. Lisa found the key in his safe deposit box and wanted me to have the trunk, if I wanted it. Of course, I did.
“We’re back here, Sam.”
We … I wondered who else was there. Lisa was divorced with a college-age son, who I doubted came home to attend the funeral. Maybe it was the lawyer, the funeral director, or perhaps the gardener. I guessed all the way to the kitchen, where I found Lisa leaning against the counter holding a coffee mug. Next to her was a woman facing the window, with her back to me.
“Hi, doll,” Lisa said as she put down her coffee and hugged me with the warmth of a relative. I looked over her shoulder and found it odd and very unnatural that the woman looking out the window still hadn’t turned around.
As Lisa pulled out of our embrace, she left a tear on my cheek and wiped one from her eye. She turned to introduce the mystery woman. “Sam, this is Kate Buckley. I understand, you’ve met. Ms. Buckley, Sam Greene.”
Kate turned around as though on cue. Her beauty distracted my anger.
“Ms. Buckley called to ask me a few questions, and I told you were coming over, so I invited her.”
“I see.” I approached Kate politely, as not to upset Lisa, with my hand extended.
“Ohhh, that’s quite a grip, Mr. Greene.” I shot her a sarcastic smile, attached with all sorts of bad vibes. A waft of cigarette smoke breezed by my keen nostrils. I knew Lisa didn’t smoke, so I figured it must have been trapped in Kate Buckley’s sweater. A beautiful woman who smokes, huge turnoff.
“Ms. Buckley said …”
“Please. Call me Kate,” Kate said with a gleaming Cheshire grin.
Lisa started the sentence again. “Kate mentioned you were too busy and distracted last night at Andy’s Place to engage in a conversation, so I thought you two could get together here, where there are no distractions.”
“How nice,” I said. “The only problem is I can’t stay. I’ve only got time to pick up the trunk. Maybe some other time.” I couldn’t help but smile at Kate as her grin evaporated.
“Really? When might I have some of your precious time?” Kate shifted her weight and crossed her arms as the tension began to build. I could sense that Lisa felt it as she fumbled with her mug and the coffee maker to occupy herself for the moment.
“Tonight, I’ve got a gig at the Museum.”
“I know, I’m going.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” This was getting too weird.
“It’s a long story. What about tomorrow?” She shifted her weight back to the other side.
“Tomorrow is Ben’s funeral. Go back to the thing about tonight.” Now I crossed my arms.
“We have a mutual friend.” She paused. I held out my hands as if to say, “Are you going to tell me, or are we playing twenty questions?”
I finally broke the silence. “And that friend might be …”
“Max Seligman.”
“Max?”
“Yes, Max.” Now I paused, trying to figure it out. I didn’t have to, though; she explained.
“I’m stringing a piece on jazz, and Max and I have worked together a lot in the past. Anyway, I helped him out a little on tonight’s event, and asked him if he had a source knowledgeable in jazz. He referred me to you. Then Ben Webster died, and the Tribune wants a sidebar to run tomorrow. I found out you were very close to Ben, so you’re pretty much, what we call in the magazine business, a ‘fountain.’”
Max knows this woman? Why didn’t he warn me about her? I felt invaded. I’m a source? A fountain? Whatever the hell that means. People talking about me behind my back makes me very nervous. And what does “stringing a piece of jazz” mean?
“Listen, this is all too weird. I really need to go.” I walked over and gave Lisa a kiss on the cheek. “I’m sorry about this. I’ll see you tomorrow.” I looked at Kate Buckley and didn’t know what to say, so I said nothing. I turned and walked toward the door.
“I’ve got a deadline,” she yelled after me in desperation.
“Call me after the funeral, or call Max for another source.” I grabbed the trunk, and as I struggled to my car, I wondered how the hell Lisa managed to get this trunk from the attic to the foyer.
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In the early ’50s, California seemed to enjoy a growth in the jazz scene, namely based on a series of recording sessions known as “West Coast Jazz.” But Ben, who grew to love New York, was influenced tremendously by its “nasty energy,” as he would say, and general gritty feel. He didn’t care what was going on in California or the rest of the world; as a matter of fact, he was becoming one of the big cats on the scene in New York.
Born in Alton, Illinois, in the late ’20s, Ben moved to New York to study at Juilliard in the ’40s. It was there that he met Miles Davis. Once friendly, they soon discovered they grew up five blocks away from each other but went to different schools.
They became pretty tight in school, and a lot of what is considered the “cool” sound, which Davis had later become famous for, started with his association with Ben. After all-night jams with Parker, Roach, Carter, or whomever happened to drop in that night at any of the small clubs on 52nd street, Ben and Miles would dive deeper into what they termed simply as “juice,” which meant any sort of mind-altering aide that caused the music experience to intensify.
During one of these “sessions,” Ben tentatively suggested Miles take the aggressive qualities of bebop, which was the popular jazz force at the time, and lighten it up, both rhythmically and tonally, and see where he was at with that. Well, as we all know, Miles took that concept and bore a new sound, which he took on tour with his Capitol band.
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“Nice presentation,” I said to the woman toting a tray of artfully arranged pigs-in-a-blanket by my piano.
Museums usually bore the shit out of me. Especially art museums. Not enjoying art is definitely a character flaw I possess. The Jazz Record Mart is my museum of art. Ben and I spend, or I should say spent, hours flipping through the bins. I’d get a history lesson each time.
“Monk, now there was one freak,” Ben said.
“How can you say that? He was brilliant.”
“I’m not saying he wasn’t brilliant, I’m just saying he was one badass freak. He had it going on though. Hangin’ with Bird and Diz, Bud Powell … Bop was his thing when it started. But the thing about Monk was his compositions were bad, man. Divine influence.”
“‘Round Midnight,’ ‘Blue Monk’?” I added what I knew.
“‘Straight No Chaser.’ That’s the one I wish I’d penned.” Ben stopped for a moment and seemed to get lost in thoughts about the good ole days, but then he snapped out of it, and went on to tell me about the Kansas City blues, West Coast jazz, and why the Blue Note was such a big deal.
Without notice, my memory was shattered by a couple of art patrons standing before a large painting of nothing in particular.
“Well then, you tell me what the hell it is,” a portly man with glasses and a goatee said to his haughty wife.
“Oh, Stanton. Don’t you recognize the cosmic relation as a direct expression of the cosmos? I feel the rhythm. I see the material reality with which the artist dug deep to express his subjectivity.”
“That’s just great, Celeste. Are you going to finish that pig-in-a-blanket?” Stanton had his priorities straight.
As usual, I found the conversation about the art abundantly more interesting than the art itself. It’s always enjoyable to watch people read into things. Infer what one artist meant by using this color or that image, or the hidden meaning behind the artist’s life-ending car crash.
On the surface, this crowd was different than the one I was accustomed to. Tuxedos, elegant gowns, jewelry that was, well … real. Dig a little deeper and things weren’t as different. These people had the same hang-ups and problems that the drunks at Andy’s Place had. But, unlike those at Andy’s, these people were able to harbor, deflect, and protect that special ache of loneliness or sadness. Money tends to be a good insulator. The more you have the less you feel.
Before I got too annoyed, I grabbed a plastic vessel of white wine from yet another passing tray, sat in solace at the piano, and got ready to provide an atmosphere of contrived, shallow, and meaningless music.
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“Lots of Barry Manilow, just like we agreed,” a voice from behind bellowed. I turned away from my heap of sheet music and saw Max standing with a bottled water and a huge grin.
“How about some Captain and Tennille to boot. You pay, I play, baby.” I got up and we did one of those bear hugs that guys do, the kind that includes an automatic back slap.
Max and I have known each other since the fourth grade. I was the new kid at Benjamin Franklin grade school. He introduced himself by knocking the shit out of me in a game of smear the queer. Naturally, I reciprocated with an elbow to the balls. Needless to say, we became fast friends after that. As a matter of fact, we were joined at the hip until his wife took my place a couple years ago. I was his best man and played a song I wrote called “Are You Sure?” for their first dance.
Max was in charge of something like special events and benefits for the Museum of Contemporary Art. A bored art history major, Max promoted and managed rock bands all through college. Music was his first love. He played stand-up bass for a while, and we dreamed of having a jazz trio, but he hated to practice and became too preoccupied with other commitments, such as drugs, alcohol, and women.
After a while he found the rock ’n’ roll lifestyle not too agreeable. Several years after graduation, he went through a terrible bout with drugs and alcohol, and eventually ran his car off the road while drunk. Fortunately, the only thing that got hurt was his ego. After that, he asked for my help and we spent several months getting him through treatment.
I always wondered, if treatment had been popular when my father was alive and a drunk, if he would’ve sought help. Probably not a snowball’s chance in hell would he have gotten close to anything that even smelled like treatment. According to him, booze was his treatment.
Denial of Max’s situation overwhelmed me until his car crash. I think we both faced it at the same time. When I got the call about the accident, it hit me like a steamer trunk falling on my head from twenty flights. In one sense, it reminded me just how fucked up my father was, and, consequentially, how dangerously close I was to becoming just like him. At the same time, I looked at how far I had come and realized I had an opportunity to help Max like I couldn’t help my father.
Ironically, while Max was drying out he met Tracy, his wife-to-be. Although Tracy was not in the program, her brother James was. James Koker (a good name for a drug addict) was a star tight end for some professional football team. He and Max became fast friends. They both loved music and bingo, and promised to open a bingo parlor for the young and ambitious when they got out of treatment.
Tracy visited her brother as much as the center allowed. She was just like that—very tender and thoughtful. Someone Max needed, but didn’t deserve. As the weeks went by, Max spent time with James and Tracy. And then Tracy started coming to see Max, and I’d end up spending time with James talking about things like the common philosophies of war and football.
Being at the treatment center, I remember feeling jealous. Actually feeling left out. Sort of like I wasn’t part of the club of addicts. Being the one supporting felt good, but at the same time, I wanted to have some of the attention on me. I wanted to meet the beautiful sister of some meathead who sees scoring a touchdown as taking a village from the enemy camp.
I pulled away from Max once he was out of recovery. I couldn’t see him even if I wanted to. He and Tracy were together every minute of the day from that point on. We’d talk on the phone, but it hasn’t been the same. And I guess that’s part of growing up. Isn’t it?
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“I just realized, the last time I saw you in a tux, I predicted you’d have sex that night.”
“Didn’t everyone have sex on my wedding night?”
Max is the only guy I truly envy. Good looking, smart, and implausibly personable. But the best thing about him is, whether he’s up or he’s down, his disposition remains optimistic.
Confidence like that, like there’s something he knows that makes everything work out, intimidates me. It’s almost as though he knows something I don’t. Like we’ve read the same chapter, but when he is questioned about it, he knows the answer and I’m not sure if I was even reading the same book.
“I hate these fucking black tie things. Nothing but posers and malcontents.”
Max gave me the admonishing lowered eye. “Yeah, tough gig. Free food, free booze, and more eligible woman in one room than you’ve seen in all your life.”
“Fuck you,” I said lovingly.
Both our heads slowly tracked this tall, leggy, braless woman who had the nerve of crossing in front of us. We both journeyed to our own private worlds.
“Tracy coming?” I broke the befuddlement.
“Asshole. I can look.”
“Sure you can.”
“Speaking of strange,” he said with a wink, “I got the oddest call from Liz this afternoon.”
“That’s not saying much. Why’d you invite her?”
“She’s a friend, Sammy.”
Across the room, in front of a huge, oddly shaped painting, stood a woman with a sense of grace, long auburn hair, and a habit of lifting her hand in front of her mouth when she laughed. It was Kate Buckley.
“Speaking of Kate Buckley, I’ve got a serious bone to pick with you.”
“Sammy, I thought you’d be thanking me.”
“For what?”
“You are still heterosexual.”
“For your information, Max, she’s rude, knows nothing about music, and I think she smokes.”
“And she’s got a great career, she’s very single, and has exquisite breasts.”
For once, none of that mattered. Max waved Kate over.
She looked and squinted as if to see whom it was that was waving to her, and then waved back and excused herself from some bloated man whose tux was cut of leather. I feigned not to be interested as she approached, but it was difficult when the light of the museum lit her like she was art in the exhibit. Besides, Max was right about her breasts—they were exquisite.
As Kate approached in the front, a female voice squeaked from behind.
“Hey, guys, is this a fucking great scene or what?” It was Liz.
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Sometimes I think knowing Ben was the best and the worst thing that could’ve happened to me. Good from a mentor/friend/father-figure standpoint. Bad from a co-dependent, inter-reliant, looking-for-approval standpoint. I actually found myself not wanting to rock the boat, not trying to be a success, not wanting to move on. In an odd way, I hadn’t wanted to leave Ben or compete with him. So I just settled.
Being a work-for-hire Jewish piano player playing at a Christmas party at an art museum for a bunch of whiter-than-white pig-in-a-blanket lovers forced me to look very deep within my inner me and realize who I’d become. And I came to the harsh conclusion that I’d become a sell-out. Piano bars, weddings, Bar Mitzvahs, water bed closeout sales (I actually turned that one down, but it was offered …). Studio work would come along on the rare occasion that I was able to sell myself or happened to fall into a job.
Why did I play the damn piano anyway? It was serendipitous that I played in the first place. Really, the only reason we had a piano when I was growing up was because my grandmother died and we couldn’t sell it. It wasn’t a great piano, but it was good enough for a seven-year-old to drown out the noise of his mother and father engaged in constant arguments.
My mother would yell at my father when he didn’t put the TV Guide back where my mother could find it. My father would yell at my mother when she bought Monterey Jack knowing “damn well” that my father preferred Swiss. They weren’t particular when it came to arguing.
Later in life, I realized that arguing was the only thing they had in common. The only way they could be close and communicate. Intimacy wasn’t an option: neither of them had an ounce of affection to offer.
I showed up one day, unplanned and seemingly unwanted, but they dealt with me anyway.
On the particular day I discovered the piano, the argument was about me. “He’s your fucking kid,” my father yelled with affection.
“Jesus Christ, Mel, would you keep your voice down.”
“I’ll do with my voice whatever the fuck I want to do with my voice. Now it’s up! Now it’s down! Up! Down! Up!”
“I can’t talk to you. You’re impossible.”
“That’s fine. I’m getting out of here,” my father said dramatically as he slammed the front door and left. Not to be shown up, my mother ran to the door and yelled back at him.
“Oh, that’s something new. Avoid responsibility. Leave and drink yourself to happiness. Is that it?” My mother pleaded.
“I gotta find happiness somewhere, babe.”
A year later, my father finally found happiness. Drinking sometimes makes you think stop signs and seatbelts are unnecessary, especially at the wee hours of the morning when no one’s around.
Needless to say, the funeral was no frills and not well attended. After my father’s death, my mother withdrew and became even more emotionally unavailable. I think she felt guilty about the way she and my father treated their only child, and she was too fucked up to do anything about it, so it just got worse.
Playing piano became a reliable escape for me. I didn’t have many friends and wasn’t too social, so naturally I played a lot. My mother liked that I seemed to enjoy the piano. I wasn’t sure how she afforded it, but she arranged for me to have lessons. Her way of giving back to me everything I never got from her and my dad. Making up for lost time, I guess.
The piano came very easily to me for some reason. Unlike most kids, who you can’t get near the piano to practice, I practiced like a fiend. I just liked playing. I had a connection with the music. It was, and still is, a very emotional experience—in more than just an aural way. The way I explain it to people who don’t play music is it’s like a daydream, when you get lost in thought and allow your mind to drift and experience the entire world as womblike.
Even the feel of the ivory keys is distinctive. They become so familiar that the gentle touch of my fingertips against the keys feels like old friends having a conversation. Then there’s the rejuvenating sensation that occurs when you’ve been playing for awhile and the piano keys actually start to warm and the music flows from your fingers like another force has taken over and you’re no longer in control.
It’s all so beautiful.
Once I was good enough, I came to the realization that I was in control of the sound. So the more I played, the better the music sounded.
That was then, this is now, and the music since Ben died hasn’t been the same. Doesn’t sound the same, doesn’t feel the same. Probably just another in a long list of excuses though—like this gig. It bites, but it’s my own fault. Max is a friend, and I’ve got nothing else to do.
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“Mr. Seligman and the illusive piano man, Mr. Sam Greene.” Kate seemed much more chipper than she had in our two previous encounters. Possibly the white wine in her left hand had something to do with it.
Kate bent forward, exposing more cleavage than I was prepared to behold at that moment, and kissed Max on the cheek before extending her hand toward me. I took her hand and pulled her forward to whisper in her ear. She leaned into me so closely that I got goose bumps as wisps of her long auburn hair rubbed against my cheek. I breathed in deeply and the sweet redolence of fresh springtime blossoms filled my lungs.
“Let’s agree not to talk about Ben Webster tonight,” I whispered.
“You’re making this very difficult,” she whispered back.
“It is very difficult,” I said with my heart on my sleeve. She pulled away and looked at me as though she appreciated my vulnerability.
“Hi, Liz Brightwater, of the Brightwater Marble fortune, and you are?” Liz hurtled forth and looked Kate up and down as though she were either a scorned lover or a salesperson at Armani evaluating Kate’s outfit. Kate didn’t miss a beat.
“Katherine Buckley, of the Buckley dysfunctional family fortune. Do you approve of my outfit, Liz Brightwater?”
“If one is predisposed to the GAP, then I suppose—”
Max broke in. “Liz, Kate’s writing a story on jazz and is interested in talking to Sam about Ben Webster. Have you made any progress, Kate?”
“Actually, Sam has been a bit hard to pin down, but we did manage an interesting conversation about how similar the words pianist and penis sound when used in a sentence.”
I’m not sure what I enjoyed better, her quip or the fact that Liz’s forehead had turned the color of a red delicious apple.
“That’s fascinating, Kate,” Max concluded. “Liz, there’s someone I’d like you to meet. Excuse us, guys.” Max took an unwilling Liz by the arm and dragged her off.
“Charming woman.”
“Liz is all right. She’s just a little insecure at times.” Did I just defend Liz? What’s gotten into me?
“Let me guess. You two used to be an item.”
Of course the answer was ”yes,” but I certainly didn’t want to talk about it. Especially with her. Standing there befuddled, I didn’t know what to say.
“Tough question?”
“No comment” was all I could muster. I figured she’d understand that phrasing, being a journalist and all.
“Did anyone ever tell you you’re very difficult to have a conversation with?”
“As a matter of fact, Liz has.”
She looked past me, smiled, and waved at some tall goof wearing thin blue glasses, a ponytail, double earrings in each ear, and a tattoo of a snake around his neck.
“I know I’ve been sort of an asshole of late, but why don’t I buy you a drink before I begin my set?”
“That’s a peculiar offer. Aren’t the drinks free tonight?”
“Great! Order more than one.”
“Thanks, but no.”
“Does this mean I’m still an asshole?”
“I guess so. Excuse me.” With that, she walked past me, leaving her sweet fragrance wafting before me.
So I was left to start my set. Out of spite, I decided to begin with a couple the greatest hits from Captain and Tennille.
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In the late ’40s, Ben Webster was getting his band, aptly named the Ben Webster Band, together to take his first-ever tour of Europe. By that time, Ben not only played piano in his band, but also composed and arranged the music. That’s usually the way “cats” became leaders.
Two days before they were to leave for Europe, Ben received a call from his older sister, Elsa, telling him that his mother had had a stroke and he needed to come home.
By this time, Ben’s conservative, rather successful business-owning father, who never liked the idea of Ben being a piano player in the first place, had passed away from a massive heart attack. Sadly, his father dying was the only reason Ben was able to attend Juilliard. His mother supported his desires, and with some of the insurance money his father left, Ben was able to pursue his studies.
Ben canceled the Europe tour, disappointing himself and his band members, who were now in search of new gigs for the time being. He bussed home to Alton for what he thought would be a brief stay. Naturally, he worked on his music charts the whole way, never seeming to be satisfied with the way things were.
Ben didn’t understand what a stroke was or, for that matter, how serious they were. He thought it was some sort of flu, that it was just a matter of her temperature going down before she came out of it, so it was a shock to him that his mother had slurred speech, no control of the left side of her body, and couldn’t remember who he was. He felt helpless and confused. He wondered what this wonderful, gentle, loving woman ever did to deserve this horrible episode.
As the days and weeks crept on, she only got worse. His mother’s illness dragged on for about six months, costing Ben time away from New York, Paris, the West Coast, or wherever the jazz scene was heating up—as well as eating up what money they had left for doctor bills.
Since East St. Louis was about four hours and thirty minutes closer to Alton than Chicago, Ben would play with his New York buddies when they came to East St. Louis, and only on occasion, much to his sister’s displeasure, would he make the five-hour trek to Chicago and gig on the weekend.
On one of his trips to Chicago, Ben met Clara Clarke, sister of drummer J. J. “Stix” Clarke. She was at the Lighthouse that night with a couple girlfriends enjoying her brother’s band.
With one eye squinting from the smoke of a cigarette dangling from his mouth and a scotch waiting next to him on the piano bench, Ben sat at the piano during a break and furiously scribbled notes on a chart.
“Excuse me, Mr. Webster?” Clara said softly so as not to intrude. She looked back at the table where her friends were giggling like teenagers and signaled for them to shut up.
Reluctantly, Ben looked up. What he saw stopped the earth’s rotation; all sound ceased to exist, and a flush of warmth enveloped his body, like a baby safe in the arms of his mama.
“Yes,” he said, as he quickly, as if by instinct, grabbed the cigarette from his mouth and put it out.
“I’m sorry to bother you—”
“No bother,” Ben interrupted.
“My friends and I really enjoy your music. As a matter of fact I saw you play in New York last year when I was visiting J. J.” She stopped abruptly as if she didn’t know what else to say … Or maybe it was due to her overprotective brother eyeing her from across the room.
“Thank you. What’s your name?”
“Clara. Clara Clarke,” she said hesitantly as she smiled and extended her hand.
“Are you a musician, Clara?”
“Oh, no. J. J.’s the only musician in the family. I’m going to be nurse. Well, officially, I am a nurse … I just graduated,” she said proudly.
Ben couldn’t take his eyes off her. There was an innocence about her that was intoxicating. It didn’t matter what she said, Ben heard music every time she spoke.
“Clara!” J. J. stepped in. “Let me talk to you.” He grabbed her arm and pulled her aside. Ben stood up to watch as J. J. gave her the older brother speech, warning her to stay away from musicians.
Once he finished with Clara, J. J. was ready for Ben.
“Listen, Webster, I know you lonely up there taking care of your mama and all, and ya ain’t had none in awhile and all, but stay the hell away from Clara. She ain’t but twenty-one.”
“Stix, you’re a piece of work, man. You know that?”
“What the hell you mean?”
“I mean, last time I checked, it was a free country. That means if I want to talk to your sister and she wants to talk to me, that’s too bad for you. As a matter of fact, I’m going to write her a song.”
If a musician writes a song for a woman, it’s a pretty serious thing. And it’s certainly not something you joke about. It takes passion, warmth, and lots of love to pen a chart for a woman.
“The hell you are. You ain’t writing no song for Clara.”
“Hell I ain’t! Calling it … uh, ‘Adoring Clara.’ Yeah, ‘Adoring Clara.’” J. J. stormed away, but as a true musician, he finished out the last set. It’s in a musician’s blood to play. And no matter what happens in his life, if he’s got a chance to gig, he’ll be there.
As it goes, J. J. had some astounding solos that night. Being a drummer, the aggression probably helped his cause.
Although the way they met was like one of those romantic stories from an old black-and-white movie, they had a bigger problem than Clara’s brother. Ben had to go back to Alton and his sick mother the next morning.
Since Clara was a nurse, and Ben’s mother was ill, Ben insisted that Clara come to Alton and help take care of her. She agreed. Problem solved.
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Every aspect of Ben’s dying was emotional in some way. The sudden knowledge of his death, going to his house, picking up the trunk of memories, looking through those memories (eventually), and then, finally, the funeral.
Along the way, all the normal questions of mortality haunted me like a ghost on Halloween: Why do we die? When will I die? What happens when I die? What happens after I die? Will anyone care that I died? What will they say about me at and after my funeral? How many people will show up to my funeral?
I heard once that the true measure of how successful a man’s life was is by the number of people who show up to his funeral, which is silly, because if that were the case, you’d never know how you did.
As I passed through the foyer of the Keller Family Funeral Home, the antiseptic stench that filled the place made me quite nauseous. Adding fuel to the fire was the somber music permeating the establishment, the creepy funeral director photographs past and present that lined the walls, and Kate Buckley, who was walking toward me, about to meet another of my dark moods.
“You’re looking quite … uncomfortable,” she said.
“I don’t do well at these sort of gatherings,” I said as I noticed, even at a funeral, she’s incredibly stylish. Getting horny at a funeral felt sort of sacrilegious in a way, but looking at her actually got me a bit aroused. Why did I feel so guilty?
“Why don’t you sit down for a second?” She guided me to a bench in the hallway, like I was an old man at a nursing home. We settled underneath the picture of J. Andrew Haberstam, Funeral Director, 1912–1941.
“What the hell are you doing here anyway?” I asked.
“I’m paying my respects. Jesus, Sam …”
“I’m not sure if it’s cool to say that here. I mean it’s not a church or anything, but … I guess I said hell. Jesus, it’s tough to have a conversation around here. We chuckled, realized we’d had a light moment, and fell silent. I pulled out a roll of Tums, offered her one, and then peeled a couple off and popped them into my mouth.
Our heads turned to the direction of stockings rubbing together like the rhythm of a windshield wiper. Lisa moved by us swiftly, leaving a wake of perfume that smelled worse than the already antiseptic stench in the air.
“My boy’s here with Clara. I’ll be right back. Sam, you don’t look so good. Hi, Kate. Glad you could make it.”
“Sweet lady. I really like her,” Kate said as she gracefully relocated the hair on the right side of her face behind her ears.
“For the most part—although she and Clara put ole Ben through the ringer—there are some nasty stories.”
“What do you mean, ‘nasty stories’?”
“I don’t want to get into it, but Ben left them a couple years after Lisa was born. He was drunk, confused, and seeing his life pass before him.” Kate pulled out the Montblanc pen and damn notebook she had the night we met.
“Hold it. Time out. We’re not doing this.”
“Just a couple notes.” She continued to flip open the notebook and uncap the pen. I grabbed her hands and paused. I noticed her hands were soft but cold. They actually felt good against my clammy touch.
I began to get all knotted up inside, forgetting where I was for a moment, and had to get up. My mind was being bombarded with weird feelings for Kate and guilty feelings about not grieving for Ben. I walked toward the Quiet Room, as the description above the door read, and the open casket. Kate put everything back in her purse and followed. I stopped by the door and just stared forward.
“Sorry,” Kate said, like she truly meant it. I ignored the comment and just started to blabber on.
“Why do you think Ben chose to be buried in a casket instead of the other alternatives?”
“You mean cremation?” Kate asked.
“I guess. Cremation. Cryogenic preservation. Leaving one’s remains to science to help improve the human condition. A lot of choices. It’s like trying to pick if you want the “Platinum Package,” which includes HBO and Cinemax, but not Showtime.”
“I wouldn’t know.”
“Of course you wouldn’t.” I paused for a second and then turned and looked at her.
“Have you ever looked at those funeral home ads?”
“I wrote obituaries for a while but never really studied the ads.”
“When I was looking for Ben’s obituary, I saw an ad for Cohen, Mandel, Schwartz, a Jewish Funeral Home. They actually had a line in their ad that said, ‘… our complete graveside or synagogue funeral is guaranteed 25 percent lower than any other Jewish Funeral business in the area.’ Talk about perpetuating a stereotype to the grave.” I smiled. She didn’t. “It’s true. And I bet you’re Jewish.”
“Bingo,” she said.
“Sorry.”
“It’s all right. Are you going to pay your respects to Ben?”
“I don’t want to taint my memories and see him like this. I think I’ll catch up with him at the grave site.” I looked at Kate probably a bit too long.
“What?”
That was a fair question, I thought. Why the fuck was I staring at her? I knew why, but I didn’t want to admit it.
“Do you want to go have a cup of coffee or something?” I took her by surprise.
“Uh, yeah. Sure.” My stomach dropped, like she just said, “Yes, I’ll go to the prom with you.” What was wrong with me?
As we were leaving, Lisa, her son, and Clara were finally coming in.
“I’ll meet you outside,” I said to Kate.
This was the first time I’d ever met Clara Webster. It was like meeting a legend—some sort of celebrity. I’ve heard so much about her. So many stories. Good times, bad times, trying times.
They stopped in front of me, and Lisa introduced me. Clara looked older than her years. She used a walker, which slowed the walking down to a snail’s pace. Clara didn’t travel much because of a bad back and nerve damage in her legs. Although I usually find it hard to see or imagine what older people looked like when they were young, I could see where she was a beautiful woman and why Ben had fallen in love with her. There was still “that damn sparkle,” as Ben would describe it, in her eyes.
“Mom, this is Ben’s good friend and prize student, Sam Greene.”
“Ms. Webster, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’ve heard so many great things about you—from both Lisa and Ben. I feel I already know you.”
“You’re a sweet boy.” I had the feeling she needed to keep moving or she wouldn’t be able to move at all. She started to move the walker by me, and the others followed.
“I’ll catch up with you later. I’d really like to talk.” Lisa winked as they walked by. As I watched them slowly walk down the hall, all I could think was, Clara knew Ben when he was “The Man.” She knew all the guys he played with and some he didn’t play with—Monk, Miles, Diz, Bird. How cool would that’ve been?
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Ben and Clara moved to Chicago and married right after Ben’s mother died. Not too much later, they had their first and only child, Lisa. Ben tried to play bandleader as well as family man. It didn’t work. A couple years after Lisa was born, he felt stuck. He saw his career passing him by. Like all men in denial, Ben began staying out later and later after his gigs. He’d come home full of liquor, and self-destruct.
Clara, reasonable by nature, finally had it. As Ben was sleeping one afternoon, she made two piles at the foot of the bed. In one pile, she placed all his sheet music and job keepsakes, and in the other pile she put framed and unframed family pictures—she and Ben, Lisa as a baby, all three of them together.
“Clara!” Ben yelled to the other room as he woke to the two piles on the floor. “What the hell is this?”
“Ben, these two piles represent your life. They need to be balanced if our life together is going to work. They’re not,” Clara said softly.
“Oh, come on, Clara. What the hell you talking about? I’m working my ass off trying to make it so our family can have a decent life.”
“I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, Ben, but the only thing decent about our life is our little girl. But, then again, you wouldn’t know that, because you’re never here.” Clara was getting more worked up and animated.
“That’s not fair, God damn it. You of all people should understand the life of a musician. You grew up with one. Shit, look at my man Miles. He’s taking Europe by storm and playing with every Cat who’s part of the scene.”
“And he’s been married twice, and thinks if all he does is play music, he’ll find happiness.”
“Most musicians do, babe.” By now Ben was heavy into a Camel cigarette.
“Your aspirations are too high, Ben. I’m not saying you’re not good enough or don’t have the passion or desire, and I’m certainly not trying to keep you down, but you—we—can’t keep living like this. If you wanted to follow in Miles’s footsteps, you should have thought twice about marrying me and, certainly, having Lisa.”
“Fuck Miles. I can make my own name.”
“I’m just saying Miles and Duke and all those guys have given up families and relationships for their music. I know you love your music, but you can’t have it both ways.” Clara sat on the edge of the bed with Ben. “Even when you’re here, you’re not here, Ben. I don’t want to argue. I’m just asking that you think about it.”
“God damn it, Clara. I don’t want to lose you.”
Clara picked up a framed picture of the two of them with Lisa. “You mean lose us.”
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We sat in a booth toward the back, and for a moment, we were each in our own world. Waiting for coffee is sometimes like that: a breather before the jolt of joe kicks your ass.
She was looking at the people in the place, which at an establishment like Mitchell’s, could be a full-time job. There are always characters to look at. Like Connie, the waitress who’s been working here for twenty years and refuses to acknowledge she’s gained thirty pounds by wearing the uniform she’s had since the day she started.
Then there are some regulars: Neil, who always wears white, and Bob, who wears nothing but black, two sixty-year-old gentlemen who’ve lived together since Connie started working there. They tend to sit on the same side of booth number four whenever they come in.
As she observed all this, I gazed out at the light snow that was falling. Although my stomach remained in battle with its acids and other self-produced bile, the world seemed peaceful and serene. There’s something about the snow that makes everything seem a little more quiet, a little more safe.
Although she was sitting across from me, I couldn’t seem to stop thinking about Kate as though she weren’t there. I pictured her in slow motion as I replayed a few minutes before, when she took off her wool cap, shook her hair out, and gave me a crooked smile as I held the door for her.
“Penny for your thoughts,” she said mockingly. My trance was terminated.
“Let me get this straight,” I said. “You’ll give me a penny for my thoughts?”
“Not enough?”
“Well, it depends. How much will you get for my thoughts?”
“Very good, Sam.”
Connie threw down the coffee, wiped her nose with the back of her hand, and was ready to take our order. “What’s your pleasure, kids?”
“Ya know Connie, we haven’t even looked at the menu yet.”
“Hell, Sam, who needs to look at the menu? You’ve only been here three hundred times.”
“Nonetheless …”
“Oh, hey. I heard about Ben. I’m really sorry.” I nodded my reply. “He always knew what he wanted. Didn’t never ask for no menu. Meatloaf, gravy, and a side of pineapple. Didn’t matter if it was morning or night. Meatloaf, gravy, and a side of pineapple.”
“That’s probably what killed him,” I joked.
The silence in the air said to me that this was one of those moments that people just let go by with no comment.
“How ’bout I give you a few,” Connie broke the silence.
“That’s okay, I know what I’d like, Connie,” Kate said. “Meatloaf, gravy, and a side of pineapple.”
“Bold choice,” I said.
“Come on, big shot, you ain’t the only table in the joint. You know what you want or what?”
“All right, give me a cup of the clam chowder.”
“That’s it? You wasted my time for a cup of clam chowder?”
“Jesus, Connie. All right, make it a bowl …” She kept looking at me. “And … a bagel … with cream cheese?”
By the way she grabbed the menus and jiggled away, I assumed we were done ordering.
“Never a dull moment,” I said, as I cupped the coffee mug with my cold hands.
The fact that Kate played with the salt and pepper shakers led me to believe she was nervous, which made me feel a whole lot better. It was nice to see that cool, calm, collected shield start to break away.
“Sam, the more I talk to Lisa and other people who knew Ben—and the more I hang around you and see that everyone seemed to know him and love him—I see a man who touched and made a difference in a lot of lives.” She leaned forward as she got more intentional in her speech. “As opposed to lumping Ben in with this other piece I’m working on, it makes me think maybe there’s a story just about Ben. Of course I’d need to run it past my editor.”
I looked at her, thinking, “Does this girl ever quit?”
“Did you want me to comment on that?”
“Sure.”
“No comment,” I said.
“It was only a matter of time, but the asshole has returned,” Kate said as she leaned back in the booth and folded her arms.
“Kate, you’re like a fucking mosquito flying around the room, dive-bombing my ear, bugging the shit out of me because I can’t catch you.”
“A mosquito, I’m touched.” Melvin, the busboy with a huge case of acne, came by and filled our water glasses and freshened our coffees.
“All I’m saying is give me a fucking break. I don’t want to talk about Ben yet. Give me a couple days.”
“I need something solid, Sam. Give me a time, a date.”
I ran my hands through my hair, placed my elbows on the table, and planted my chin in my hands. In some strange way, she was forcing me to make a commitment, the very thing I despised in relationships. Liz knew this well. Now, I was being asked to set a date to face a lot of potential grief.
“How can you write about a musician when you don’t know a thing about music?”
“Why do you keep assuming I don’t know anything about music?”
“Biggest clue? I’m playing ‘Waltz for Debby’—”
“Who’s Debby?”
“It’s the title of the song I was playing …”
“Oh.”
“… when you tapped me on the shoulder, expecting me to stop everything and talk.”
“Well, no one was listening, and you had you’re eyes closed. Hell, I thought you were trying to remember how the song went or something.”
“I was in the moment.”
“Yeah, that’s what I heard … I know music. I know that there is no one named Led Zeppelin or Jethro Tull.”
“That’s just great. How about naming the original drummer for the Modern Jazz Quartet? Connie Kay or Kenny Clarke?”
“I’m sure this is fun for you, Sam. But I’m sick of playing games. I’m persistent because I’m a good writer. If you want to help me, fine. Let’s set up a time to talk. If you don’t want to help me, just tell me and I’ll quit bugging you.”
“Here ya go, hon. Dig in,” Connie said as she slid the meatloaf plate to Kate. Melvin followed close behind with my soup and bagel. “Enjoy.”
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Passion is often responsible for some tough decisions. And Ben had a tough one to make. The passion of his relationship with Clara had begun to dissolve, but that happens when you don’t pay as much attention to a relationship as you did in the zealous beginning. Since their daughter Lisa was born, Ben had become more distant and removed from his new family.
A lot of the time Ben spent with Lisa was occupied with flashbacks of when he was younger. He saw the pain his father caused him, the emotional detachment. the lack of affection. And his father’s predominate concern with himself at the expense of his family. Ben got scared—he saw himself in the same role and recognized the concern of becoming his father. He didn’t have the strength to face it, so, as one in denial, he stayed away to shelter Lisa from his problems. Ben ended up being unavailable, something he had learned so well from his father—both physically and emotionally.
In a way, Ben was worse than his father. His father was a successful businessman; Ben was an artist trying to hit a window of opportunity. When he began to see his life pass before him, his restless mind often thought, What about the music, everything I’ve worked so hard for? The Europe tour, lost because of my mother’s health, although I met my Clara because of it … Is the whole thing happening again?
Anxiety began to sink in, and when the music was no longer enough of an escape, drinking became the solution. He would just stay out late and jam. What about getting another group together? He started feeling the pressure to get one together or be a part of another group, to start traveling and making some real money. Miles was out there making it big, and time was passing Ben by.
Every time a buddy came through town, he felt a tinge of envy. His stomach sank and he looked at his life as a waste. He began to write a lot of music, trying to make up for all he was feeling. But because he was boozed up most of the time, he didn’t know if the music was any good.
Naturally, Clara left Ben. She had no choice. As a matter of fact, she did it as much for him as she did for Lisa and herself.
And although Ben regretted it every once in awhile, he confirmed what he had already known: there was no other feeling like the music going from his fingers through his soul, providing everything he needed emotionally. He had that feeling from the first time he sat down to learn how to play the piano, that high he experienced—almost a sense of power that only other musicians really understood. The power of both having control and losing control at the same time.
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Kate appeared to be somewhat embarrassed to be standing with me in front of Alfredo, this old black guy on the street cranking out his version of The Flintstones theme song on the tenor sax. Alfredo’s solo blew the hell out of the tune as it filled Clark Street with his sweet refrain.
As usual, I was focused on the music, engrossed in every note. I tapped my foot and snapped my fingers to every downbeat. Music is music, and everyone’s a musician as far as I’m concerned.
“Kate, focus. What do you feel?”
“Besides self-conscious?”
“Fuck that. Your first music lesson. Close your eyes.”
“But …” She clung to her purse like a little girl.
“C’mon. No one will touch you or your precious purse. Close your eyes and focus on the notes.”
She closed her eyes tightly.
“You don’t have to strain to close them, just relax and focus.”
As we showed interest and paid attention to Alfredo, other people began to gather. It’s funny how safe people feel in numbers. So, Kate finally got into the flow. She bobbed her head a little, and when she really began to listen to the music, she couldn’t help but tap her toe.
Alfredo finished, the crowd clapped, Kate smiled her crooked smile, and I left a couple bucks in his saxophone case.
“You going to the burial?” Kate asked.
“Yeah, I better get going. You going to your office?”
“I’ve got a couple deadlines.” We were saying good-bye like we were a couple. Our eyes never really met, as a cloud of awkwardness hung over us. We checked to see what the other was doing, and we were about to confirm the next time we’d see each other.
“So, we’ll talk about Ben Thursday night? You’ll give me a couple hours?”
“Did I say a couple hours?”
“C’mon, Sam.”
“You walking this way?” I asked as we began to walk in the direction of her office. She nodded and kept in stride.
“When you die, do you want to be buried or cremated?” I asked. The question had been weighing on my mind for most of the day.
“Whoa, kinda heavy for small talk.”
“I don't think I care what they do with me when I'm dead. What does it matter if I'm buried six feet under in a dark blue suit, or spread across Lake Michigan in the form of a grayish white powdery residue. I won't know the difference.”
“You been thinking about this for awhile?”
“Just since five this morning.”
“Do you get up that early every morning?”
“Only when anxiety makes its way as my bedfellow.”
“Oh. Well, we’ll talk Thursday night. I really got to get going.”
“Yeah, me too. I’ll see ya later.”
As I headed in the opposite direction, she yelled to me from up the street.
“Hey, Sam. If you want to talk before Thursday, give me a call.” I simply waved and wondered what the hell was going on with us.
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I’ve never been a big fan of obituaries. As a matter of fact, I usually skip them on the way to the weather forecast, which is located on the back page of the “Metro Chicago” section of the Tribune.
As a kid, I remember feeling anxious and uncomfortable when seeing cemeteries and hearing about death. I’d actually get a lurching sensation in pit of my stomach, and a light-headed, spinning sensation took over my life form. Even now, when I pass cemeteries, I look the other way, which at times poses a problem in traffic.
Needless to say, attempting to read Ben’s obituary took a lot of effort.
About two blocks away from my flat, I pulled the folded-up metro section out of my coat pocket. I couldn’t read Ben’s obituary right away, so I scanned the page and was drawn to this picture of a black man striking a Yul Bryner King and I pose, dressed in a suit with one of his legs outfitted in a modified piratelike peg leg. The guy was Clayton “Peg Leg” Bates, a one-legged tap dancer who apparently became famous.
The obit talked about how Peg Leg lost his leg at age twelve in a cottonseed-gin mill accident. Peg Leg started dancing seven years before the accident and wouldn’t let the loss of a leg stop him from continuing. His uncle whittled him a wooden leg, and the dancing continued.
His success exceeded everyone’s expectations but his own. He danced with all the big bands of the ’30s: Dorsey, Ellington, Calloway, Basie, Armstrong. He danced a command performance for Britain’s royalty, appeared twenty-one times on the Ed Sullivan Show, and performed frequently for the disabled.
Reading about Peg Leg inspired me. I enjoyed reading an obituary. How odd. I guess it felt more like a mini biography. I got to know Peg Leg. Felt sad I never had to opportunity to meet him. At the same time, I wondered if by chance, in all his travels, Ben ever had the opportunity to cross his path.
I honored Peg Leg with a moment of silence and moved on to find Ben’s obit, which turned out to be very short and very to the point. The words “loving,” “devoted,” and “cherished” were nowhere to be found. Only the relationship to his daughter Lisa, and the date and time of the wake and burial were noted.
Although the pitiful obituary read more like a funeral notice, Kate wrote a small, six-paragraph piece about Ben (with no help from me), about his music and performance history, which appeared a day earlier.
As I marched along the snowy walk leading up to my flat, I thought back to the funeral. Statistically, I wondered how many people attend funerals out of obligation, and how many people attend because it sounds good at work and they get a little time off. Although there were only about twenty people, most of his contemporaries were dead, so the funeral, like his obituary, was short and not too eventful.
Lisa asked a couple days earlier if I’d do the eulogy. My first reaction was no. I figured I’d hyperventilate, have an anxiety attack, and pass out on top of Ben’s casket. Of course, due to the force of the fall, I’d suffer a nosebleed. I finally got a hold of myself, and thought I’d be insulting her if I turned her down. Besides, I felt bad, having already denied her first request of cooperating with Kate.
So I said yes. But instead of preparing a long, drawn-out speech, I brought a cassette tape with a recording of me playing a tune written by Milt Jackson, called “Bags’ Groove,” which was Ben’s favorite—put the boom box on the coffin, said, “Ben, you’ll always be alive in the music,” and then played the song.
As the song played, I scanned the people scattered about—Lisa with her son, Ezra, who probably got to leave school for this; Clara, who actually had a tear or two for Ben; a priest who knew Ben as well as the thirteen other people who read the piece about him in the Tribune days earlier, and a couple people from Andy’s. I thought about how pathetically insignificant one’s life gets boiled down to in the end. You die, a notice is posted, a burial is planned, an estate is settled, and all that’s left of you is a headstone or an empty urn.
It made me think of life as one big insignificant joke. All the verses of inspiration—trite sayings about living for the day, and today being the first day of the rest of my life, and to be all I can be, and a moment once passed is forever gone—swirled through my mind, making me nauseous in thought. It wasn’t until then that I landed on the thought bearing the meaning of it all. My meaning. The big meaning. The “What am I doing here?” meaning. The who and why and where of it all that left me with the big cemetery spin. The one that leaves me light-headed and gets my existential shorts in a big huge bundle.
I shook my head hard to relieve the intense moment, let out an involuntary yelp, and took a deep breath. I was now ready to move on.
My answering machine indicated three messages. I usually like to guess who’s called before I listen to the messages, but today I was just too spent to guess, so I pushed the button and went to the kitchen for a beer.
The rewind seemed to last forever. (Probably a message in there somewhere from Liz). The beer tasted good. The messages began.
“Sammy, hey, it’s … yeah, just a minute … sorry it’s really busy at work. Anyway, did I say it was Liz? Like you don’t recognize my voice. Anyway, I’m all screwed up. When is Ben’s funeral and … shit, it’s today isn’t it? That’s probably where you are. Damn it, why didn’t you tell me?—I’ll be right with you … Oh, fuck … I gotta go … call me.” The beep sounded.
“Hey, butt-munch. Got some bad news. We don’t need you for those other two events I told you about. The board is convinced some Harry Connick Jr. CDs will suffice. Naturally, I fought for a cancellation fee, and even induced the rumor that Connick was gay, but that only worked against me … sorry buddy.” Max was always looking out for me. The beep sounded.
Dead air caught my attention. I could hear some background noise but couldn’t make it out. Then a voice came on. “Hi, Sam? It’s Kate. I hate talking to these things.” A slow rumble of excitement cruised through my body. “Anyway, I just wanted to apologize if it appeared that I didn’t care about what you were saying when I was walking away from you earlier. I was just eager to get to work … This is pretty lame, I know. Oh God, just forget I called. Sorry.”
Forget she called? How was I going to forget her soft, warmhearted voice, which was attached so eloquently to her sensational lips and face, which, I finally realized, had all worked their way into my heart? I’m not sure how or when, or why, but she’s there. Crooked smile and all.
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Scared, nicked, mired, and covered with stickers from New York, Chicago, Kansas City, and New Orleans (a virtual travelogue of jazz history), Ben’s large trunk sat next to my piano, just waiting to be opened and delved into. The trunk and all it represented was fascinating, and at the same time, something I wasn’t ready to deal with—especially since the thing was locked, there was no key, and it looked like I’d have get off my lazy ass and somehow pry it open.
Several other things hung over my head as I sat before the eighty-six ivory keys which lie there innocently waiting for somebody, anybody, to touch them and make them sing like they’ve never sung before. That’s the hard part. Playing the piano is easy, but making the fucking thing sing is another. It’s like golf. The little dimpled ball sits quietly before you, inviting you to hit the shit out of it. Challenging you to hit it straight. It’s just a ball, sitting motionless. What could be easier? Golf and piano benefit from the same adage: “The more you play, the better you play.”
One of the many thoughts hanging so irksomely over my head was where and why was my 4:00 lesson so late.
Once that thought past, my mind grabbed the concern that always plagues me about not being anywhere professionally. Not being good enough. Not achieving what I thought I’d have achieved by now. Having my own trio, playing The Catalina in LA, the Blue Note in New York, the Jazz Showcase right here in Chicago.
Instead I fell into the trap of making money to survive, rather than making music to live. I feel like I’m riding a rollercoaster—up and down, around, with twists and curves—sometimes it’s going along quiet and smoothly, sometimes it’s scary, and sometimes, I even find it a little exciting. But the thing is, I can’t get off the ride. I can’t shake the routine. I see the Tilt-A-Whirl across the way, and that’s where I want to be. Exciting all the time, more in control.
“An artist lives in a world of fantasy; the rest of us live in the real world,” my father would prophetically say. Unfortunately, I was beginning to believe his words.
A harsh knock on the door saved me from my thoughts. Arnie was here for his lesson. “Door’s open,” I yelled across the room.
Arnie Schwartz. Sixteen, Jewish, and quite an obnoxious, arrogant kid. An ugly kid with a chip on his shoulder, but all the talent in the world. I’m always tempted to tell him how good he is, but I can never bring myself to give him that ammunition. I’d hate to see what he’d be like if I did. And besides which, I’m envious of the little bastard.
Because he’s so hard to deal with, I’ve been tempted to quit working with him. Unfortunately, his mother refers me to great paying but unfulfilling jobs, and she actually tips me very well once she gets her allowance. So I put up with the little shit.
“What’s with the old trunk? Ya’ going somewhere?” Arnie said as he threw his coat and book bag in the general direction of the couch. He missed to the left by a good five feet.
“It was Ben Webster’s.”
“No shit?”
“No shit.”
“Mom said the old man kicked. Too bad, he was pretty good at one time, wasn’t he?”
My blood raced through my body like one of the Unser’s through Indy. I clenched my fists, took a deep breath, and counted to ten.
“We’d better get started. You’re fifteen minutes late, ya little shit.”
“Don’t blame me. The old lady got a phone call in the car and pulled over to talk. She can’t drive and talk at the same time.”
“Why does she have a car phone?”
“Her life mission: Keeping up with the Joneses.”
As though on cue, my phone rang. I looked in its direction and hesitated. I wasn’t all together sure if I should answer it. I’ve made it a rule not to be disturbed during a lesson. But Arnie was no ordinary lesson. And besides, he’d been there only two minutes, and already I was sick of him.
“That would be a phone.” Arnie said. “How about answering it?”
“Warm up, I’ll be right back. Who knows, it could be your mother calling from a stoplight.”
I did a slight run/walk to the phone. Kind of a skip, but not really. I didn’t want to charge to the phone, but at the same time I wanted to get there before the answering machine picked up. I got it right before the fourth ring.
“Hello.”
“Hey, sweetie, you’re home.”
“Hey, Liz,” I said, as if disappointed to hear her voice.
“I missed it, didn’t I?”
“Yep. Listen, I’m in the middle of a lesson.”
“Must be the Jewish kid. You never pick up during a lesson.” There was a pause. “Anyway, I want to see you tonight.”
“Oh, Liz, I don’t know. I’m cranky, tired, depressed. I wouldn’t make very good company.” I sounded like a woman making excuses. At least I didn’t use the “I’m staying home to wash my goldfish” story.
“Exactly. I want to take care of you. I’ll bring over some food, or cook; whatever you want … We’ll just relax. No pressure. You just kick back. I’ll bring over some King Wong, and some …”
Her voice trailed off as the familiarity of Arnie’s music distracted me. I couldn’t put my finger on what he was playing or why it seemed so familiar, but it was beautiful.
I was done talking to Liz. If she wanted to come over, fine. It might actually be nice to sit around and do nothing. Although, for the most part, even sitting around and doing nothing with Liz can be a chore.
“I gotta go,” I said.
“OK. Seven, I’ll be over at seven.”
I hung up and walked back to the piano, mesmerized like the Tasmanian Devil listening to Bugs Bunny play the violin. Arnie stopped.
“What the hell you staring at?”
“What was that?”
“Hell if I know. You wrote it. It was sitting up here.”
He pulled the sheet music from the piano stand and handed it to me. It was eight bars of a melody I scribbled down late last night. I’d scribed “Somewhere Before” as the title, and thought of Kate when I wrote it. I guess you could say she inspired it. Which is serious. At least for a musician. You have to be careful what inspires you. And for me, since I haven’t been moved to write for about five years, something inside has been stirred up.
There’s nothing I can do. Kate’s seeped deep into my subconscious. Into the place that acts on its own accord. Feeding me thoughts and feelings when it wants to. In this case allowing me to make music. New music. Beautiful new music.
What’s happening?
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There are some people you meet who aren’t particularly attractive physically, but once you get to know them, the fact that they’re not attractive somehow goes away. And then there are people like Liz. To look at her you’d think she was “somebody.” She’s got great presence, a perfect smile capable of warming you when it’s 20 below, and a fascinating cleavage. In the tradition of men, her smile lured me in, and the cleavage sealed the deal. But I was soon to find her personality annoying as hell.
Being with her was like having the chatter of talk radio constantly going. One of the good things about being in a relationship with Liz was somehow, a bit of her mania rubbed off on my lazy, lethargic, slothful ways, and I actually felt myself wanting to try out for a cheerleading squad.
My apprehension of Liz coming over that night preoccupied me to the point of feeling paralyzed. I ended up sitting in a chair in the corner of my flat with my arms wrapped around my legs, which were hoisted up on the chair, looking out the window at a snow-filled tree waving in the night.
Naturally I didn’t know what to expect when Liz came over. I’ve always anticipated events, made things up, plotted expectations in my mind about how things might be or how I’d like them to be. But for the most part, they never resemble anything I ever imagine or make up. Usually, the higher the expectation, the greater the disappointment. I guess that should teach me a lesson.
Liz has been calling a lot lately, and I begrudgingly talk. I’m not sure why the call frequency has risen, and frankly, I couldn’t tell you what we talk about. But that’s probably due to the fact that she’s the one doing all the talking.
Deep down inside, where the soul lives and hardly gets to express itself, I feel it’s nice to hear from and know that someone cares. Even if it is Liz. Ben was the only other one who I felt really cared—deeply. He treated me like a son. Respected my talents, listened to my thoughts, and disagreed as much as he could.
I’ve learned there are people in my life that at times I get sick of being around. And Liz, although she means well, is one of them. I should really cut her some slack, but I can’t. The irritating attributes are just too strong.
These are people who represent the same old thing. Where nothing in their lives ever changes. They have the same stories over and over. The same complaints day after day. There’s no change. No growth. It feels stale to be around them. And when you’re in a relationship and feeling this way, it’s twice as bad, because you’re with that person more than you’re with anyone else.
So at times people bore me. At other times, I think, “Shit, could I be the boring one? Am I the one making things feel dull? Am I simply looking for someone else to stimulate, entertain, or satiate my existential meandering?”
I usually dismiss any thoughts of holding myself accountable. Those types of thoughts somehow tap into that deep-seated anxiety. It’s usually easier to take a step back and blame those around me.
A dull pounding sound coming from the door snapped me out of my wonders. Not knowing my legs had fallen asleep from holding them to my chest for so long and so tight, I collapsed to my knees as I tried to get out of the chair.
“I’ll be right there,” I yelled as the pins and needles teased my legs.
I crawled to the door like a fallen soldier. Using the doorknob as leverage, I eased myself up as my legs began to cooperate one leg at a time.
“Guess who?” Liz said as I opened the door. Before the next moment passed, I noticed the pins and needles relocated from my legs to an area centrally located north of my thighs. I was off in the land of when we first met. It was like seeing Liz for the first time again. How her beauty took me and held me for a moment. I wondered where I was and why I was invited?
So there stood Liz, in my doorway and, the only way I can explain it, ready for action. She definitely took her time getting ready for the evening. She planned every detail of her look, right down to the shade of lipstick and how that contributed to making her legs look a bit longer than they actually were. What I’m trying to say is she looked great.
I was surprised by my favorable reaction, but not surprised at what happened next.
“You made me wait at the door so long, I started to think you forgot about our date—sorry, I don’t mean to refer to it as a date. Anyway, like I promised, I brought a bit of King Wong—Ooh, that sounds funny, ‘I brought a bit of King Wong.’” Her notorious cleavage led the way as she walked in. She gave me a quick kiss on the cheek as she breezed by, and set the bag full of King Wong on the dining room table.
“I got us a number seven and, if I remember correctly, your favorite, number sixteen. Of course, some white rice and an order of king rolls. Nothing fancy. But I did forget drinks. Do you still have that plum wine I brought for Max’s birthday?”
She took off her long camel’s hair jacket, held it out for me to retrieve, and revealed before me the Temple of Doom. I approached her with what seemed like extreme caution, like I was about to capture a vicious snake with no room for an errant move.
From what I can remember, she kept talking—nervous talk, to fill any awkward silence of the moment.
I moved closer and found myself in the “circle of scent.” This is the area around a woman where her perfume either begins to take hold of its pursuer or parries the pursuer immediately. The familiar scent lured me closer and deeper into a trance. She had it all working, and she knew it. The winsome grin, the slow-batting eyes, and that damn cleavage. It all caught me off guard, and before I knew it, I was face-to-face with the enchantress.
It was either very quiet or my heart was beating so loudly it drowned everything out. The next moment we locked eyes. I could feel the heat emanating from her body as she moved a little closer. My stomach simmered with excitement, my loins pulsed with warmth and anticipation.
I tried to fight it, but I was pulled forth like steel toward a magnet. Our mouths were now closing in on each other inches at a time. She became a blur as we moved so close my eyes couldn’t focus. We paused for a moment, as our lips were a hair’s distance apart. The warmth of her breath moistened my lips as she softly brushed hers across mine. That damn tingling sensation took hold completely and the game was over.
Our lips locked, the camel’s hair coat fell to the ground, and the familiar crush of her soft cleavage made me feel like I was home again.
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Thoughts and questions rumbled from one lobe of my cerebellum to the other as rapidly and erratically as King Wong’s number sixteen did in my stomach. I felt defeated, weak and disappointed in myself. I felt like I gave in to the monster of lust, as though Liz won. She knew why she came over and she succeeded in her quest. Damn her!
Of course, the possibility that such carnality might take place was present from the moment the overture was made to stop by my place in the first place—hell, I wouldn’t be considered a guy unless these thoughts occurred as often as they did. But the conflict lay not in the fact that all this occurred; no, the conflict lay in the fact that it felt OK. It felt comforting. Liz was actually there in a way that she’d never been there for me.
Or has she always been there for me, and I finally allowed myself to be open to it? Whatever the case, I think she could tell from my eyes what a comfort she was. The eyes don’t lie.
It was a little after 11:00 when Liz read my mind about wanting to be alone and announced she should be getting home, uttering something about regrouting her bathroom tile, which brought a smile to my befuddled face.
25
Why am I now holding Kate’s business card? And why in the hell do I have the urgent need to talk to or see her while the scent of Liz is still floating in the air with King Wong’s number sixteen?
Before I knew it, I was pacing back and forth, the room illuminated by nothing more than the TV flickering scenes from Die Hard. That’s all the light I really needed to read Kate’s card, which had her home number scribbled on the back.
Hey, what’s Dennis Franz doing in Die Hard? A question not engaging enough to distract me from my own neurosis. The number had been dialed …
Three rings, shit, she’s probably asleep. Four rings, damn, I should hang up. Click. Answering machine kicks in. “You’ve reached Kate’s phone. Leave it at the beep.”
Straightforward. Not terribly inventive. When the answering machine craze first hit, I had a lot of fun with it. Sort of a form of entertainment. Sort of an expression of creativity. Sometimes I’d write a funny song or attempt impressions, that sort of thing, but when it got to be I was spending an embarrassing amount of time rehearsing, recording, and rerecording answering machine messages, I got hold of myself and stopped. Not to mention every time someone dialed my number by accident or a telemarketer called, he or she’d tell their friends to call because the message was so entertaining. Out of hand.
“… Um, Kate. It’s, Sam. Anyway, just wanted to ask you something … no big …”
“Sam, hey. What’s up?”
A real live voice. Now what?
“Shit, I’m sorry. Is it too late? Did I wake you? You sound kinda … sexy, actually.” Her voice took on a husky Kathleen Turner quality.
“No, no, and thanks. I’m blessed with this voice most mornings and late evenings.”
“Have you thought of a promising career in phone sex?”
“Many times.”
“Well, let me know if you ever need to rehearse.”
Awkward silent pause.
“So what’s up, Sam?”
Damn, I wish she hadn’t asked. I wished we could just banter back and forth and make small talk all night.
“I’m going to the Fish Market and wanted to know if you’d like to join me?”
“Excuse me?”
“The Fish Market, I’m going to hang out and play a little. Ben and I use to go there a lot and I thought you might like to go.”
“I don’t mean to be rude, and maybe it’s just late, but what the hell are you talking about?”
“Of course … I’m assuming you know that the Fish Market is an area on the South Side where people gather when the sun goes down, and sing and dance and play the blues until the sun comes back up. Sorry.”
“And you’re going now?”
Why had I called? I should’ve just ignored my impulse to call and should’ve jumped in a cab and gone. This is what happens when females enter my world. Things start to get complicated. Explaining things, making sure they understand. Where’s the freedom? Where’s the spontaneity?
“Yep.”
“Sounds intriguing. What time might you be by?”
“Ten minutes.”
“OK. I’ll meet you in the lobby.”
“Kate.”
“Yeah?”
“Did you want to tell me your address or should I drive around Chicago yelling your name?”
“1616 N. Lake Shore. Like I said, I’ll wait in the lobby.”
Well, that went pretty smoothly.
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Ben was out of touch for many years, trying to get his career together, spending a lot of time in Europe, sending postcards and money every so often, but basically he acted as though he had no family, and as a result, Clara divorced him and started a new life. Unfortunately, Ben became nothing more than a distant relative to his daughter Lisa. From the time she was eight, it was her stepfather, Marvin, a successful restaurateur, whom she called “Dad.” And Ben was simply known as “Ben.”
He was on the last leg of a European tour when Ben not only turned sixty, but also suffered his first heart attack. According to Zack Childs, his bass player, “he’d been looking uncomfortable the whole night,” but he had just attributed the tightening in his chest and the fact that his arm would dip in and out of numbness to the rich French cuisine he had become accustomed to. But through it all, he kept playing, kept humping for the Buddha Zone.
Drinking was just part of Ben’s post show ritual, but what wasn’t a part of the post show ritual was having a massive heart attack and collapsing with a shot of whiskey in his hand.
Tragedy always seems to test a family as well as define its intimacy. And based on Lisa’s reaction to Ben’s condition, it appeared that she cared immensely for her birth father.
Ben would have a few more heart attacks, but it was this, the first one, that really allowed Lisa and her mother Clara to make amends with Ben. Part of the reason for the interest in Ben at that point was that Lisa was pregnant. And for some hormonal/emotional reason, family and sentiments run a bit deeper for a pregnant woman.
As it turns out, Lisa ended up a divorced single mother living in Chicago with her son, Ben’s grandchild, who, like Lisa, had no interest in music … which was fine with Ben. It was just nice knowing that he had some family around.
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Twenty minutes later, Kate and I were in a cab heading southwest to what’s affectionately know as the “Black South,” or more commonly, the Fish Market.
Kabowski (a perfect name for a cabby, by the way) couldn’t understand why we were headed in this direction, and frankly, he wanted nothing to do with it.
“You are sure with the direction?” he asked for the third time within the first five minutes of our ride.
“Positive.”
“I won’t wait,” he warned.
“Don’t worry, I won’t ask you to.”
“Did you say Kedzie and Jackson?” Kate asked with concern in her nighttime timbre.
“Not you too?”
Conventional wisdom tells one to stay away from the intersection of Kedzie and Jackson. Which is good.
There are no ads, no flyers, no tickets, and no cover charge, but every night on the corner of Kedzie and Jackson, there’s a little place called the Fish Market, named for the Delta Fish Market, which is the landmark for this Mecca of blues.
No one is really sure how the Fish Market got started, and frankly, no one’s asking, but if you’re looking for a story or two, or three, Blind Willy Simms, who has been selling pig’s ears, polish sausage, and his special blend of corn mash whiskey for forty years, is the only one who’ll give you one.
The thing you have to know about Blind Willy is that he isn’t really blind, but he won’t tell you that. The big black glasses and cane that sit by him are only props for that matter. You either have to know he’s not blind going in, or find out the hard way.
Ben told me the story of a young white guy (Ben always divided the world into black guys and white guys), who, thinking Blind Willy was actually blind, grabbed a polish sausage and made like he was putting money in the tin, but just sort of pushed the money around. Blind Willy let the guy think he got away with it for the five seconds it took him to grab his oak cane and whap the young white guy on the back of his neck so hard, the polish sausage, which was half in, flew out of his mouth about forty feet.
Blind Willy says the advantage of being blind is people tell him the truth. And even though most people know by now that he’s not blind, the illusion disarms them.
“People don’t bullshit a blind man,” Blind Willy says. “There’s something about the mystery of being anonymous. It’s like being in confession, that kind of thing.”
As we got closer to the Fish Market, I rolled down my window to let the gentle night air mixed with the sweet sounds of Horace Hayes waft into the cab.
“Ya hear that?” I said. “That’s the church of Saturday night. My religion. Real life. Therapy. Spirituality. Enlightenment. Whatever your version of Elysium.”
“My version of what?” Kate said.
With makeshift spotlights hanging from telephone polls and car headlights shining on the stage, which was made up of nothing more than used tires and plywood planks, Horace Hayes sang to about a dozen people about his daddy beatin’ on his mamma until a kitchen knife found its way to putting an end to the conflict.
“You can pull up right here,” I said.
“Sam, what if we just went back to your place and listened to some CDs?”
“Tempting thought, but we’re already here.”
Feeling guilty, I handed Kabowski twenty-five bucks for a fifteen-dollar fare. He took the money with no hesitation and unlocked the doors.
“How will we get back, Sam?”
“I guess this is the chickenshit side of you.”
“Damn right it is.”
Moments define life. And as I reached for her hand, which was cold from the night air, she took mine with an eager yet soft embrace. It was at that point I felt our relationship transform.
“So, really. How do we get back?”
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It was time to call Max. It was time to reach out. It was time that he helped me for once, God damn it.
Max always got up early to take a run, so I knew I wouldn’t be waking him when I called. It was Tracy that I was worried about. She, like me, loves a good night’s sleep into day.
With the aide of caller ID, Max answered on the first ring.
“What the fuck are you doing up so early?”
“I haven’t been to bed yet.”
“What’s going on?”
“I took Kate to the Fish Market last night, and then we went to breakfast.”
There was a pause.
“Can you hang on for a second?” Max said.
No, I thought. I need to talk now. What the fuck is going on?
“Sorry, I had to grab the portable so I could strip and talk at the same time. I’m about to jump in the shower.”
“Thanks for the update.”
“So you took Kate to the fucking Fish Market. This is serious shit. No wonder you’re calling. I thought you didn’t like her.”
There are certain times in my life when I get feelings that take me back to my past. Things I say or do trigger a certain time or period in my life (that for the most part, I’d just as soon forget). Having this conversation felt like I was back in high school. Do I like her, don’t I like her? Of course saying you don’t like her, can’t stand her guts, only means you’re madly in love with her.
“I guess I was wrong. And at this point, yes, fucking confused.”
“What’s to be confused about? She’s everything you don’t deserve. And frankly, I’m surprised she’s into you.”
“Wow, really glad I called for support.”
“You know what I mean.” Max tried to make it better.
“No, frankly, I don’t.”
At that point, I knew what it was like to miss someone like Ben. Although Ben didn’t sugarcoat things, he had a way of talking that made the bad news seem not so bad. And this wasn’t even bad news. It was just something I didn’t know how to handle … my feelings.
“Why don’t you jump in your shower. I’m sure you’re late for an appointment or something.”
“Is this about the gig that canceled? Because if it is, that’s totally bogus. I tried everything to get you in, but they already had their minds set.”
At times Max could be so thick. And this was one of those times.
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For some reason Andy’s Place was packed. It was an unusual crowd for that matter, a mix of Asian tourists, pipe fitters, and inebriated young females, which normally I don’t really have a problem with (the young inebriated females especially), but tonight it simply all threw me for a loop. Maybe I felt old or depressed, or maybe my water sign was suffering from a drought.
So I sat at the bar gently holding a Bass ale before my last set—just thinking. Thinking that I used to think about what I was going to play and how I was going to play before I sat down to play any set. I’d actually try to create some sort of theme or flow to my sets, but now my mind wanders, and I think about things I shouldn’t be thinking about. Like Kate. And why I’m thinking about her before my set. Lately, I’ll even take requests and act like the guy who plays for tips. I hate that guy.
“Excuse me, sir.” I turned to find two of the gaggle of the inebriated females at the bar beside me. One of them giggled and the other one spoke. They couldn’t have been more than twenty-five.
“We’re to understand you’re the piano man.”
“That’s one way to put it, I suppose.”
“Whatever—so when do you start the next set?”
“Any second now, thanks for your eagerness.”
“It’s just that we’re having a bachelorette party tonight for our friend Tory—she’s the one over there with the balloon tied to her ponytail.”
The talker screamed to Tory while the giggler giggled.
“Hey, Tory! This guy’s the piano man!” Tory waved with a drunken exaggeration. “She’s such a doll. Anyway, we’ve got a stripper coming in a little while, and we wondered if when he came, I could give you the high sign, and you could take a little break for him to do his thing.”
Now, these girls seemed like nice girls. Amenable girls. Definitely girls from the suburbs. But I wasn’t feeling particularly nice, or amenable.
“Oh … well, um, this is kind of awkward, and maybe they didn’t tell you at the door, but that’s part of my show as well.”
The giggler stopped giggling, and the talker looked stunned, as though it was out of the realm of any possibility that I could strip.
“Shut up!” The giggler finally spoke.
“For real?” said the talker.
“No and no. What the hell’s the matter with you kids? If you want to see a stripper, go to a fucking Chippendales. This is a jazz club, God damn it.”
“Whatever, piano man.”
“You suck,” said the giggler. And with those comments, they both went back to Tory and the gaggle of girls to break the bad news.
Just as I stood to take my place at the piano, I had another tap on my shoulder. It was Kate.
“Does Sam Greene have groupies?”
I stood with fear. I stood with excitement. I just stood there, looking at Kate.
“Lighten up, Sam, I was just joking.”
“Kate, hi. What are you doing here?” is what I said. What I thought was, Oh my God, it’s great to see you. I’ve been thinking of you, troubled and actually obsessed with thinking about you all day, trying to figure out why you make me feel the soft, mushy way I feel inside, and what I’m suppose to do about it. How do you feel about me?
“Didn’t Max talk to you?”
“Max? I talked to him early this morning, but we basically talked about nothing other than his hygiene …” I could kill that little fucker. What the fuck did he tell her?
“What did he talk to you about?” I asked with curious fear.
“Actually, he left a message. So I didn’t talk to him. But he mentioned you were playing tonight, he and Tracy were coming down, and that we should all go out after the show. So here I am.”
“What are friends for?” Just then Max and Tracy showed up. “Speak of the assho—I mean devil.”
Andy called out from behind the bar.
“Hey, piano man. How about tickling dose ivories?”
I hate it when people refer to playing the piano as “tickling the ivories.”
“Right away, boss.” I rolled my eyes to Kate to show her who was in control.
“Hey, here’s the happy couple!” Max was in prime asshole mode.
I held my arms open for Tracy. We hugged. She fit pretty well. I find it peculiar how some people fit better in your arms than others. I wonder what that means.
“Hey, Trace. What’s with your husband?”
“You tell me, I’ve only known him for a couple years.”
“Cupid, come with me.” I pulled Max with me toward the piano, leaving Kate with Tracy, Asian tourists, some pipe fitters, and a gaggle of inebriated females. I’m not sure what there was to worry about, but it occurred to me there should be something.
“What the hell are you doing to me, Max?”
“What are you talking about? I thought you were into Kate.”
“That’s beside the point … Even if I were into her, I need to do things my own way and at my own pace.” It was a short walk to the piano.
“Do you want us to leave?”
“Of course not.”
“Just play me some ABBA and Air Supply, and then we’ll get some coffee at Third Coast or something.”
“Do you work on your material? Because you get funnier every time I see you.”
Not much can distract me when I’m about to play, but when a loud, thrashing drum and bass beat fill the air, and strains of a bad ’80s synthesizer follows close behind, I get a little annoyed.
As if the bad music wasn’t enough, the whooping and hollering and clapping—and not just coming from the gaggle of inebriated females—could mean only one thing. The male stripper had arrived.
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The Third Coast was as packed as the subway in Honk Kong at rush hour. Except they don’t serve coffee there. Max, Tracy, Kate, and I were smashed together in a corner near the door. Kate and I were sitting closer than we had ever allowed ourselves to be before. It felt like a date.
I couldn’t decide whether to keep my coat on or take it off. When the door opened, the night air sent a chill through my body like I was being dunked in Lake Michigan, and when the door was shut, the heat was unbearable. I will never understand what some people will put up with to be seen drinking an overpriced, oversized mug of coffee.
“You’ve really polished your show, Sam.”
“Did you like the new addition? He’s really good, isn’t he?” I said.
“I bet the auditions were murderous,” said Tracy.
“My only question,” Kate added, “is why you weren’t in a Speedo as well?” With that she winked and gave me the crooked smile I’d become accustomed to.
Of course Max had to keep pushing the level of assholeness.
“Kate, has Sam begun to cooperate with you yet?”
“Not really. He’s still playing hard to get.”
I had a quick flash of anxiety until I realized they were talking about the “Ben” project, and not the “amorphous” relationship project.
“Thanks, Max, but as always, you’re not helping.”
“Yeah, lay off Max,” Tracy said.
“Just trying to help out Kate.”
“I think she’s doing just fine on her own,” I said.
At that point, the only thing that could possibly make things more uncomfortable would be Liz showing up out of the blue.
“Isn’t this a cozy little foursome?” Liz shouted over the din of trivial conversations and a variety of coffee sipping.
“Liz,” we all said in unison.
Guilt overwhelmed me as I looked at Liz standing above us all. But why?
“Sam, can we talk?” Liz asked in a disapproving tone.
“What?” I said, postponing the inevitable confrontation and in some way actually hoping that she might forget she wanted to talk to me.
“Come with me.” She grabbed my arm and yanked me out into the bitter cold. Liz pulled out a couple cigarettes, offered me one, and lit another for herself.
“What’s going on, Liz?”
“I was hoping you’d tell me, Casanova.”
“Liz, I don’t know what to tell you. I’m a little messed up.”
“When haven’t I known you to be messed up?”
“Good point.” Where do I go from here, I thought. Of course, a long dramatic drag on my cigarette. “Listen, Liz, the other night was nice, but it was wrong.”
“You know why it was nice, Sam? Because it wasn’t wrong.” With that, Liz flicked her cigarette into the street and left me standing in a cryogenic pose.
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There was no conversation about or reference to Liz as I made my way back into the den of wired souls. I wondered if Max, in his “helpful” way, filled Kate in about my on-again-mostly-off-again relationship with Liz. I’m sure I’d find out soon enough.
Max and Tracy announced they were three months pregnant. I didn’t know how to react. I never do when people announce big things like that. Marriage, babies, new houses. I only end up comparing myself to whatever situation is at hand, and using it as some perverse yardstick of life. Never measuring up.
Now if they’d told me someone had died, I’d have known how to react. I know how to react to death. It just comes naturally. My heart skips a beat. I get that knot in the pit of my stomach followed by the dizzy sensation. The loud, irrational voice of sorrow bellows from my mouth. And then I’m OK.
It was about 1:30 a.m. when we all stood outside watching our words develop in the cold air. Since cabs seemed to be at a premium, we all decided to share one.
I sat in the back, between Kate and Tracy, while Max sat up front with Osama, our Saudi-born driver. Max usually likes to chat it up with the cabbies. To him, it’s fascinating to talk to people he usually wouldn’t have the opportunity to talk to, to understand what their lives are about and how different their experiences are than his. For me, the only reason to talk to the cabby is to ask him to put the window up or put it down, whatever the case may be.
So while Max discussed the advantages and disadvantages of terrorism, I made my own conversation with the women.
“Have you guys ever heard of Judith Aaron, the artistic director of Carnegie Hall?”
“I haven’t,” said Tracy.
“Neither have I,” said Kate.
“It’s just as well … she died today.”
“Was she a friend of yours?” Tracy said with concern.
“No. I wish I would’ve known her; she seemed like a fascinating person. You guys would’ve really liked her.”
The look on their faces said they weren’t sure why I brought this woman up, but decided it was better conversation than what was going on in the front seat.
“You cannot fight terrorism with a cruise missile,” Osama said to Max with a finger point for emphasis.
“How did you … know about her?” Kate asked reluctantly.
“I read about her in the obituaries this morning.”
“Is there a reason you read the obituaries this morning?” asked Tracy.
“I’ve been reading them ever since Ben died.” My head whipped from Kate to Tracy. “You know, fascinating people die every day.”
I guess I threw them off, because, for the rest of the trip, it was silent in the backseat while Max voiced his suspicions about some Saudi millionaires driving American troops out of Somalia in the early ’90s and some gibberish about the World Trade Center bombing.
Lucky for us, Max and Tracy’s place wasn’t too much farther.
We all sat in silence as Osama pulled up to curb. Max turned to me with a wink and a grin.
“You got this one, big guy?”
Several thoughts about Max passed through my mind, none of which were very positive, but what came out of my mouth was, “Yeah, I got this one.”
Once I realized Max and Tracy were about to leave Kate and me alone in a cab together to determine where the cab was about to head, I hyperventilated. I couldn’t breath. I couldn’t communicate. Max, Kate, and Tracy couldn’t tell if I was serious or joking, but Osama knew it was serious. Serious enough to freak out, thinking I was having a seizure or something.
“Out of my cab! No dying in my cab! Out of my cab!”
I was able to reach across Kate, roll the window down, and get a breath of fresh air.
Kate instinctually held me and started to rub my head to calm me down. I had no choice, other than to go with it. Osama kept yelling until Max told him to shut his terrorist-supporting ass up or he’d call his buddy, Bill Witherspoon (no doubt a made-up name), at the FBI.
“If it’s that big of a deal, I’ll pay for the cab, man,” Max said.
I managed a little chuckle, and explained that I got a little claustrophobic but that I’d be all right. Tracy and Max left the cab. I wished I could’ve, but Kate gave Osama her address and told him to drive on.
“Feeling a bit vulnerable right now, Sam?”
“A bit.”
She put her arm around me again, pulled my head to her breast, and comforted me like a baby. I fell asleep and had a strange dream about Ben. It’s peculiar to say I had a strange dream, because it seems like all dreams are strange … at least to me they are. I don’t dream that much, so when I dream, I think they’re strange.
So in this dream about Ben, I was at his funeral playing the piano. Everyone was dressed in red rather than black. Maybe we were all in hell, I don’t know. As I was playing the piano, my cell phone rang—not that I have a cell phone, but that’s another story. So I stopped playing the piano and answered the phone.
“Hello?”
“Mr. Sam Greene?”
“Yep.”
“I’ve got a collect call from a Mr. Ben Webster.”
I looked around in disbelief. I looked at the casket sitting in front of me; I looked at the people in the pews. The reverend, who was standing at the pulpit, mouthed, “Who is it?” I mouthed, “Ben.” He mouthed back, “Tell him I say hello.”
“Sure, I’ll accept the charges,” I said into the phone.
“Thank you. Connecting,” the operator said.
“Hey, Fingers.”
“Ben?”
“What the hell you playing?”
“I’m playing ‘Bags’ Groove,’ your favorite.”
“It’s my favorite when Bags plays it, not you.”
“Oh,” I said. And with that, I felt a nudge on my shoulder, heard my name whispered in my ear, and felt some wetness on my left cheek. Either Kate was lactating, or I drooled all over her shirt.
“Sam, we’re here.”
“Kate … um.”
“Yeah, I know. Hyperventilating and drooling all in one night is pretty tough. Do you want to come upstairs and ease your pain?”
Questions abounded. Do I let the fear take over, or do I act like an adult? Do I lay it on the line or tow the company line (whatever that means)? Not an easy decision, especially after having two embarrassing as hell episodes in a matter of twenty minutes.
Apparently my pondering was taking longer than I imagined, because Kate was just staring at me and Osama was tapping the divider glass impatiently.
“Are you going with the lady or not? I do not have all night with you people.”
“I should probably go,” I said, regretting the decision as soon as it came out of my mouth.
“You sure?”
“No, but I think it’s the best decision for the time being.”
“Can I give you some money?” Kate went for her wallet.
“Sure, but not for the cab ride.” I smiled, eliciting the crooked smile before Kate left the cab.
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Osama dropped me at home and for some reason I thought of the day I moved in. Maybe glancing at the mailboxes reminded me of moving in, because I remember seeing my name on the mailbox the day I moved in and thought, Wow, I really live here. My mailbox was on the end next to a guy named Timothy White, who no longer lived here. As a matter of fact, he’s no longer living.
The thing I remember most about that day was how lonely I felt. Really lonely. And for some reason, walking away from the cab and into the hallway had left me feeling the same.
I moved in about five years ago, with nothing more than my piano, which is always a pain in the ass when you’re moving. Despite the piano, it’s usually a pretty easy move.
I live near the lake, in area called Boy’s Town. I didn’t know it was called Boy’s Town when I moved in. As a matter of fact, I don’t think the boys knew it was called Boy’s Town at that point either, but it’s a great area. Parking sucks, but when you have no car, no need to worry.
The apartment was big, clean, and charming. Best of all, I could afford it. Although “I wasn’t the best candidate,” according to Chad, the landlord, a very “show-tune” kind of guy, I convinced him that, because I was a musician, I was able to get him show tickets and offered to entertain him and his friends every once in a while. Big mistake. He took me up on everything.
So what I thought I’d save on the apartment ended up costing me by having to buy scalped tickets to everything from Chicago to Les Miserables, to his favorite, Kiss of the Spider Woman (which he had to see six times).
Getting back to the sad part of moving day. It seemed to me that moving to a new place should hold some excitement—the feeling of a new opportunity, of starting something new—but the prevailing feeling I had was the “What am I doing with my life” feeling. Not that it was a new feeling, and that I haven’t had it since, but with the neighborhood so quiet, the smell of fresh paint in the air, and the fact that my apartment was in dire need of a female’s touch, I felt a bit lonely.
Unfortunately, I couldn’t wallow in it too long, because Chad was at my door with Timothy, Jack, and stack of songbooks. I was being rather presumptuous, but I assumed one of these guys had to have some decorating experience, and if they didn’t, they certainly had to know someone who did.
So I asked for advice and ended up playing show tunes until 3:30 in the morning, followed by breakfast at Jeri’s Diner.
The boys were a load of fun, and I started hanging out with them when I was feeling lonely, mainly because they made me forget about my pathetic little problems.
Because he wasn’t as swishy as Chad and Jack, and because it seemed we just had more to talk about than the others, I became very close to Timothy. He was smart and very funny, in a dry sort of way.
I began to think of Timothy as a friend, and it was at this point I wondered if I would be better off being gay. But I came to my senses a bit when Timothy asked me out several times and tried to kiss me at an Oscar party Chad hired me to play for. It scared the shit out of me.
I mean it was up there with the death anxiety. Not that death feels right, but this just felt so wrong. Like it was totally unnatural to me. It didn’t make me like Timothy any less, it just made me want to be entirely clear about my position on men and women (that didn’t sound right). He understood. Or at least he said he did. Whether he was kidding or not, I wasn’t sure, but he’d always say that I just hadn’t come out of the closet yet. Frankly it scared me, like he might know something I didn’t about myself.
Unfortunately, Timothy got very sick with what that whole crowd was obsessed with being diagnosed with. From what I understand, Timothy had several other complications that were not normal for a person sick with AIDS, and he died rather quickly.
I wrote a song for Timothy called “Locked in the Closet,” which he appreciated, except when I sang it. I had a terrible voice, and he didn’t mind telling me so.
After Timothy died, Chad gave me a book that was inscribed to me from Timothy called Man’s Search for Meaning, by a guy name Viktor Frankl. It was about a man’s experience in the Holocaust camps, and how after he’d lost everything, he found meaning in living through the experience.
The inscription read, “Samuel, stop searching and start living. With warm regards, your first gay boyfriend, Timothy.” I laughed and then I cried.
My memories were jolted by the cold ring of the phone. At this hour, I thought, it could only be Liz.
“Yes, Liz,” I said into the phone.
“Oops. This is Kate.”
My heart dropped to my stomach.
“Kate … I—”
“I’m sorry I called. Obviously you were waiting for Liz to call.”
“No, really. I just thought, Who else would have the gall to call at this hour? OK, that really didn’t come out right. Can we start over? Seriously. Hang up and call me right back.”
“You’re one strange bird, Sam Greene.” With that said, she hung up. The moment we hung up, I questioned whether she’d call back. I mean, if I were her, I’m not sure I would. Some asshole denies having a nightcap at a beautiful, single woman’s request, then answers the phone, seemingly with the expectations that another woman is a calling—She should’ve called back by now. She’s not calling. Fuck this. I’m going to bed.
Maybe I should call her? Why the fuck not. I’ll just tell her I had a premonition that she was about to call me, and I was just beating her to it.
I picked up the phone and dialed her number … busy. I slammed down the phone. Shit, is she trying to call me? If her phone is busy, and she’s trying to call me, then my phone is busy and she probably thinks I’m on the phone with Liz. Does call waiting not work when people are calling each other? I needed to know.
Do I try again? Or hope she tries again? I circled around the phone like an animal preying on its dinner.
The phone rang. I picked it up before the first ring finished.
“Kate?”
“No, asshole, guess again.”
“Liz.” This wasn’t even funny.
“We need to talk.”
“Great, how about tomorrow, say around 11:30? I’ll call …” Call waiting does work; I just can’t let Kate know I’m on the phone with Liz. “I really gotta go, Liz. If it appears that I’m hanging up on you, I am, but don’t take it personally.”
I clicked the receiver to get the other line.
“Hello,” I said in a sing-songy I’ve-been-waiting-for-your call kind of voice.
“Sam, it’s me, Liz. I haven’t hung up yet.”
“Well hang up.”
I clicked more slowly this time.
“Hello?” I said with curiosity.
“Is Mr. Sam Greene there?”
“Yeah.” The Hispanic female voice at the other end didn’t sound familiar.
“Mr. Greene, this is Lucinda Wilkins from the United States Department of Agriculture … I realize it’s early in the morning, and I apologize for that, but we take our job very seriously at the USDA, and it seems that we’ve had a report that you’ve smuggled some sort of illegal fruit on the grounds of these United States—Is this true, Mr. Greene?”
I knew the call could not be real, but nonetheless, I was speechless, and listened with total disbelief.
“Mr. Greene, are you there?”
“All right, cut the shit, Kate.”
“Trying to have a little fun, and you go and rain on my parade,” said Kate.
“Sorry, it’s too late, or too early, whatever the case may be, to have a parade.”
“I called because between Liz, the drool, and the hyperventilating, I forgot to tell you I’m going out of town for Christmas and I won’t see you for a week.”
“Why are you telling me this?”
“We haven’t talked about Ben yet.”
“Oh,” I said, disappointed she didn’t say she was going to miss me or something. “Well, why don’t you get an extension on your story?”
“Not that easy.”
“When are you leaving?”
“Tomorrow.”
“Way to leave it until the last minute.”
“It’s not like someone has been cooperating with me or anything …”
“What do you suggest we do about your little problem?”
“Thanks for all your support.”
“Kate, do you know what it’s like for me?” She listened, waiting for my explanation. “Talking about Ben is like talking about a family member. Imagine your father died, and I was constantly hounding you for his history, anecdotes and tidbits of information about his life. Would you be up for that? How long would it take for you to be ready to talk?”
“I understand what you’re saying, but my father wasn’t a major influence in the history of jazz. It’s hard, yes, but think of all the people you’d be honoring Ben’s life with—Sharing his achievements with.”
“That’s part of the problem. I’m not sure I want to share Ben with anyone.” We both sat with that one for a while.
Then Kate broke the silence. “This may seem a little off the wall, but I’m going to ask anyway.”
“Yes,” I said, nervous with the prospect she was proposing something “a little off the wall.”
“What about meeting somewhere right now? Maybe we talk about Ben, maybe we don’t. I think more than anything, I’d just like to talk. We haven’t really had time to just talk.”
Silence. Explosion of said nerves. Queasiness overtakes my being. “So you want to talk … now? Isn’t it late?”
“We don’t have to. I just thought it’d be nice. I’m not tired. Actually, I’m kind of wired. And all of a sudden, I feel like I’m rambling. Am I rambling?”
I laughed at her vulnerability. “Yes, you’re rambling. But it’s sort of cute … It’d be nice to talk.”
“We don’t have to. I just thought—”
I broke in, “Where do you want to meet?”
We went back and forth with a lot of uncomfortable “I don’t knows” and “what do you thinks,” because now, her “off the wall idea” had become a reality.
Then she finally said, “Well, it’s now after two, what would be open other than Jeri’s or Mitchell’s, or some place like that?”
I said my final, “I don’t know,” and couldn’t believe what direction I was about to take this conversation. “Do you feel like having bad coffee, sitting in bad lighting, and trying to guess what’s making the menu sticky?”
“What’s our alternative?”
“You could come over here …” I said as I began to fidget with the phone cord.
“I suppose I could …”
“I could make some hot cocoa with mini marshmallows, throw a couple logs in the fireplace …”
“Would you light them?” she said playfully.
“Sure, if that’s important to you.”
“Good, go on …”
I continued. “Where was I?”
“Lighting the logs in the fireplace …”
“Oh, yeah. We’d sit by the roaring fire, with our mini-marshmallow hot cocoas, and you could help me open Ben’s trunk, and see what the ‘major influence in the history of jazz’ had stored away for all these years.”
“Sounds too good to be true,” Kate said with a chuckle. “What’s your address?”
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When I wasn’t able to make a lot of cash by playing the piano, I bartended at the Jazz Showcase. With its modest decor and rich history in jazz, Joe Seigel, the proprietor, had continued to make the Jazz Showcase the place to play in Chicago. Everyone from Charlie Parker to Jo Jones to Ray Brown has played there.
Working at the Jazz Showcase was more like getting a jazz education than bartending. Sort of like Jazz U. I was in the fortunate position of being able to witness the jazz greats every night I worked—to observe and listen, and when the opportunity arose, to ask questions. Jazz musicians are nothing like rock stars. These guys are extremely humble and gracious, and they appreciate people who are truly interested in music and what it’s all about.
Now Ben was a different story. I had actually never really heard of Ben. Of course I’ve heard of Ben Webster the sax player, but never Ben Webster the pianist. So when I was asked to bring a drink to the dressing room, and had to ask which one of the five musicians Ben was, it wasn’t looked upon with the greatest of appreciation. Although the other Cats got a kick out of it, Ben certainly didn’t.
When I listened to Ben that night, there was something about the way he played the piano that touched my heart. There was something that inspired me. He played a lot like the way I wished I could play: simple and dripping with emotion.
After the show, I apologized to Ben about the drink and struck up a conversation with him. He was pretty cool. He called me kid and asked me what my story was. I told him I wanted to be a jazz musician and considered the Jazz Showcase a school.
He laughed, tried to discourage me, and then sat me down at the piano with him. He said the only way I was going to be a jazz musician was to play jazz music. “So, play,” he said.
Jokingly, I asked if he had any requests, but he took me seriously, and asked me to play “Pennies From Heaven.” Although, to me, he was a mere stranger, I was still plenty nervous to play for him. But once I put the fingers to the ivory, I was in familiar territory.
Ben joined in, and it was as though we were dancing on the keyboard. I would lead and he would follow. And then he’d take the lead, and I’d follow. He took me to some amazing places, mixing up diminished 7th’s with augmented 5th’s—chord progressions that wouldn’t make sense unless you heard them played (apparently he was hearing them in his head as he played).
The other thing that felt strange, but in a good way, was playing with someone. It was fun, adventurous, challenging. But that, as it turns out, was all Ben and the way he liked to play. I could see where he was an innovator and a leader.
Although he wouldn’t come right out and say it, I got the sense he was impressed with me. His words started slowly with, “Not bad kid. But for you to get where I think you want to go, it’d take a couple years of that kind of playing.”
“Fine,” I said. “When can we play again?”
“You think you’re hot shit … What makes you think, even if I had the time, I’d want to spend it playing with your sorry ass?”
“Because I remind you of you.”
“Yeah, some short white guy who needs to work on his left hand.”
I’m not really that short. it’s just that Ben, at six three and about 250 pounds, was a very imposing figure.
“All right, you win. I’m an asshole, and you’re King of the Western World.” I got up and walked away.
“You’re a tough mother fucker. I like that … Give me your number, and we’ll work something out. I’ve just recently moved back to Chicago, so give me a couple weeks or so.”
Thinking I’d never hear from him, I let the whole thing go, but he called later that week wondering if I’d like to meet him at Symphony Hall. His buddy, Hamilton Weiss, was the artistic director, and would let Ben come in and play on the stage whenever the symphony wasn’t rehearsing.
For any musician, Symphony Hall was spectacular. I suppose any stage feels great, but there is something about an auditorium designed specifically for music that makes a musician feel a little weepy and awestruck.
I brought a tape recorder, which turned out to be a big mistake, one that almost cost me being able to ever play with Ben again. He objected to making recordings, mainly because of all the contractual bullshit and the commercialization of music.
Ben released very few recordings in his time—which is sort of the J. D. Salinger approach, where you create this insatiable audience that only wants more. He made most of his money traveling and playing live, which was where he felt most comfortable when it came down to accepting people’s money.
He told me playing live “was more about the art of music, and the spiritual interaction with the participants,” which was what he called the audience.
I asked him if it got boring or became less of a challenge when he played the same songs over and over again for each show.
“It’s never the same song, fool. I’m in a new town, on a different piano, playing with a different vibe for people who are experiencing this for the first time at that particular moment in their lives.”
So, I got that each time he played the same song, it was different, which made it more understandable as to how he was able to get up for each gig.
So, needless to say, the tape recorder was a bad mistake that, unfortunately for me, never happened again. At least with Ben’s knowledge. I did tape once. It was at my place, so I felt I had home-field advantage. And it was only once, but I’ve listened to that tape more times than anything else I’ve ever listened to in my life.
That Cat could play.
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By the time Kate got to my place, I was through the first log with only three more left in the log pile to the right of my fireplace. The water began to boil just as she walked in, so the floating of the mini marshmallows was about to take place.
“Can I just say it’s a miracle I made it here … Nice place, by the way … I had the completely wrong address. The cab driver was no help, so I had to figure out what the problem was myself.”
“And the problem was?” I poured the boiling water into a mug purchased from Knott’s Berry Farm in 1988 on a trip with an old girlfriend, and then into my lucky Superman mug. I’m not sure why it was lucky anymore, but I just remember, one day I deemed it lucky.
With the mini marshmallows floating like buoys in Lake Michigan, Kate finished her story.
“So I tell the driver 7125 Noel Street …”
“Well, there’s your first problem, you told the guy the wrong address.”
“No shit. That’s what my story is about and why it’s so amazing that I made it here in the first place.”
“Oops, sorry. Go on,” I said as I moved her along from the kitchen, through the living room, past the piano, and to the couch in front of the fireplace.
“When you gave me your address, I scribbled it down so fast, I had trouble reading it in the cab. It was dark, I was tired … It looked like 7125 Noel Street. But 7125 Noel Street doesn’t exist. Now, if you were a cab driver, do you think you’d know there was no 7000 block of Noel Street?”
“I’m not sure. As the cab driver, am I from this country, or not?” I took a sip of my hot cocoa, and as I looked at Kate over the top of my mug, I noticed she had a little mini-marshmallow mustache.
“Let’s put it this way. You may be from this country, but you’re not too bright …” You know how sometimes you become so focused on something that it seems as though nothing else in the world exists? I had one of those moments as I reached across to Kate, gently touched the top of her lip, and wiped the trail of marshmallow away.
“You’ve got a little …”
“Oh, thanks,” she said, with an uncomfortable laugh.
We were now officially intimate. I had touched a sacred area on her body. She continued to talk, but I didn’t really comprehend much more of what she said about the drive over.
“So, to make this short story even shorter, what happened was, I read the ‘S’ in South Noel as a 5. So instead of 712 S. Noel, I told him 7125 … And as we drove around, I’m thinking the opportunity of seeing you before I have to leave for the week will be missed, almost like it wasn’t meant to be. I felt anxious and lost, especially since I couldn’t call you and tell you I was lost. It was at that point I figured that the 5 could really be an ‘S.’ So now I’m here, and it was meant to be.”
As the fire crackled, it filled the air with the romantic aroma of birch and maple.
“Do you talk a lot when you’re nervous?”
“I don’t know, why?”
“Because you haven’t shut up since you got here.”
“Yeah, maybe I am a little nervous …” She took another sip of her hot cocoa, licked her lip, and gazed into the fire. I looked at the fire myself and took a deep breath. There’s something about fire that is so comforting … almost trance-inducing. It’s in the same general category of feelings as, say, the feeling of sitting on the shore of an ocean, and the sheer power and awe serves its purpose of making me, man, feel little in my existence. With that on my mind, I realized I was starting to feel more comfortable with Kate. That is until she said, “You touched my lip …”
“Well, officially, touching your lip was only the by-product of helping you clean the mini-marshmallow mustache off of it.”
“It was nice. Thank you.” The mood shifted. The momentum, like in a sporting event, went to the visiting team. I’m not sure why, but I needed to get the ball back. Control had been lost. I needed to be back in control.
“You’re welcome,” I said with apprehension. “Do you want to help me open Ben’s trunk?” I asked as a smoke screen to mask my emotions.
“I guess that’s why I’m here, isn’t it?”
I couldn’t answer that truthfully. I suppose it was, but I don’t think she really thought it was either.
“I guess so. Let’s go check it out.” I stood up and waved her over as I moved to the living room, where I’d planted the trunk next to my piano. “It’s in here, next to the piano.”
“How appropriate.”
“The only problem,” I said, “is I don’t have the key. So I need to find a screwdriver or something. I’ll be right back.”
I left Kate in the living room, free to look about, assess everything I own, and make judgment on my life as displayed.
What would she make of the books—a Jackson Pollack biography, a Bill Evans biography, The Story of O?—the high tech of a Bang Olufson stereo … the pictures of dead relatives, most of whom I wasn’t sure who they were, but felt they gave my place a sense of history … piled up sheet music, fake books … some original music. Oh, shit …
With a hammer in one hand, and two types of screw drivers in the other, a rush of anxiety came over me as I found Kate sitting at the piano, looking at the sheet music for “Somewhere Before.”
“Did you write this?” She had it in her hand.
I tried to play dumb. “Write what?” But it didn’t work.
“This song. ‘Somewhere Before?’”
“Ah, yeah.” I didn’t want the conversation to go any further, but what I want usually doesn’t matter in this big, nasty world we live in.
“What does it sound like? Will you play it for me?”
Blood flowing, heart pumping, head about to explode.
“It’s not done,” I said.
“That’s all right. I just want to get a taste of it … please?”
“It’s hard to turn you down when you bat your eyes, smile, and whine like that.” Unfortunately, this was completely true.
“Good, then it worked.”
I moved her slim butt over to the left on the piano bench and made myself as comfortable as I could, based on the fact that I was about to play a song for a woman who was the inspiration of said song, without her knowing said song was based on her inspiration.
“Now, it’s just rough, and it’s the first—”
“Just shut up and play the friggin’ song.”
So, I did. And it was beautiful, and magical, and confusing. As I played on, the experience of Kate sitting there sharing this musical moment became very surreal for me. And rather than have an anxiety attack because of it, I got more inspired and actually added another part to the piece.
“Ooh, that sounds like it could hold some possibility,” I said as I wrote down a couple more musical phrases on the stave.
“That …” she paused and put her hands on mine, “was beautiful. It’s so passionate and emotional … and … just beautiful. What inspired you?”
Wrong question, I thought. There’s no way I could tell her.
“An artist, just as a journalist, never reveals his sources.” I think I got out of that one.
“Good one, Sam.” She finally removed her hands from mine. “I think I was in the Buddha Zone.”
“You can only be in the Buddha Zone if you’re playing.”
“Well, that’s not very fair.”
“Well, that’s the way it is.”
With only the sounds of the crackling fire and the gurgling of my nervous stomach, Kate and I found ourselves face-to-face on that damn piano bench. Our eyes locked for an uncertain moment, but our souls locked for what seemed to be the answer to all my questions. But the resistance won out, and the pull of denial ended up being much greater than accepting the fate of love—at least until Kate gave me a crooked smile and, with a soft hand on each side of my head, pulled me toward her and gave me a soft kiss on the forehead.
“Thank you for the song.”
The gentleness of the moment was lost when I wondered if she knew it was for her or had the gall of thinking it was for her, without knowing it was actually for her. I was taken aback.
“What do you mean? You mean for playing the song?”
“Of course … what the heck else could I mean?” She rolled her eyes, got off the bench, and gave Ben’s trunk a playful kick.
“Let’s kick this bad boy open,” she said.
The phone rang. We both looked at each other like two seven-year-olds busted for playing with matches.
“Liz …” We said in unison with a laugh.
Apparently, it was pretty obvious I wasn’t sure what to do as I stood in the middle of the room feeling paralyzed.
“Are you going to answer the phone or stand there like a scared animal about to be jumped by its predator?” Kate asked.
I shot her a “shut the fuck up” look as I unwillingly walked over to the phone, picked it up, and with my best tired voice, said hello.
It was, in fact, Liz.
“I’ll be right there,” said Liz.
“You’ll be right where?” I said.
“I’m in a cab on my way over.”
I’m not sure if the connection was bad, or I was just overwhelmingly frustrated, but I found myself yelling into the phone.
“Over where?” I yelled in a deep, deep denial.
“I’m in a cab, and I’m coming over. I need to talk to you.”
“Why can’t this wait until morning?”
“It is morning.”
“You know what I mean!” I tried to reason.
“Sam, quit yelling into the phone.”
I held my hand over the receiver as I gave Kate a blow-by-blow of what was going on. “She’s on her way over here.”
Kate wasn’t particularly stunned or surprised or interested, and simply shrugged an “It’s your life, it’s your place, it’s your ex-girlfriend” shrug.
“Sam, it’s really important. I can’t sleep. I need to talk, and you’re the only one I trust.”
“Jesus, Liz. You can’t just do this. You can’t just assume I’m always going to be there for you 24/7. I mean, I’m happy to be there for you, but there’s got to be boundaries.”
“C’mon, Sam. I was there for you the other night.”
“You invited yourself over.”
“I didn’t hear any objections.”
She had me there—I certainly didn’t object to anything that night. As the quiet filled our conversation, I could feel myself getting aroused and semierect just thinking about that night.
“Sam, are you still there … Sam?”
“Yeah, I’m here, listen though …”
“I’m downstairs … I’ll be right up …”
“Liz … wait …”
I raced to the window, and sure enough, there was a dirty yellow cab nestled next to the snow bank on the curb with its dome light on and steam from the exhaust pipe filling the air, completing the picture of just how cold it was outside.
“Liz … Liz … Shit!” I yelled into the phone as I watched her close the cab door and jump the snow bank to the sidewalk.
“What the fuck? She’s on her way up.” I turned to Kate, who was sitting comfortably in front of the fire with her Knott’s Berry Farm mug.
“Should I sneak into a closet or climb down the fire escape?” she said nonchalantly.
“Don’t be ridiculous,” I said.
“Good. Can I make some more hot chocolate?”
The buzzer rang.
“Shit! What?”
“Can I have some more hot chocolate?”
“Sure, have whatever you want. I don’t give a fuck.”
The buzzer rang a couple more times. I walked to the intercom and buzzed Liz in.
“Would you like some more?”
“Kate, you’re not helping.”
“What would you like me to do? I’m just trying to act normal in an abnormal situation.”
“Just wait, you haven’t seen an abnormal situation yet.”
I definitely needed some Gavascon or Mylanta or a small handgun. I was not prepared to deal with this situation, whatever “this” situation might end up being. All I knew was I didn’t need this or in any way think I deserved it. But as the great religions of the East teach, I was about to go with the flow.
Kate was in the kitchen, Liz was at the door, and I was in a state of shock. I stood there wondering where Ben was. Where the music was. Where my mommy was. After I got past the initial freak-out, I opened the door.
Liz stood in the doorway watching me stand there watching her stand in the doorway. Neither of us knew particularly what to do, so we just stood there on either side of the doorway, looking at one another.
“Why don’t you come in,” I said.
“Sam, it’s just not right. I’m too young. I’m scared. I don’t know what to do.” With my arms to my side and a blank stare on my face, she walked right into me, forcing me to open my arms wide. Sort of a forced hug. Self-conscious, I looked over my shoulder for Kate. Being the big person that she was, I think she was keeping herself busy in the kitchen.
“What the hell’s this all about, Liz?”
“Can we sit down? I’m awfully tired.”
We walked over the couch in front of the fireplace. I noticed the air held that “Liz smell.” That was one thing about Liz, she always smelled fresh. Always smelled … good. And this case was no exception. She shed her oversized Eddie Bauer winter jacket to reveal flannel pajamas with large Sorrell winter boots. Usually, a woman in this attire would not allow herself out of the house, but Liz is the type of woman who could pull it off.
“By the looks of this fire, you’ve been up for awhile …”
“I’m sure you didn’t come over to give me the fireplace report … did you?”
“It’s just so hard to talk about.”
“I think once you start, you’ll be all right. But you have to start somewhere.”
“Yeah, I guess.”
We were both silent until a loud crash from the kitchen provided us with some conversation.
“What the hell was that?” Liz said.
“Oh, it’s the cat?
“You don’t have a cat.”
“Found a stray. Named it … Garfield.”
“You hate Garfield.”
“You’re right, that’s why I named it Garfield. I’m trying to work on my compassion. Took in a stray, and named it a hateful name.”
She was either buying the story, or she just didn’t want to put up with my bullshit, because she moved on.
“Anyway, I think I’m dying.”
“Liz. Got news for you, we’re all dying … all the time.”
“Don’t mock me, Sam. I think I’ve been poisoned,” she said as she looked me straight in the eyes. Straighter than I’d ever seen her look at me before. She was really scared.
“I’m sorry. Go on.”
“I went home sick today. You know, felt some nausea, light-headedness, cold sweats, killer headache, usual flu symptoms. So I’m lying at home on the couch, in and out of consciousness, with the TV on. And between Rosie and Martha Stewart and SportsCenter, I catch this report about contaminated meat from a Sara Lee processing plant somewhere in Michigan.”
“C’mon Liz, you think …”
“Let me finish, please.”
Her eyes began to well up, and her voice dropped a bit. She was intense … serious.
“Anyway, I called Brian’s Deli, where I got a turkey and Swiss on egg bread …”
“I thought you hated egg bread. ‘Sourdough or don’t go’ was always your bread motto.”
“Things change, all right? Will you just let me finish, this is hard enough without you interrupting.”
Speaking of interrupting, I wondered what Kate was up to; she’d been so quiet since she dropped half of the pots and pans I owned. I glanced out of the corner of my eye toward the door that led to the kitchen, and noticed her shadow in the doorway. Like any typical woman, she was listening to every word.
“As I was saying, I called and talked to Brian. I asked him where they get the particular turkey I had, and do you know what he said? Sara Lee. So then I started feeling really sick. Sicker than before, and I ran to the bathroom and puked. The TV report mentioned something about the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta. So I called them. And after being on hold for fifteen minutes, I talked to the messenger of death. My death.”
“All right, you’ve got my attention. What did the messenger say?”
“First of all, his name was Payton—which I immediately knew was a bad omen, since it rhymes with Satan—but the worst part was he confirmed my symptoms: high fever, severe headache, nausea, neck stiffness …”
“You said nothing about neck stiffness.”
“I didn’t notice it until Satan said something. Anyway, he said there was a possibility of the Listeria monocytogenes bacteria. The bacteria could result in severe illness, miscarriage, like I have to worry about that, or … death. Then he said nothing had been reported in our area, but I should definitely consult my physician. I’m thinking, thanks for the advice, asshole.”
I started feeling sorry for Liz. What if she got really sick, or worse yet, what if she … died? Wow, would I feel guilty. I actually started to feel a little sick myself.
“Is it contagious?”
“The perfect Sam question … Is it contagious? I come over here, scared out of my wits, and all you can ask is, is it contagious? Well quit thinking about yourself for once, you piece of shit mother fucker.”
Liz started balling. I didn’t know what to do.
“I didn’t mean it that way …” I whined.
Or did I? I was literally scared to death. The possibility of having death passed to me through the air was frightening. I still didn’t know if she was contagious, but I tried to give her a hug anyway. She pushed me away, and we sat for several minutes. I looked back and forth between her and the dying fire. Not wanting her to draw any more strange conclusions, I got up to add a log and stoke the fire. As I walked back to the couch, I saw Kate approaching with two mugs, I assumed filled with hot cocoa and mini marshmallows, and neither of them for me.
“Here, sweetie, have some of this. It’ll make you feel better,” Kate said, offering Liz one of the mugs. “Take a break, Romeo. You’ve done enough,” she said to me.
“Where the fuck did you come from?” Liz said.
“The kitchen … I’m the cat.”
“God, you’re such an asshole,” Liz said to me as Kate took my position on the couch and actually successfully hugged and comforted Liz.
It was definitely a first. Two females on my couch, in front of the fire, hugging. I stood quietly behind the couch and had several “guy thoughts,” until I realized three things. It was close to four, I was emotionally beat, and I had a gig to play at 10:00 the next morning at Nordstrom’s. Naturally, I took in a little more of the beauty of female bonding, figured they had things taken care of, and didn’t need any more “male energy.” So, like any normal male, I closed my eyes to preserve this fascinating image and went to bed.
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Ben would have never played Nordstrom department store. And the thing is, I’m not officially playing Nordstrom’s, I’m just substituting. The regular guy or gal who plays this gig called in sick. Probably just needed to get some Christmas shopping done, which I’m sure he’s not doing at Nordstrom, so they needed me.
I’m pretty sure they got my name from Max, because when I asked how they got my name, they said from Andy over at Andy’s Place. If that sounds confusing, it’s really not. Because at times, unbeknownst to me, Max will say he’s Andy at Andy’s Place and hook me up with jobs, or people will call for referrals and he’ll say to have them tell me Andy referred me.
Max knows that I could always use the money, and that I’ll put up a stink and whine about playing these uncool gigs, but in the end will never turn down a job. I think in the back of my mind I have it that, no matter how bad the job, someone, anyone, could always know somebody in the music business who could advance my career. Whatever that means.
The part that led me to finally believe Max’s hand was in the referral business was when I’d thank Andy for the gigs and he’d give me that blank Andy stare. At first I thought he was just being modest, but then I realized he was truly clueless.
As my hands launched into “White Christmas,” my mind drifted back to last night. I would ping-pong between thinking about Kate and where things might have gone had Liz not showed up, and then Liz—wondering what was up with her health situation and, still, if she was contagious.
I half-expected a note from Kate, or one of them to pop into my room last night and let me know they were leaving, but it didn’t happen. There’s something about saying good-bye that I think people need to do to be complete. Otherwise, I feel like I’m left hanging—like now.
My unconscious state was broken when I noticed an older lady dressed like she was ready to face a blizzard—gloves, knit cap, scarf, big jacket, big boots—just staring at me. She was uncomfortably close to me to the left of my keyboard. I nodded in acknowledgment, smiled, and noticed the scarf over her mouth was moving a bit. I ignored this fact until I began to hear a little peep coming from her general direction.
Once I stopped the tune, it was apparent the peep was coming from the old lady dressed for the blizzard.
“I’m sorry, ma’am, are you trying to say something?”
I saw the scarf move some more. She was definitely speaking, but whether it was English or not, I had no clue. Knowing that I was probably about to violate some social ordinance about physical space, I pulled the old lady’s scarf down from her mouth.
“Jesus Christ, it’s about time. Listen, Liberace, could you help me undress?”
OK, so she spoke pretty good English. As for me, “Um …” was really all I could muster.
“Oh, c’mon, you know what I mean. My nephew bundled me up like he was bundling up his five-year-old for a walk in Nome, Alaska.”
I paused, just because it was so weird. It was just so weird. Like, what the fuck is that about? Some old lady is bundled up so tight that she can’t even function. How the fuck does she get her bus card, or take a pee, or do fifty push-ups if she is so inclined?
Needless to say, I gave her a hand, which was surreal in and of itself. I pulled off her mittens, unzipped her big jacket, took off her hat, and unraveled her scarf. I piled them all on the piano.
“Free at last!” she cried with joy. With a schizophrenic pace, she changed subjects. “How long you been playing the piano, sweetie?”
I felt like it was last call at Andy’s Place, and this lady had struck out with all the other patrons and I was her last chance for a little fun.
“Uh … a couple years.”
“Hell, don’t be so modest, you got a ton of talent kid. Even if you’re not into the Christmas shit. I can tell the Lennie Tristano influence,” she said with the snap of a Preston Sturges film.
“I’m sorry to be so forward, but who are you, what the hell are you doing here, and it’s Tristano via Bill Evans if you must know.”
“Not bad for an old lady though,” she said. I waited for more. “Not much to tell. I’m here to shop, no one could hear my cry, so I was drawn to you, the piano player.”
“Tell me about the piano technique diagnosis.”
“My father was a professor of music at the University of Chicago, and in his spare time, has played piano in a jazz band for a number of years. I used to sing, started when I seven, and bounced between a career and being a mom for years, until being a mom won out. So I have a lot of interest in music.”
I knew who this old lady was, and I was stunned. Standing in front of me was Helena Storm, wonderful jazz vocalist who never caught on because she was in and out of the scene so much … daughter of Herb “Ivory” Storm. The “Ivory” was a double entendre in reference to the Ivory Towers of education, and the Ivory of the keyboard, which he played so eloquently.
“You wouldn’t be Helena Storm, would you?” I felt like I was playing What’s My Line?
“I would in fact be Helena Storm. You win. Who would you be?”
I reached out to shake her hand. “I’m Sam Greene. It’s definitely a pleasure to meet you.”
Wanting to ask about “Ivory,” but feeling self-conscious if he’d recently passed away, I was paralyzed with brain freeze. After I thought about it awhile, I would know if he’d died recently, because of my recent obsession with obituaries. What the fuck, I’m sure she wouldn’t mind.
“How’s Ivory, is he still playing?”
“It’s funny to hear the young generation refer to him as Ivory rather than the Geratol crowd I’m used to … But to answer your question, my father is fine, still plays the piano every day, but he’s slowed down a bit … on the verge of hitting ninety, if you can believe that. January second.”
“I worked at the Jazz Showcase for awhile and remember meeting him a couple times.”
“If he wasn’t at work, and he wasn’t at home, he was at the showcase.”
“He was one of the most interesting people I’ve ever met. I remember him telling me to be careful of and with the music. And I wasn’t sure what he meant for the longest time … Then I realized that he meant that the music was both intoxicating and fragile at the same time, and I needed to be conscious of that fact.” Maybe I was trying to suck up a little bit, but the guy was brilliant.
“Is your name familiar? Would my father have ever mentioned your name? Should I know your name for some reason? Sam Greene.” She stared at me, to the point of making me feel uneasy.
“Probably not, I’m not really known for much.” I wanted to yell, “Quit staring at me!” but instead, I said, “Would you like to sing a tune, holiday or otherwise?”
“I could try, but I’m not sure what would come out.”
Helena wasn’t shy. She started clearing her throat and warming up her voice. What once was a buzz of uninterested customers desperately searching for that perfect Christmas bauble that says, “I spent more than I should have” (or wanted to), quickly became a crowd of tired souls anticipating some real entertainment.
“Do you know ‘Smootchy’ or ‘Angel Face’?”
“I think I could handle either one. How about ‘Smootchy’? What key?” I was nervous. What if she sucked? What if the shoppers, who had now turned into a crowd, think we always perform together, like Nick and Elaine at the airport Hilton?
“Let’s do it in F.”
“F” it was. I played an intro and eased into the song at a tentative pace, allowing Helena to take the lead. She began to sing.
It was Central Park
right before dark, as I held your hand.
It felt tender and warm, I couldn’t
resist the swarm, of getting smootchy.
She started off a little sketchy, but the more she sang, the easier it was for her to find her way. She swayed her old hips, snapped her old fingers, and wrapped the scarf around her old neck for affect. The more people that gathered, the more energy I could feel—and the by-play between Helena and I was thick with emotion.
She gave me a solo after the second chorus, and I felt the music again. I could feel the passion flow from my toes on the pedals through my body to my fingertips on the keyboard. I was in the Buddha Zone, and it felt good. I thought of Ben, was back with him in that moment. I thought of the trunk. I was ready to open that fucking thing. Finally ready, and not just as an excuse to try and get a woman with it.
I was a bit startled as Helena joined in again, picked up with the third verse and took it home. The old lady had done more than pull off the song; she pulled me out of shitter. Revived my musical meaning.
In the end, the crowd grew to the point that people acted as though there was a celebrity doing a morning performance. It was certainly a lot more fun than playing Andy’s. But I guess so was a lot of things, including riding a snowplow down Michigan Avenue in a blizzard. Maybe Helena and I should get a gig at the airport Hilton … the only problem is we’d have to oust Nick and Elaine.
The applause was silly with enthusiasm. Who were these people, and why did they care? Was it another example of the power of music, or was somebody giving away chocolate and I just couldn’t see them? Nonetheless, it’s not often that I’m greeted with such enthusiasm, so I took advantage of the situation and hammed it up. I stood up and took a bow. Helena grabbed my hand, and we bowed together, several times. She was a gas compared to the women I’d been keeping company with lately.
“Listen, sweetie, this has been great … you’re great … but I need to get some shopping done. We’ll have to do it again.”
“Helena, thank you for making this an extraordinary experience. I’ll never think of Nordstrom in the same way.”
“Neither will I.” She pronounced it “Nii-ther will I.”
Most of the crowd dissipated to Cosmetics, Brass Plum, Juniors, Facinablé. But others swarmed Helena as she gathered up her belongings.
“Doesn’t this feel good,” she said and, as she did before, changed subjects like it was normal to have two thoughts at one time. “Do you have family in Chicago?”
I was taken a little off guard. “Uh, no. I really don’t have any family anymore.”
“Terrific,” she said. “Let me rephrase that. That’s a shame you don’t have family, and terrific that you can come over for Christmas dinner. You do celebrate Christmas, don’t you?”
I was really touched. Of course I couldn’t tell her I didn’t celebrate Christmas. For some reason, the thought of disappointing this woman was something I desperately wanted to avoid. And the truth of being a Jew at Christmas has always felt lonely. Christians can be as hypocritical as they want, but the bottom line is there’s a lot of power in 90 percent of the country doing something and believing in the same thing on the same day.
“I’d love to. Will you call me with the details?” I handed her my card, which seemed sort of odd, but I suppose it was better than handing her a piece of paper with my number scribbled on it.
“Details. Yes. The twenty-fifth of December. Be at 2142 Fremont, at 3:00. That will give us plenty of time to chat, and sing, and play with all the grandchildren. Bring someone if you’d like; there will be plenty to eat.”
She reached up, gave me a kiss on the cheek, and disappeared into the sea of lost kids, shoplifters, and holiday shoppers.
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Hearing from Max, Liz, and even Kate wasn’t as big of a surprise as hearing from Helena Storm. But once I got home from the Nordstrom gig, my answering machine was filled with a variety of messages.
Max wanted to know if I got anywhere with Kate. Liz wanted to know if I had Kate’s number at home or her parents, where she was spending the week. Kate wanted to know if I’d simply call her at her parents, number included. And Helena called to tell me she knew why my name sounded familiar.
Guilt is a huge motivator. So based on that premise, I called Liz back first. She was home.
“Hey, it’s Sam.”
“I know who it is. How come it took you so long to call me back? I could be dying, you know.”
Liz really had a way of either saying the wrong thing, or saying the right thing and just having it come out of her mouth wrong. I wasn’t sure which was the case at the moment, but there was nothing about her that helped me feel for her. Nonetheless, I was civil.
“I’m sorry about not calling you sooner, I just got back from that thing at Nordstrom. And I’m sorry about last night, as well.”
“Last night was fine. I expect nothing less from you. You were the one who always said, ‘Expect nothing, and be disappointed in nothing.’ Or something like that, right?”
“Something like that.”
“Really, the only reason I’m calling, believe it or not, is to get Kate’s number if you have it.”
“Well, you’re in luck. She just left it on my machine. Let me see … here … 517-233-9022, which is her parents’ number. And her home number is … 312-388-2525 … what time did you guys leave last night?”
“We left your place around 4:30, and decided to get some breakfast. So we went to St. Moritz, and I had a Belgian waffle and started feeling a lot better if you care to know. Not 100 percent, but better. So then I took Kate to the airport, which was a fucking mess, as usual, and then had my doctor’s appointment.”
“And, how did it go?”
“Do you really care?”
“Please, Liz. Let’s cut the shit and assume when I ask you a question, I’m interested in hearing the answer.” In my typical hypocritical fashion, I turned on the TV. A hedgehog was making a beeline for a garden slug. Luckily for the slug, it had a shell, and the hedgehog wasn’t smart enough to knock the shell over with its pointy little snout and have the slug for an hors d’oeuvre.
“It’s looks like I may have a simple virus. I hear tomorrow specifically about the blood test results. But he doesn’t think I should be worried about the Listeria monocytogenes bacteria.”
“So, that’s pretty great. You must be relived.”
“Yeah, I’m relieved, and thankful … for several things.”
“Like what?”
“That I got to know Kate. She’s a pretty amazing woman. What she’s gone through to get where she is and all … don’t you agree?”
Women are so in love with each other. And they’re able to tell each other so much in such a short amount of time. I had no idea what the hell Liz was talking about. Apparently I don’t know Kate that well. Apparently, I don’t know Kate at all. All I know about her is that she doesn’t know much about music, and she’s a very persistent writer.
“Pretty amazing …”
“You should be honored she’s trying to get this story about Ben.”
The hedgehog and his family have all crammed their way into a space the size of a small shoebox after a night of cavorting and eating things that we would only turn our noses up to (except maybe the delicacy of a garden slug).
“Yeah, that’s why I need to call her back … so anyway, I’ve got to return a couple more calls, and then get to Andy’s. Come by if you’re feeling up to it.”
“Do you mean it?”
No, not really. “Sure.” We said good-bye, I felt guilty again, and we hung up the phone.
Next up, Helena Storm. Butterflies started to form in my stomach. I felt like I was in high school again, thinking about calling a girl for a date. Actually, I never really called girls for dates in high school. I was lucky; I never had to make those kinds of decisions. I just liked who liked me, and luckily, the popular girls usually liked me, so they asked me out. But nonetheless, I felt childlike about calling Helena.
The TV would certainly be a distraction, so I turned it off after I saw a beetle devour the slug that the hedgehog was too stupid to eat.
With the portable phone, I dialed her number and nervously walked around the apartment. I was calling Helena Storm—the Helena Storm. I guess it was like calling Ben—he was of celebrity status, but with Ben, I didn’t really know who he was, so it didn’t matter. Isn’t that weird? We’re all humans. We’re all of the same makeup, but we put more importance on certain people than others—and thus make it more significant in our minds.
Relieved that the answering machine picked up, I began to leave a message …“Helena, uh, Ms. Storm, this is Sam Greene returning your call …” She picked up the phone, and a shot of adrenaline swept through my body.
“So, here’s the thing, doll face. You knew Ben Webster, didn’t you?”
“As well as anyone could.” I started to feel a sense of calm once she brought up Ben.
“I was at the funeral with Ivory.”
“You guys were there? I was such a mess. I couldn’t handle the whole situation … I had to leave.”
“What are you talking about? It was very emotional. Losing not only a good friend, but such an influence in all our lives …”
“You too?” I walked over to the piano, sat on the bench, and put my feet on Ben’s trunk.
“Of, course. Listen, if you don’t want to talk about Ben, we don’t have to.”
“No, it’s all right. I’m getting better about it. As a matter of fact, a friend of mine is interested in doing a story about him for Esquire magazine, or something …”
“That’s great, hon. Do you have a girlfriend?” She’s got to quit throwing me with these non sequiturs.
“No, not at the present.”
“All right then. You may be in for some surprises at Christmas diner. I’ve gotta go. See you Friday.”
Not really sure what she meant, but I went with it.
“See you then.”
For some reason, Ben’s trunk had simultaneously haunted me and taunted me. It taunted me just by sitting there, yet haunted me with what contents it may hold. Maybe there’s nothing inside, but then again, what if there’s something strange and creepy?
My imagination was broken when the phone rang its electronic-sounding ring. What happened to the old-fashioned bell ring? Everything is so electronic sounding these days—full of beeps and wimpy rings.
It was Max. Three calls down, one to go.
“Hey, butt-munch. Did you get any or what?”
“First of all, asshole. Shut up. And second of all, what the fuck did you think you were doing the other night?”
“Could you be more specific? I was doing a lot of things the other night.”
“Forget it, it’s no use to talk to you about these things … anyway, thanks for the Nordstrom gig.” I thought I might catch him off guard.
“What?” He didn’t fall for it. “I don’t want to know about your gigs, I want to hear about your love life.”
“It’s pretty much the same as it’s always been, thanks.”
“Damn. C’mon, Sam. You’ve got to be more aggressive or something … are you gay?”
“Yeah, I’m gay,” I said with a sarcastic bite.
“Tracy agrees, you need to be more aggressive. Women don’t like passive men.”
“I could get aggressive or get into a recovery program …” Was I that angry? Because that was an uncalled-for remark.
“That was really cold, Sam. What’s up with you?”
“You’re absolutely right.”
“You know, you act like I’m against you. I’ve only been all about helping you.”
“You’re right. I’m sorry.”
I stuck the screwdriver with the flat head in the lock of Ben’s trunk and moved it back and forth, trying to loosen it or something.
“Fuck you, anyway. I heard about a great job coming up, but get your own fucking job. I’m sick of your unappreciative ass. I gotta go.”
The screwdriver had found itself between the lip of the lock and the trunk. “Max, wait, come on—” My words were cut short by the resounding click of the phone being slammed down on its cradle.
Without really thinking about it, I hit the screwdriver with the hammer, the lock flipped open, and all of what Ben wanted me to find was only an open trunk-lid away.
The only thing that stood between me and the contents of this mysterious trunk was, well, me. I was paralyzed with fear. I didn’t feel prepared to accept the responsibility that might be awaiting me.
OK, so I was being a bit dramatic, but really, this was history in the making. Luckily, the phone rang—postponing the inevitable. It was Max again.
“All right, here’s the thing …” Max said. “You may think I’m an asshole, and I’m sure I can’t convince you otherwise—and I know you’re going through some tough shit, still getting over Ben, struggling with your career, juggling thoughts about Liz and Kate, and knowing you, probably thinking about how death somehow relates to wearing too much denim. What I’m trying to say, but not having much success at, at the moment, is that I owe you, I’ve always owed you, always will owe you. I’ve never lost sight of that, and never will. You’re the best friend anyone could ever have, and it’s really hard to live up to that pressure.” Max paused. Whether for effect or to catch his breath, I wasn’t sure. But he continued.
“So, anyway, the gig I was telling you about is the annual Christmas telethon.”
OK, so I was speechless. Embarrassed. Put in my place. Felt like a heel. Ungrateful. Basically, I felt like a shithead.
“Uh, thanks …”
“I’m not asking you or expecting you to say anything. I just wanted you to know about the gig.”
“Shit, did you say Christmas?”
“Yeah. That’s when a Christmas telethon is.”
“I can’t do it. I’ve got a Christmas dinner.”
“You’re Jewish. Since when do you have Christmas dinner?”
“I met this woman. Well, she’s not really a woman …”
“What are you saying?”
“I mean, I’ve been invited to a dinner by Helena Storm.”
“Ivory Storm’s daughter?”
“Yeah, I can’t believe you remember her.”
“You only wore out that album in college, whatever it was called …”
“‘Smootchy with Me’?”
“Yeah, that one. Well, figure it out—you don’t have to be there all night, but just do it for awhile, and then split.”
“All right, let’s talk about it later. I’ve got to get going pretty soon. I’ve got an early one at Andy’s tonight, and I’d like to take a little power nap … And Max, thanks for calling back.”
Being that I was a guy, this had not been a good month for emotions. I was feeling a lot more than usual, and I felt the need to get off the phone.
“Sure, thing. We’ll talk later about the telethon.”
No sooner than we hung up, the phone rang again. I stared it down in disbelief, but it just kept ringing. Should I let the machine pick it up, or just give in to the ring? The only person I hadn’t talk to yet was Kate. And frankly, I wasn’t sure if I was up to talking to her, if it was her. I gave into the curiosity and picked it up.
“Oh, you’re home,” the female voice on the other end said.
“Yes, I am …” I’ve said this before, but I hate it when people don’t announce who they are when calling. I hate asking who it is, and of course, I wasn’t sure who it was.
“I just spoke to Liz …”
OK, so it was Kate.
“It sounds like you guys became fast friends last night. I’m glad I had anxiety for nothing … Did you find out all sorts of gory details about me?”
“If you must know, we didn’t really spend much time talking about Sam Greene. I’m really sorry to disappoint you.”
Despite actually being disappointed, I moved on.
“So what do I owe the honor of your call to?” Although it was actually refreshing to hear her voice, my fatigue translated into a manner of coyness—which frankly, I didn’t mind.
“Oh … well, I wanted to follow up on this Ben thing. I talked to my editor, and it turns out, due a scheduling snafu, I’ve been given a lot more time …”
“Is it just me, or does snafu always sound kinda dirty?”
“I suppose you’re right … Anyway, I played it off like I was totally disappointed about the postponement, but, as you know, since you’ve been so good at blowing me off, I was ecstatic to get the news.”
“Whoopee. More time to get harassed by you.”
“I thought you were over this uncooperative stage, Sam.”
“Maybe I am, but it just doesn’t seem like it’d be as fun without the attitude.”
“Fun for who?”
“Me, of course. It is all about me, isn’t it?”
“Actually, it’s all about Ben, but how ever you have it in your little mind is all right with me, as long as I get my story.”
“For some reason, I have no doubt you’ll get your story … and more.”
“What does that mean?”
“I’m not quite sure. It just sounded good coming out of my little mind.”
My eyes were starting to burn from fatigue. I started hallucinating about my conversation. I didn’t know if what was coming out of my mouth was what was in my mind. I wondered if I was really talking to Kate about ear hair extensions and scuba diving through the ventricles of the heart, or just imagining the conversation. It was definitely time to get off the phone, and I didn’t waste any time letting Kate know.
“I gotta go.”
“Oh, uh, OK.
“I’d give you a call later, but I’ll be at Andy’s until late, so can I give you a call tomorrow?”
“Actually, if you’re up for giving me a call later, you can. My mom turns her ringer off after ten, but I’ve got a phone in my room. So it’s up to you.”
What an inciting invitation. I gathered she wanted me to call later, so I said, “If it’s OK, I’ll see how I feel.”
“Yeah, no problem, it just gets a little lonely up here at times.”
“We wouldn’t want you to be lonely … now would we?”
“Nope.”
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Taking a nap is sometimes the absolute wrong thing to do, even if you’re really, really tired. At least it is for me. Sometimes, waking up from a nap leaves me feeling jellylike, weak and not wanting to wake up at all. Sometimes I get more tired waking up from a nap than I was before taking the nap. Like this time.
So, naturally, I woke up late from my nap and had to jump in a cab, as opposed to taking the L, like I usually did. It’s not like I had a time card to punch or anything, but I just didn’t like being late … to anything … especially a gig. But, since I was late, and I needed to wake up, I had Tarriq take the long way to Andy’s and drive down Michigan Avenue.
Michigan Avenue is pretty nice any time of the year, but there’s something about the holidays that makes it bit more special—sort of romantic. Lights are strung up on all the trees lining Michigan Avenue, snow lightly falls, and horses lead carriages everywhere. I was feeling sort of sentimental.
Given the magical, tonic emotions that Michigan Avenue evokes this time of the year, I’ve always found it peculiar that the city seems to clear out every year at Christmas. It seems not a lot of people are from Chicago; they just come here to work, and live and vacation and celebrate holidays elsewhere.
Not that Andy’s was always packed, but around this time, two days before the big day, Andy’s was no exception to the clear-out rule. By the way, I have my own rules about playing around this time of the year. I usually do early sets, because it ends up being too depressing playing for only Marge and Jerry and whomever else manages to walk in off the street. So, I’d start a little earlier and end a little earlier. Surprisingly, Andy had no problem with the rule.
After my peaceful Michigan Avenue excursion, I arrived at Andy’s to a dank, dark, depressing, and practically empty venue. As I imagined, Jerry and Marge shared the bar with a Jack Daniels, a Budweiser, and two guys I’ve never seen before. All the passion restored by my encounter with Helena Storm vanished with one step into that place. I needed a change. I needed a challenge. I needed a drink.
“You’re late, asshole.” Andy greeted me with his usual warmth and congeniality.
“OK, thanks for the update, chief … How about some Colorado Kool-Aid.” Coors Light—it’s what Max and I used to drink in college, and for some reason, I felt like having one right now.
“Start playing, you got a crowd here,” Andy said.
“Yeah, they’re chomping at the bit, waiting for some classy music.” I said in a harsh Chicago accent.
“C’mon, Sammy. Get started. We’re all waiting,” Marge yelled.
“Jesus Christ, give me a chance to take off my jacket.”
“Take it all off, Sammy!” Marge yelled again, and followed with a laugh so deep and guttural, it sounded like she might have injured something deep within herself.
“Good one, Marge,” I said as I hung my jacket behind the bar and grabbed the Coors Light. It sure didn’t taste the same as it did in college, but it’d do in a pinch.
The piano seat felt cold. Like it’d been outside in the frigid December air for a couple days. I blew on my hands; thinking for some reason blowing on my hands would warm my butt. It didn’t work. With my butt a bit chilled, I played some scales to warm up my fingers.
When Ben played his shows, he’d start off every one with scales … he had a set routine. He’d do ten arpeggios and five scales in thirds, working the keyboard up and down simultaneously. Those who knew Ben knew what to expect. Those who didn’t know were put off by the gall of this musician wasting their time on something that should be done before the show.
As an ode to Ben, I thought I’d start incorporating the scales in my shows, or whatever you’d call what I was doing. The scales made me focus, and that focus was now the first step into the Buddha Zone.
Unfortunately, my focus led me to an awful-looking poster on the wall in front of me. I wasn’t sure how long the poster had been hanging on the wall between the two plastic palm plants, and I was sure I saw it all the time, especially given the dimmed blue spotlight, but I’d never really looked at it. But as I was warming my fingers, as well as waiting for the chill to subside on my ass, I found myself staring at myself five years younger, with a very weak mustache. It was a promotion poster that Max had made up when I started playing at Andy’s.
Suddenly I was even more depressed than I was when I decided I needed a beer that I drank in college for shit sake. Five years at anything seemed depressing to me. I guess, it could be a positive thing—that I’ve had the stability of playing one gig for five years. But then again, usually when you’re doing something for five years, especially professionally, one expects to advance or move forward in some way, shape, or form. But not me. I’m oblivious to any future success.
“Enough with the scales, Liberacé. How about some real music?” Andy bellowed from behind the bar.
The thing I noticed about Andy was he loved music. He really did. He could be as grumpy and crabby as an eighty-year-old man with prostrate problems, but like the Tasmanian Devil, music soothed the savage beast. And he knew it well. And not just jazz. He’d talk about classical and opera, music I knew nothing about.
Jerry and Marge got along with Andy—not just because they spent more money each night on liquor than your average Italian wedding, but because they all shared interest in operatic and classical music.
I had no choice but to surrender to my immediate situation, and decided to at least have a good time for the next couple hours. It’s not like my career, or whatever it was that I called what I did, was going to change that night anyway. So, what the fuck?
“It’s a special night tonight, ladies and gentlemen,” I announced. “All songs are free, and I’ll play nothing but requests. So, don’t be shy, who’s got the first one?”
A female voice from the darkness of the doorway yelled out, “How about ‘Don’t Go Breaking My Heart,’ by Elton John?”
“You mean by Elton John and Kiki Dee? Absolutely not.” The shadowy figure revealed herself. It was Liz. She took me up on my insincere invitation. “Any other requests?”
Marge kneeled up on the bar seat. “Here’s one you probably haven’t played in a long time, if ever … What about ‘Smootchy’?”
“Now that’s what we call a true request, ladies and gentlemen. ‘Smootchy’ it is.” It’s as though I had just played it that morning. Oh, wait, I had.
With my fingers warm, I dove into ‘Smootchy’ for the second time in a day. Naturally, it felt different without Helena singing with me, but my interpretation, especially where I imagined Helena scatting, was quite impressive, even if I was the only one appreciating it.
Feeling generous about the Buddha Zone, I signaled Liz to come up and share the seat with me. I half-hoped some new butt warmth might help the chilled piano seat get warm, but in some way, I was also feeling like she could use a friend. Besides, she looked great.
“Hey, you,” she said in a whisper as she settled on the piano seat. “This seat’s fucking cold …” I nodded in acknowledgment as she blew on her hands to warm up her seat.
With Liz sitting next to me, I closed my eyes and rocked to the music. A million thoughts went through my mind—As in meditation, I tried not to attach to any of them. Just tried to let them through. But they came faster than the speed of sound, or light, or something that’s really, really fast: The promotional poster of me zoomed in really big and hit me in the forehead, I saw Ben’s trunk spinning and sailing through the air, like the Wizard of Oz tornado, I saw Kate and Liz kissing on my couch (which was pretty interesting), my childhood dog Matisse jumped off a diving board into a pool of water, my first kiss with Emily Watson—complete with that funny feeling of a first kiss, Kate lounging on my piano again, Ben yelling at me for trying to tape our first piano session, Ben and I playing to the point of exhaustion, the phone call from Lisa about Ben dying, me picking up Ben’s trunk from Lisa’s, Ben’s funeral, and then a big white-light burst in my mind.
I opened my eyes immediately. I startled Liz. I startled myself. I’m not sure I’m comfortable with big white lights appearing in my mind out of nowhere. It may be a message of some sort, or maybe I finally hit the Buddha Zone Ben talked so highly about. And if it was the gate to the Buddha Zone, I’m not sure I want to go there that badly—it’s pretty scary.
“Are you all right, Sam?”
I nodded once more and finished the song. At least my butt was finally warm.
The two guys sitting with Marge and Jerry got up and left. So there we were: Marge, Jerry, Andy, Liz, and I.
“Time for a break,” I yelled.
Tonight was a lost cause, and Andy knew it. He gave in to it, and simply said, “Whatever, Greene.”
I pulled Liz off the piano bench and led her to a booth on the other side of the bar. I’m not sure why, but I wanted some privacy.
“You must be feeling better to have come down here tonight.”
“Yeah, I’m doing all right.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah.”
“You look great.” Where was I going with this?
“So do you.”
“So, you hear tomorrow about the lab tests?”
“Yeah, but you know what I think?”
“What?”
“I think it might be a simple case of food poisoning. Most of the symptoms have gone away … but as you know, I was scared shitless. Really. To the point of writing a will. Not that what I wrote mattered, but just the sheer act of writing something like that is symbolic. And I started thinking about all the stuff I haven’t done, or that I’d do differently—ya know? It just seemed to put everything in perspective, and made me see my priorities.”
“That sounds life altering. What have you come up with?”
“Well, yeah. And especially after talking to Kate all night. She’s so insightful, and wise. One thing that I realized—well, as you know, I’ve got money, which for some people ends up to be a burden, but whatever to that. But the only thing—I’m not really sure how to say this, but the thing that stood out more than anything when I thought I was dying was how much I’d miss you …”
I had to invite her to Andy’s. I had to invite her sit on my piano bench. I had to invite her to a booth across the bar for privacy …
“Oh …” That probably wasn’t the response she was looking for. But that’s all I could muster. Besides, the scene I imagined before of her and Kate on my couch kissing distracted me for a moment.
“Yeah, well … I’m just going to tell you. And I don’t expect you to actually say anything, but hear me out so you know where I stand. Is that all right?”
I put my hand on my forehead. Visibly confused and uncomfortable at the same time, I shook my head OK, signaling her to proceed.
“I guess it’s really nothing new, because I’ve said it all before to you. But it just crystallized again last night. I see in you a great man. A man with a big heart, a loving heart, a man who only wants to be understood. Who needs a little kick in the ass every once in a while, but welcomes it nonetheless.”
OK, so she knows me pretty well. What does that mean?
“You’re a sensitive guy, Sam, and I love being around you and with you, and that’s all I want … I know it may never happen, but that’s all I want. And if it doesn’t happen, at least I’ll feel I’ve been straight with you …”
“Jesus, Liz. I don’t know what to say.”
“You don’t have to say anything.”
“I know, but I feel like I need to. I remember when my friend Timothy died—and I remember thinking about how precious life was, and making promises to myself to get my life in order, and shit like that.”
“Why do you have to make it seem so negative?”
“I’m not trying to, I’m just trying to make a point. Well, when Ben died, I started to feel the same way. You know the old ‘start living in the present,’ ‘cherish everything’ trip… but you know what? I stopped myself, because it’s always disappointing. People never follow up on that shit. Time has a way of diluting life and ambition, and promises, and resolutions …”
“This isn’t some god damn new years resolution, Sam. I’m telling you, I still love you.”
“Again. You told me the same thing two weeks ago.”
“Yeah, but two weeks ago, I was lonely. Tonight, you’re my priority. You’re the thing that stood out …”
“I don’t want to be the thing that stood out …”
“Well, fuck you. There’s nothing I can do about it. And unfortunately for you, there’s nothing you can do about it either.”
She had a point. There was really nothing either of us could do about it—especially right there, right then. So, like many times before, we sat looking at each other, not saying a word. She probably imagined me succumbing to her wishes, as I … all I could imagine was her and Kate on my couch kissing.
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After leaving Andy’s, I walked north on Clark Street—just to walk. It wasn’t too cold, and naturally, because it was December, it wasn’t too warm. But at that point, weather didn’t matter. Liz had left without saying a word, and I followed not too far behind. I told Andy I was leaving, and he said, “That ain’t such a bad idea.”
So I left wondering if he meant it wasn’t such a bad idea for me to leave, or that he agreed it was a good idea to leave, and he, in fact, wasn’t far behind me.
Once I was outside, walking north on Clark, I stopped obsessing about what Andy said, and started obsessing about what Liz said. Her words kept resonating in my mind—the words that went, “And unfortunately for you, there’s nothing you can do about it either.”
It was such an odd statement, but at the same time, a very true statement. And it wasn’t like, if I could do anything about her “loving” me, or me being “her priority,” I would anyway … That would be like changing things—or playing God. That’s just not something I would feel comfortable doing—playing God. And if you asked people, I’m sure, if they really thought about it, thought deep and hard, no one would really want to play God. It’s simply too much responsibility. Oh, sure, there are those who like control, but I think, ultimately, we need to take a back seat, or surrender to the feeling of a supreme source of power or control.
So, in summary, that Liz feels one way or the other is certainly her prerogative, and I honor that. That doesn’t mean I necessarily agree with it, but I honor it.
With all these lofty thoughts, weak and vulnerable feelings slashing about, I decided to take the bus home. Besides, I was getting colder, I didn’t have money for a cab, and I was too far away from the train at this point. So, with a light snow flurry, a chill in my soul, and an Asian man speaking to his left hand in what sounded like German, I waited for the 52 Clark.
I’m not sure what the lump in my throat and the tears in my eyes had to do with, but I think observing the Asian man and his German left hand made me understand my loneliness—or at least made me aware of it. I’m not sure I understand anything anymore.
“The bus here! The bus here!” said the Asian man. I nodded and gave him an empathetic smile. Letting him know I’m with him, empathizing with his plight as though it were my own.
“What you look at, pretty boy?” he said with an extremely sour face.
“I’m just happy the bus is here. Thank you for letting me know,” I said with another smile.
“Fuck you, buddy.” And with that he moved into position to board the bus.
Once on the bus, I was surprised to see how many people, first of all, take the bus, but second of all, take the bus at 11:30 at night. There were about five people standing and about three seats available. After offering a seat toward the front of the bus to a woman who certainly didn’t look like she belonged on the bus, sporting a long mink, rabbit earmuffs, a beautiful nose job, and six bags of Christmas gifts, I sat down on one of the seats left available.
The bus was filled with characters that made up life. What I mean is these people were real life. These people were what the bus system and public transportation was for. This was the public in public transportation. I guess I’ve always taken it for granted, or have always had another way to get somewhere, but the majority of the people who live in this city rely on the bus.
I started with the bus driver, who was a black man with a butt three times as large as the seat he sat on and as friendly as could be. I wondered how many years he’d been driving the bus, wanted to ask him if it was boring, what kind of a test he had to take to become a bus driver, how he got the job, whether there had been an ad in the paper, or if he knew someone at City Hall who told him about the job. Did he have a family? And if so, what did his kids think of him being a bus driver. Did they think it’s pretty cool? And lastly, how did the bus driver get to work and back? Did he take a bus, or drive a car?
Sitting behind the bus driver were more of those characters who make up life. The black couple with the newborn, which I felt sorry for, for having to cart around a baby on the bus. The funny thing is they looked too proud to feel sorry for themselves. Next to the couple with the baby was an old white man in his late sixties, complete with a very worn Cubs baseball cap over his scattered white hair. Headphones that emitted some sort of classical music at high volume were stretched over the ball cap, which lead to the Walkman hidden under his jacket. He stared out the window at a woman in the passenger seat of a car signing to the driver while they were at a stop sign.
I watched as a couple in their fifties, dressed in fine thrift store threads, sat together facing the front of the bus. The woman sat next to the window until the man asked for a seat change. She gave up the window seat and granted his request. Because she didn’t know he preferred the window seat, I wondered if this was their first date.
Another couple—younger, hipper, covered with tattoos—sat directly in front of me. They sat silently, looked forward, and held hands. I wondered how they met. What attracted them to each other What they looked like when they made love. What it was like for them. Were they tender with each other, or like animals, just doing it hard and fast, and then going to sleep.
Other people sat on the bus rather quietly—some reading, one doing a crossword puzzle. It’s funny how everyone reads something different. One man inspected his fedora, and another with a bad complexion just sat and stared, with his massive Popeye arms crossed, at the man with the fedora.
My observation was broken by the deep-throated hack of a phlegm-filled woman to the left of me, who was putting on lipstick and eye shadow. Maybe she was lonely and just wanted to get my attention, or maybe she wanted to talk or something, because she got both my attention and conversation.
“Bye, Abigail.” A tall black man with a patch over one eye and a Member’s Only jacket on over a Notre Dame sweatshirt said to the phlegm-filled woman.
“See you, Carl,” the woman said as she caught my eye.
It was as though she had to justify knowing this tall black man to me.
“Oh, he’s a friend of my daughter’s,” she said with a hint of embarrassment.
“That’s nice.” I nodded and smiled.
She probably didn’t think what she said came out right, so she continued. “Well, he’s really a friend of my daughter and her husband.”
Yeah, I thought, God forbid your daughter be friends with a tall black man who wears a patch over one eye.
“He’s a very nice man,” she whispered to me as we passed Alberto Salon, which was one of those low-cost, hair cutting training centers for people who can’t afford SuperCuts. “That’s a great place to get your hair cut. I go all the time. And it’s a good deal too. Use to go to this other place, but once I had a cut at Alberto’s, I’ve never gone anywhere else … Not only is it inexpensive, five dollars, but if you’re not satisfied, you can go back and they’ll make it right with you … They really will … I heard of a lady who got a permanent, wasn’t satisfied, and they made it right. I’m not sure of the particulars, but it wasn’t like they tried to straighten it or anything, but they did something for her …”
“Really, that’s very interesting. I’ll have to keep it in mind the next time I need a cut.”
“Sure, the place is very popular. As a matter of fact, Alberto has opened another establishment over behind the Jewel on Clybourn.”
By the time we were somewhat near where I had to depart, most people had emptied off the bus, so I found myself with those few people, as well as the Asian man with the German hand. I finally got off the bus three blocks from my house and was given a fond farewell through the window by the Asian man and the middle finger of his German hand.
The fresh air did nothing but bring back the thought of Liz and me sitting across from each other, and those words … “And unfortunately for you, there’s nothing you can do about it either.” What would happen if I just gave in to Liz? Would it be that bad? Maybe my life would be easier if I said to Liz, “Let’s do it. Let’s just be one. You and me, dancin’ through life …”
My body shook involuntarily, and I figured it was one of three things: a reaction to the thought of a Liz commitment, a cold wind passing through my body, or Ben hitting me upside the head trying to snap me out of this everlasting befuddlement.
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By the time I walked in my front door, it was officially Christmas Eve day. My digital answering machine indicated two messages waiting for me. I was certain one of them was from Liz, and didn’t have the energy to guess who the other one was from.
The fucking telethon was the subject of the first message, left by Max at 9:17 p.m. I was to arrive at the Medinah Temple (which is this large auditorium built in the ’30s, complete with swastika graphic elements built into the tile design at each of its entrances) at noon, play for three hours in the house band, as well as accompany a couple solos—one by the host, Jerry Springer, and one by Miss Illinois. There would be a short rehearsal at 11:30 a.m. And I was not to be late.
Although it was a telethon, the good news was they had a budget for talent (which they were assuming I was), and I would be paid in cash after the gig. Although Max didn’t reveal the amount, I was counting on just enough for a cab ride and a good dinner. It was TV, and I was justifying my appearance as giving me yet another opportunity to be exposed to the public. At least that’s what I told myself. And besides, I find being able to tell people I’ll be on TV a pretty cool thing. It’s just that I didn’t have anyone in particular to tell who would give a shit.
Surprisingly, the next message, which wasn’t really a message, but more like overhearing a conversation, and then someone hanging up, was from Kate. It went something like this. “… Who are you talking to? Kate, are you listening to me? Hang up the phone … Kate, hang up the …” Click. Dial tone.
The conversation/message was too odd not to call Kate back. I searched for her number—But the problem was I wasn’t sure what I did with her damn number. Everything’s a blank after I gave it to Liz. I couldn’t call Liz to get Kate’s number … especially after our encounter at Andy’s. But if I couldn’t find the fucking thing, I might have to. Shit, what did I do with it?
My pants pockets were empty; my jacket pockets had nothing other than mint wrappers from Andy’s, twelve cents, and my wallet. My wallet. Did I put the slip of paper in my wallet? Shit. Nothing but a couple bucks and some ATM receipts. What the hell did I write the number on? My pants pockets were still empty as I frantically searched the living room, the kitchen, and, for no other reason than I had nowhere else to look, my bedroom. Nothing. Although, I did find a sock and the missing Bill Evans biography I thought I lent Andy, under my bed. Why didn’t I look there before?
Noxious acid danced the tango in my stomach and, at times, shared itself with my esophagus as I panicked not knowing where the fuck I put Kate’s numbers. Would I have been so diligent as to record them in my address book? I thought not, but maybe for some reason, which would make sense, I put the slip of paper in the address book.
I pulled the address book from the desk drawer. The clock on the desk read 12:22. If my mind served me correctly, Kate said her mom turned off the ringer after ten, and that, should I want to call when I got home, I shouldn’t worry about time. Although the thought temporarily relieved some of my urgency to call, I still scrambled through the pile of miscellaneous scraps of paper, matchbook covers, and various other objects that I found convenient to write on at the time of obtaining numbers, but found nothing but the original card with her Chicago number on it.
Of course I could’ve left her a message on her home machine, but she may not check her messages from her mom’s. But then I thought, if she’s a diligent writer, she’d just about have to. Best case scenario, she’d get the message the next day (or actually today) sometime, most likely in the morning, and then get back to me.
That would solve two things. One, I wouldn’t have to call Liz. And two … I wouldn’t have to call Liz. I thought there were two things, maybe just one.
On the downside: one, I may not be home should Kate call me back, and two, her call was so strange, I had this weird feeling, besides the acid in my stomach, that she really needed to talk.
As I slowly dialed Liz’s number, I took a deep breath. I walked to the piano, and paced between it and the trunk. That damn trunk. When was I going to open it and see how it might or might not change my life?
The phone rang. I closed my eyes. It rang some more. I knew I was about to wake her. And for what? Another woman’s phone number. If she didn’t hate me now, she was certainly about to. Her answering machine picked up. Again, a pretty average message. People just don’t try anymore. Once the machine picked up, I felt a huge amount of tension release from my body. I’ll just leave a message.
As I was about to open my mouth, Liz picked up the phone and said with a sleepy voice, “Hello.”
I stiffened back up. My tension rose. I sat at the piano and opened my eyes.
“Hey … Liz. It’s Sam.”
“What the hell, Sam? Do you know how many times I wished you called me late at night? This is a first.”
“So are you sleeping? Did I wake you?”
“Of course you did. What’s going on? Did you call to apologize? Tell me you didn’t know what you were thinking … stuff like that?” Her voice petered out, and I could tell she didn’t have the energy for late-night banter.
“Um, I wanted to ask you something …” No sooner than the words escaped from my mouth did I see the fucking piece of paper that I wrote Kate’s phone numbers on. It was sitting on a pile of sheet music on top of the piano.
My revelation, and subsequent attempt to process what just happened, caused me to pause my sentence a lot longer than I would’ve expected.
“What is it, Sam?”
“What? What is what?”
“What is it that you wanted to ask me?”
Totally stumped I said, “What are you doing for Christmas?” What are you doing for Christmas? Is there a worse thing I could’ve asked her? Jesus Christ, what was I thinking? Obviously not about my life, or her life—at least in the sense of making them easier and less complicated. If in fact she had nothing to do, I have to take her to Helena Storm’s, who, by the way, thinks I’m not attached, and I was under the impression had some distinct ideas in the female persuasion for me.
“I’ll be at my parents in the morning, but it’s nothing I can’t get out of, if an interesting offer came about. Why do you ask?”
“Uh, well … I have this telethon, I think I told you about it—for most of the day, and then I was invited to this woman, Helena Storm’s house for dinner.”
“Are you asking me to be your escort to one or both of these events?”
“Frankly, I’m not sure what I’m asking, but I just wanted to make sure you weren’t going to be hanging out alone.”
“That’s very thoughtful, but what the fuck? Are you inviting me, or just feeling sorry for me?”
Be honest, Sam. She’s giving you an out. Tell her the truth. Tell her, at this point in the conversation, it’s all about feeling sorry for her. And then apologize for calling.
“I was thinking you might enjoy the evening at Helena Storm’s … She’s quite an interesting woman …” Honesty is so overrated.
“I don’t quite understand the way that fucked-up mind of yours works, but if you’re inviting me to spend time with you, I’m accepting.”
“Great …” I said as unconvincingly as it felt.
“So, why don’t we touch base tomorrow, actually tomorrow is today already, isn’t it? Anyway, let’s firm up the date when I’m conscious. I’m kind of tired, and frankly, still think this, in fact, might be a dream.”
“Oh, it’s no dream. It’s become very real …”
“Sweet dreams,” she said in a sing-songy voice.
“Yeah …”
I sat at the piano and stared at the phone. I relived the conversation that had just taken place, and worse yet, the outcome. I was stunned by my performance. I call one woman to get another woman’s number, which, as it turns out, I had all along, and hang up with a date with the one woman I’ve broken up with more times than a dog marking his spot on a walk around the block.
With that catastrophe well taken care of, I turned to the anxiety at hand. Calling Kate. Now that I had Kate’s number, I was nervous to call her. What if her mom or someone else answered? Would I hang up, or would I ask for Kate? It’s not like anybody answering would know who was on the other end or anything. Suddenly, I was analyzing what it meant to call Kate. In my mind, it was hard to make it about friendship. I guess because I was thinking something entirely different. Maybe she was too. Or was it all business to her? How was anyone to be sure?
For some reason, I suddenly felt like I had to light a fire in the fireplace. I longed for the warmth and the crackle of that fiery friend. The glow of its companionship felt like something I needed to accompany my call to Kate. Maybe it wasn’t the fire I needed, but rather a good antidepressant, or at the least, a good therapist. Note to self, fuck the friendly fire,—look into finding a good therapist.
It was time to call Kate. As always before a call to a woman, I took a deep breath. I began pushing buttons. I dialed all but the last number, and stood paralyzed.
I couldn’t go through with it. A force larger than myself stopped me from pushing the eight, the last number in her phone number. In my paralysis, I made up what our conversation would be about. Or, actually, how I would start it. I’d base it on the strange message I got from her, and it’d go something like, “Hey, Kate, what’s with the fucked-up message you left. You OK?”
Maybe those wouldn’t be the exact words … so obviously, I wasn’t sure how to handle it. I didn’t want to embarrass Kate, I didn’t want to embarrass myself, but at the same time, I was terribly intrigued.
The phone line started to beep, and a recorded message came on: “If you’d like to make a call, please hang up and dial again. If you need assistance, an operator will be with you shortly.”
I chose to hang up. Knowing that the piano had a calming affect on me, I walked over to it and sat down. This time, I dialed all the way through. With the phone cradled on my shoulder, I played the beginning of “Somewhere Before.”
I banged on the piano, and unbeknownst to me, Kate answered on the first ring. Looking back, it must have seemed sort of romantic, as though I was serenading her. But I wasn’t ready to be thought of in that way. Besides, Liz put my mind in a spin once again. Knowing that we weren’t a possibility, and at the same time, wondering why at every corner, she seemed to appear.
So, naturally, I continued to play until I heard Kate’s voice calling out my name.
“Hello … Sam?” I finally heard her.
“Kate … you’re on the phone.”
“You know, Sam—funny thing. When you dial a person’s number, 99.9 percent of the time, you’re gonna get the person whose number you dialed.”
“Funny thing about the word dialing. Think about it. We don’t really dial anymore, do we? We actually push buttons, don’t we?”
“Should we start over?” Kate asked.
“Sounds good,” I replied.
“OK, go.”
“Ring, ring, ring …”
“Funny thing, phones don’t really ring anymore. Think about it. It’s more like a beep …
“All right, don’t bust my balls … how are you?” I sort of cut to the chase.
“Are you asking in general, or referring to the strange message you received?”
“Well, yes, I’d be referring to the strange message. But I wouldn’t call it strange, as much as peculiar. And at the same time, there’s no reason to elaborate, or explain, if you don’t feel comfortable doing so.”
“Shit, no. It’s no big deal. But first things … how are you? Did you open that damn trunk yet?”
“As a matter of fact, no. I think I’m just trying to make it last.”
“Or you’re afraid of what you might find …”
“Or, I’m afraid of what I might find …” The thing that was starting to bug me about Kate was she seemed to always be right.
As I thought about it, a definite feeling of responsibility went along with opening the trunk, as well as a certain obligation and responsibility with whatever the contents ends up to be. Again, there may be nothing, or there may be a lot of something. And if in fact there’s a lot of something, what would I do with it? It’s not like it’s my great uncle’s trunk, who, let’s say, worked as a butcher all his life, and there may be some mementos from beef promotions he had in the ’40s … This is Ben Webster. A jazz legend, as well as a rubber of elbows to the jazz greats.
“I sort of feel we should address you and your situation first, at least that’s why I called,” I said.
“You’re sweet.”
I was caught off guard, and in my lack of comfort, I was speechless. I could feel my guardedness come across over the phone.
“Oops, I forgot. Intimacy problems …” She said.
I said nothing but felt a lot. A rush of heat, like that of a severe sunburn, on my face and forehead, a torrid mix of acids having their way with my stomach, and a strange weakness in my knees. I wondered if these symptoms had anything to do with those that caused the lightheadedness I experience when I pass cemeteries.
As I got our conversation back on track, or at least shifted it to be about Kate, she revealed to me the Super Woman factor Liz referred to.
Apparently, it all started when Kate’s father committed suicide when Kate was twelve. For Kate, her younger sister, and her mother, the incident came out of the blue. For Kate’s father, it was planned down to the day and the hour. Without going into the gory physical details, Kate told me about the gory emotional details of having to grow up extremely fast. And the fact that she had to take care of not only her younger sister, Lucy, but also her mother, who completely fell apart.
Lena, Kate’s mother, had been a bookkeeper in high school for her father’s tailoring business, and she liked it so much, she started doing it for the local pharmacy, Larry’s feed store, Dr. Batchen, and Tonnette’s Salon, so never saw the reason to go to college. Then she got married, had kids, and continued with her bookkeeping.
She was never a big drinker, but six months after her husband’s death, Lena began drinking to the point where it affected everything she did. From everyday activities like falling asleep in the bathtub, to dialing wrong phone numbers, to business responsibilities such as quarterly reports turning into bi-yearly reports and late payroll payments. And as she drank, she got more and more depressed, and the more depressed she got, the more things fell through the cracks with her work—which as a bookkeeper is not a good practice to keep. And the fact that they lived in a small town in Michigan didn’t help her cause, because word got out, and she was basically labeled unreliable and nonhirable. It took about a year, but Kate’s mom managed to lose all her clients.
Fortunately for Kate’s family, her father was sane enough to leave an extremely large life insurance policy behind, with a decent portfolio of stocks in tact.
With the help of Kate and a guidance counselor from her school, Kate got her mother into an AA program, which actually got her to stop drinking, and got her into exploring her spiritual side. It finally seemed like Kate’s family was on the verge of seeing the light at the end of the tunnel. In other words, things finally looked up for all involved.
Until, one day, after school, Kate wandered into the sun-baked kitchen and sat down. As she sat down, the skirt Kate was wearing hiked up enough to reveal a bruise on each of her inner thighs.
“Kate, what happened to your legs?”
“What … ? Nothing.” Kate put her legs together and pulled her skirt over her thighs.
“Kate, pull your skirt up, please.”
“Mom … what?
Lena approached Kate with a soft hand to her hair and a gentle voice.
“Honey, it’s all right. Just tell me about the bruises.”
“But, Mom …”
Lena slowly pulled up Kate’s skirt and inspected the long, thin, purplish, brownish, yellowish marks on her thighs. They were almost identical from one thigh to the other.
“What the hell happened, Kate?”
Kate went on to tell her mother about how her guidance counselor, Mr. Walden, the same one who had been so nice to them and had helped Lena through her dark times, had made sexual advances, followed by molestation. Kate went along with it because Mr. Walden said he couldn’t help her mom unless Kate cooperated with him, in that way. So the routine of Kate and Mr. Walden went on, and on, and as her mother got better, Kate felt like she didn’t need to “be” with Mr. Walden anymore. Unfortunately, when an adult threatens to ruin a young girl’s education, odds are, the young girl will most likely go along with what the adult asks for.
“Where did the bruises come from?”
“I didn’t want to do it anymore … and … Mr. Walden had his hands here, and squeezed really hard … and …”
“That’s all right, honey. That’s all right.”
Once the case and the allegations were made public, other kids, as well as some who had known Mr. Walden from ten years prior, came out of the woodwork to testify and, in Kate’s words, “nail his ass.” So, consequently, it didn’t take much for Lena to get Mr. Walden fired as well as get him sent away for what was hopefully a long time.
As if the trial hadn’t been hard enough on Lena and Kate, but two months into the thing, Kate’s sister, Lucy, who was eleven at the time, was riding her bike along the sidewalk after leaving her friend Paige’s house, when a car backing out of a driveway forced her into the street—As she veered into the street a speeding car, hard-pressed to avoid her, clipped Lucy just enough to send her flying back onto the sidewalk, where she landed headfirst without a helmet. The speeding car continued to speed off, leaving Lucy to die from a broken neck.
“So, the worse part about that whole time in my life, Sam, was not only did I lose my sister, but because my mom started to drink again, I lost my mom.”
“Jesus, Kate. I don’t know what to say …”
“I’m not sure why all that came out—but for some reason it had to. It’s always hard when I come home. My mom is unpredictable, and really hard to deal with at times.”
“Don’t worry about it, I owe you a story about my drunk old man.”
“Yeah, I’ve been meaning to ask you about your parents. You never mention them.”
“They’re both dead. But we can save that conversation for another time.”
I had no idea how calling Kate that night would turn out, but in a million years, I wouldn’t have guessed it would have gotten that deep, that heavy, so fast. In a way, I’m glad it went that way, because I discovered another side to Kate. A vulnerable side of Kate—that was, let’s just say, refreshing.
I thought of how relationships go. And how you can’t force friendships, and the fact that the best friendships, the longest lasting friendships, the deepest friendships, take time to develop, and take time to maintain. And as this thought blew through my mind, I finally felt the warmth of Kate’s friendship envelop me as opposed to the warmth of lust that usually enveloped me as we spoke.
“Wow, I didn’t realize how late is was …” Kate said.
The time never occurred to me, so when I looked at the clock and it read 2:06, I did a quick calculation, and realized we were on the phone for … well … maybe it wasn’t such a quick calculation, but it turned out to be a little over an hour and a half …
“Holy cow, we’ve been talking for a little over an hour and a half,” I said.
“More accurately, I’ve been talking over an hour and a half.”
The pause in our conversation made me realize how drained I was. Both emotionally and physically. My eyes burned from fatigue, like a saltwater bath for my oculars. And my head felt like it was congested with more than it should be able to hold, or at least more than usual.
“Kate …” I realized I was speaking softly, either because the more I spoke, the more my head hurt, or because I wanted to sound sincere, or a combination of both. “I know it was probably hard to talk about all that … I mean, I guess I just wanted to let you know … I’m just trying to say, thanks for telling me …”
“Sam,” she said softly in return, “thanks for listening.”
More silence. It seemed like it was almost time to say goodnight.
“If I wasn’t so tired, we could open that damn trunk right now.”
“Can we do it when I get back?”
Of course, in my Beavis and Butthead mind, I heard, “She said, ‘Do it.’”
“When are you coming back?”
“I’m shooting for the morning of the twenty-seventh. But of course, that doesn’t mean we have to wait until then to talk again.”
“Although that’s only two days away, of course not. And if you get WGN-TV up there in Michigan, you can catch me on the Christmas telethon tomorrow … Did I just tell you that embarrassing bit of information, or did I think it?”
“You said it. What time?”
“Twelve to three or four … I don’t remember,” I said through clenched teeth.
“Can’t wait,” she said.
More silence. The clock read 2:11. Time to say goodnight.
“You know, if we were in New York, it’d be 4:11 in the morning.”
“If we were in New York, we could almost justify going out to breakfast.”
“Yeah, but there’s no Mitchell’s in New York,” I said.
I got up from the sinkhole I’d created for the past hour and a half in the couch in front of the fireplace, and walked to the phone cradle, in preparation to replace the phone in it’s bed for the night.
“Hey, Sam …”
“Yeah?”
“If I can’t sleep, can I call you back?”
Intimacy. Anxiety. Intimacy. Anxiety. Intimacy. Anxiety.
“Uh, sure. I’m not sure if I’ll answer, but you can call …” She giggled, thinking I’d made a joke of it. I was serious, but the joked interpretation saved me. I still wasn’t ready for this … but I was getting closer.
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It seemed like I had just gone into a deep sleep—and there was a dream about something, but I wasn’t sure exactly what. I don’t remember these things too well, but what I do remember was a feeling of warmth, like I was bathed in vat of warm chocolate pudding. Nonetheless, the phone awakened me.
It seemed way too early. I thought it might have only been twenty minutes since I hung up with Kate. In a sleep-deprived daze, I looked at the clock before I picked up the phone. It was 10:30 a.m.—time to wake up. I had an hour to shave, shower, dress, and get to the telethon by 11:30 for my rehearsals.
Telethon morning for me. Christmas morning for the majority of the world. And movie morning for us Jews. Something I’ve noticed in the past several years is more and more gentiles are experiencing what used to be a Jewish tradition. Yet another tradition the Jews are known for—seeing movies on Christmas day.
“So what time are you picking me up? Or are you going to be so tacky as to ask me to meet you somewhere?”
It was Liz, and it was early. As a matter of fact, it seemed too early for a dose of Liz.
“Good morning, Liz.”
“Ooh, there’s that sexy voice again.”
“I thought you had a family thing most of the day.”
“I do, but you can come by and pick me up at least.”
What have I done? I’m back on the Liz merry-go-round.
“Here’s the deal, Liz. I’ve got to be at this telethon in an hour …”
“So, it was a good thing that I called … to wake your fat ass up,” Liz said.
“Yeah, it was a good thing that you called … so the telethon lasts most of the day, and I’ll be cutting it close to get to Helena Storm’s as it is, so maybe we should meet there … or you could come by the telethon. It’s just I’m not sure where at the telethon to tell you to go.”
“How hard could it be? I ask for the piano guy, Sam Greene.”
“You just need to let me know what you want to do …”
“You know what, Sam. You’re not making this very fun. You ask me out on Christmas, and then you make it hard to hook up with you. What’s that about?”
“First of all, it’s not like it’s that kind of a date, Liz. Think of it as two friends getting together to share a moment.”
“And what kind of moment would we be sharing?”
I had no idea where this conversation was leading, but what I did know was I didn’t want to be a part of it.
“Liz, I need to be at the telethon in fifty minutes. That’s not much time for me to get ready …”
“You should’ve thought of that before you decided to sleep in. Were you out late again last night?”
“Liz, please. Simply let me know if you’re going to meet me at the telethon or the party … and we’ll have plenty of time to argue then. OK?”
“Well, when you put it that way, it sounds like a lot more fun … you asshole … I should just stay at my mom’s and flirt with Pastor Tom. It’s always fun to get a rise out of him, if you know what I mean …”
By now, I was naked and standing in the bathroom. I certainly wasn’t about to tell that to Liz, because she might get a rise out of me. There was no time for a shower, so I needed to wash and wet my hair in the sink—a cure for severe bedhead. But first, I had to get Liz off the phone.
“I need to hang up, so if you can’t tell me now, call me later, and leave word on the machine, OK? I gotta go.”
“You’re naked, aren’t you?”
“I’m hanging up.” Damn it, how did she know?
I hadn’t looked at my naked body for a while. There was really no reason to be naked lately, other than the daily routine of showering and changing clothes. And I certainly didn’t make it a habit to inspect my naked body. Although, I remember reading this article in GQ or Esquire, or one of those so-called “men’s” magazines, about knowing your body and loving it for what it is. It is your temple, and it is you, and as you study your body, and become more and more familiar with it, you become more and more powerful in the world. I don’t think I was able to finish the article, because that’s really all I remember about it. The fact that it was not only OK to look at one’s body, but encouraged for a more self-actualized life, was all I took away from the article. That, and the headline: you are more than your penis.
But the truth of the matter is, a boy finds his penis at a very young age, and once he does, it’s all over—he’s got a friend for life. So I’m thinking, guys are real familiar with their penises and probably pretty comfortable with that. But penis aside, as I looked at myself, I felt like I didn’t know who I was looking at. And it’s not like I wanted to get to know myself right then and there, but it was more like all of a sudden, Sam Greene was someone different. And normally, at that point, looking at myself naked and not knowing who I was looking at, I’d have an anxiety attack, but it didn’t happen. As a matter of fact, for some reason certainly beyond any explanation of mine, I found myself a bit aroused.
With no time to address my arousal, I did a quick sink-wash of the parts that are most likely to get stinky. After I conquered the potentially stinky parts, it was time to address my hair. As I bent under the sink and guided the water over my head, the fucking phone rang, or beeped, or whatever sound it makes … So, with a wet head, an erect penis, and an attitude, I answered the phone.
“What!”
“Oooh, somebody doesn’t want to be on the phone.”
“Kate?”
“Yeah. Is this a bad time?”
“I’m just trying to get ready for this stupid telethon.”
“Well, I’ll let you go. I just wanted to thank you again for talking to me last night.”
“You don’t have to thank me.”
“I just didn’t know you were such a good listener.”
“I didn’t either … it must’ve been the company …”
“That was sweet …”
Damn, I did it again.
“So anyway, have fun today. Raise lots of money. By the way, what’s the telethon for?” Kate asked.
I was half-dry when I stopped to think about what she just asked. It occurred to me, I had no idea what the telethon was for. Was it for children? Was it some hokey thing to raise money for injured reindeer? Or was there really no telethon, but simply an elaborate hoax Max dreamed up to get back at me for getting mad at him.
“Kate, I think what you’ll find with me, is I don’t discriminate. What ever the cause may be, I’m there. Selfless Sam, the piano man. That’s what they call me.”
“In other words, you have no idea what the hell it’s for.”
“In other words, yes, I don’t know.”
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I found one big problem when examining my body that hadn’t occurred to me until I sat on the hard plastic train seat of the Chicago Transit Authority. A zit or a boil, or possibly an ingrown hair (not that I have an immense amount of hair in a certain area), had magically appeared overnight on my butt. The worst of it was that the … “inflammation” was located on the bone under my right butt cheek. So when I sat down, it naturally got a lot of pressure and, as a result, hurt like hell. This didn’t bode well for sitting for four hours on a hard piano seat. I would need to secure a pillow, a blanket, or some sort of cushioning for the seat.
With Grand Street only a stop away, I had to stand … what was I thinking, sitting the whole time anyway? As my inflammation throbbed with pain, I had a weird thought of sex and Kate and the inflammation. Not that having sex with Kate would be weird—on the contrary—but the thought went something like this: Kate gets back from her tour of duty in Michigan, we’re finally undisturbed, uninterrupted, and at my place. We’re feeling cozy and giddy, and about to look in Ben’s trunk—it never seems like I’ll get that thing open—and a flood of passion overwhelms us. And when the clothes that keep the passion pent up are peeled off, my inflammation not only starts to throb, but there’s a little ooze or some sort of moisture that becomes evident. I can’t let her know, so I start to move strangely and end up in a compromising position here, a compromising position there, just so she won’t go near or touch or see the nemesis that has become the inflammation.
The conductor yelled, “Grand. Grand and State …” over the PA, and broke me out of my inflammation/sex thoughts. I had to do something about that fucking inflammation. I’d need to stop at Walgreens during the telethon and pick up something, anything, to dry up and heal my problem. There had to be something for an “inflammation” of this sort. I couldn’t go on having thoughts like this any longer.
11:41 a.m. I was late. I entered the venue on Ohio, where it said “Office/delivery check-in.” On the way in I was greeted by a guy who physically looked like a cross between Jim Baker and a fat Al Pacino playing Donnie Brasco, and occupationally, like a deliveryman, and I told him who I was and why I was there.
“Do I look like I give a shit?” he said in a strong Chicago accent, complete with harsh As, and overpronounced Os.
“I’m sorry I’m late, sir. I’m just trying to get where I’m suppose to be.”
“Listen, Mack. Again, I don’t give one shit about your telethon, or your piano skills. I’m just delivering the beer.”
“Oh, so you don’t work here …”
He smiled a smart-ass smile, and said, “No, a-hole, I don’t work here.” And left.
As he went out the front door, a short woman, who was prematurely gray, came out of the back room. She was rushed, had a clipboard, and looked like the type of person who thrived on pressure. The kind of person who thought if you act really, really busy, you can be bossy without apology. The kind of person they call “type A.”
“Delivery?” she said to me.
“What? No. I’m here to play the piano.”
“You’re the late piano player?”
“I guess I am.”
A dramatic pause occurred as she stopped and dropped her bifocals-on-a-string deep into her oversized cleavage.
“Well, Mr …” She looked on her clipboard for my last name, or some information that might clue her in to what was going on.
“… Greene.” I helped her out.
“Yes. Well, Mr. Greene, it’s now 11:46. We’ve lost Mr. Springer to makeup and hair, so there’ll be no rehearsal with him. I’ll give you the music he’ll perform, and you’ll have to work out your cues, or whatever it is you people do when you rehearse. But you’ll need to rehearse with the little Miss whatever-she-is before the show.”
“All right. Where might I find the stage, the girl, the piano, and all that good stuff?”
“Frankly, this girl is a little wacky. She seems a bit uptight and nervous about this thing. I told her to take it easy. I mean, I was a 4-H queen, so I know what the pressure is like …”
“You’ll have to excuse me, Ms. … ?” I made a motion with my hands as to say, “Help me with your name so I don’t have to talk to you anymore.”
“Arnold. Vickee Arnold.” She smiled like she was charmed that someone was actually talking to her. Then she let out a huge scream. “Hobgood! Hobgood, I need you now!”
I was taken aback. She smiled. “Hobgood will take you to where you need to be.”
We stood there. Uncomfortably. She looked at me. And I looked at three walls filled with photographs of Shriners. What on God’s great earth do I say to this woman? Do I ask her what the hell this telethon is all about, or would that just piss her off? Would it be the one thing that sets her off—makes her go postal? I want no part of that.
Just as I was about to ask her why there weren’t more people involved in running the telethon, Hobgood showed up.
Hobgood was probably the oldest human being I’d ever seen up close and in person. It made me uncomfortable to the point of experiencing a millisecond of anxiety. He was definitely in his nineties, and his gate was commensurate with his age. He smelled like a combination of mothballs, body odor, and thick, murky coffee. He had a hearing aid in both ears, and a thick head of bushy, white hair. I predicted, by the time he showed me where the piano was, the telethon would be over.
“Hobgood will take real good care of you, Mr. Greene. You can pick up your money from me when you leave. And thank you.”
“Ms. Arnold. If I needed to run out for about ten minutes for personal reasons, when might be a good time to do that?”
“I’m not sure if that’s possible … It’s not like we’re running a prison though. You should really talk that over with your shift captain.”
“Who would that be?”
“Hobgood will introduce you.”
Hobgood is about to introduce himself to the man upstairs, I thought.
“Follow me!” Hobgood yelled. We went through a hallway that led backstage. “Ya ever been to Medinah?”
“I was here once as a kid. My dad took me to the circus.”
“Your dad was in the circus too? What was his name? Maybe I know him.” Hobgood shuffled us through a hallway near the greenroom.
“Hobgood, what’s this telethon for?”
“I don’t think the telethon ends at four … I’ll find out for you though. I know I’m here until at least six … who told you the telethon ends at four?”
“Forget it …” What was the use?
“Speak up, son …
Jerry Springer came out of a room opposite the greenroom with one of those makeup bibs on, so as not to get any makeup on his clothes. Jerry was followed closely by a young girl with a Miss Illinois sash running from her right shoulder over her breasts to her left hip.
It was a tough guess but I went with it anyway. “Excuse me, but are you Miss Illinois?”
“What was your first clue, Sherlock?” Jerry Springer said.
“I think I’m talking to the young lady.”
“I beg your pardon, sir, but I’m a woman. Not a young lady,” the young lady from Illinois said.
“OK, great. Well, I’m the pianist, and I understand I’m accompanying both of you on a couple of songs.”
“Songs. Now if you’re talking songs, you gotta talk, Sinatra, The Four Freshmen, Tormé, Dino, Cab Calloway … I’ve been here for all the greats …” Hobgood kept walking and kept talking. I figured I’d let him go, and catch up with him in a minute. He wasn’t going far.
“So you’re the piano guy. Listen, what’s with you not showing up until now? We’ve missed our window of rehearsal time …” said Jerry Springer.
“A couple personal things came up, and—” I yammered on.
“Some of us pride ourselves on our professionalism. Apparently, some of us don’t,” Jerry Springer had the gall to say.
“I’m pretty sure I’m through talking with you, Mr. Springer. But thank you for the input. Anyway, Miss Illinois … what’s your name?”
She looked at Jerry for approval, hesitated, crossed her arms, and quietly said, “Michelle.”
Jerry entered the greenroom, leaving Michelle and me in the hallway in front of the greenroom. She certainly was beautiful. Long legs, perfect teeth, perfect smile, perfect breasts, perfect ears, perfect blue eyes, perfect blond hair, perfect nose, and a pretty perfect butt. From a sociological, evolutionary position, I believe a good-looking person signals good health, and in a woman, it’s an indicator of her ability to bear children reliably. As for the hair, the hourglass figure, and the lure of the blond, all hyperfeminine traits that represent the eternal biological lure of men … as John Steinbeck so eloquently put it, “A visitor of another species might judge … that the seat of procreation lay in the mammaries.” Enough said.
What I’ve always wondered about beautiful people, though, is if they know they are beautiful people? Or at least, know they are different than everyone else in that way—I think they must. And then I think, what a strange thing … the problem with being a beautiful person, I always suspect, is that no one would ever take you seriously. A prime example is Miss Illinois.
“Listen, Michelle. Do you mind if I call you Michelle?”
“Truthfully, out in public I like to be known as Miss Illinois. So if you don’t mind …?”
“Well, out in public or in private, you can all me, Sam. Anyway, it’s nice to meet you … Miss Illinois. I understand I’m accompanying you today. Merry Christmas, by the way. I just need to know what song you plan on doing.”
“Merry Christmas to you. You’re the first to wish me one, thank you.” She nodded. “Anyway, I was thinking of doing ‘My Funny Valentine.’ Do you know that one?”
“Yeah, I think I can handle it. It’s sort of ironic singing about a Valentine on Christmas day.”
“Oh, do you think that’s weird?” She seemed really concerned.
“No, I was just kidding.”
“Oh. Do you think we have time to rehearse?”
“Let’s give it a shot.”
We walked in the direction of Hobgood, who we could see just entering a door in the distance that led to the stage. Miss Illinois pulled her hair back, letting a fragrance out that reminded me of Kate. I wondered if Kate was going to watch this fiasco. If for nothing else—to figure out whom the telethon was benefiting.
“Hey, Miss Illinois?”
“Yeah?”
“This might be kind of a stupid question, but do you know what this telethon is for? I mean, who do the proceeds go to?”
I was pretty sure I had my answer by the puzzled look on her face, but Miss Illinois confirmed my suspicions by adding, “How weird, I thought they said marathon—not telethon.”
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We followed Hobgood backstage. It was very lively—people milling about everywhere. I started to feel a part of the show even though I had no idea what the show was about. I looked for a sign or some banner announcing the telethon, but I saw nothing. What I did see, though, was a “big band,” complete with a piano player.
“There’s the main band. The Lee Grove Big Band. Those boys sure can rock. Anyhow, your piano is over here.” Hobgood lead us stage left to where a black, upright Yamaha piano sat, waiting for some poor soul to keep it company. I was still stumped as to what my role would be for the next four hours, especially after seeing the Lee Grove Big Band in place. It was either my imagination, or Max’s message had led me to believe that I would be an integral player in today’s event. I knew about the accompaniments, but what else was I going to do?
“Excuse me, Hobgood. If the big band is the main band, and they’ve already got a piano player, what the hell am I here for?”
“I’m sorry kid. The big band already has a piano player. I think you’re just here to play a couple tunes with Jerry and the girl.”
At least he answered my question. I wasn’t sure how to react. But I certainly wasn’t going to take it out on poor Hobgood and Miss Illinois.
In the back of my mind, I had hoped the piano seat would’ve been one of those big, cushy, padded ones … but, no luck. The piano seat sat in front of me, taunted me with its rock-hard, black-lacquered oak properties. Come to think of it, it might be a blessing that I don’t have to spend all day sitting on a piano seat. But on the other hand, an inflammation is an inflammation, so why take chances?
“Excuse me, Hobgood. Do you think you might be able to find me a cushion, or a blanket of some sort?” Both Miss Illinois and Hobgood looked at me curiously.
“What, are ya plannin’ on takin’ a nap, or somethin’?” Hobgood said.
It figures, the one thing Hobgood understands, he gives me shit about.
“No, I won’t take a nap, I promise. I just need a little padding on the piano seat …”
I could tell by his raised eyebrow and smirk that he at least understood my request … But not the reason why. Whether he’d comply or not was another thing.
“Listen, piano man. I got no business asking what’s up with your ass and this piano seat, so I’ll just ask the shift captain about your little request. That’s just what I gotta do …”
I assumed she got a kick out of Hobgood using the word “ass,” because Miss Illinois let out a big giggle.
And what’s with this shift captain? Who the fuck is the mysterious shift captain? Whoever it is, he seems to have a ton of responsibility.
Miss Illinois and I watched Hobgood as he shuffled off behind a velvet curtain to the side of us.
“He smells yucky,” Miss Illinois added quite eloquently.
“All right. Since I have no idea what I’m doing, or when I’m doing it, why don’t we try to go through your song.”
“You know, I have more to do than just a song today.”
I really wasn’t in a chatty mood, but she was young, and proud, and needed to be indulged. So I indulged her.
“Really, what are your other obligations?”
“Well, besides singing, I’ll be introducing an act. I’m just not sure which one yet. I’ll be talking to Mr. Springer, live on TV, about my experiences so far of being Miss Illinois, and then, if there’s time, Mr. Springer said I’d be able to recite some of my original poetry … at least that’s what we were discussing right before we bumped into you.” She smirked and rolled her eyes with a sense of embarrassment.
“Fascinating.”
“Yeah, he’s soooo nice. He’s already offered to take me to dinner and give me a ride home … and that was before he knew I was a poet …”
I stared at Miss Illinois for a second, trying to make sense of what she just said. Looking at her, in all her perfectness, I surrendered to the fact that I was stuck at this mysterious telethon—whoever the fucking thing was for—for awhile, and as long as I was there, I should make the best of it. It no longer mattered what came of the situation, because, frankly, in the grand scheme of things, it didn’t matter. Who knows, maybe I’d join Mr. Springer and Miss Illinois for dinner … maybe not.
With that thought in mind, I slowly sat down at the piano. As to not disturb the inflammation on my right cheek, I compensated by leaning more on my left cheek.
The cold ivory against my fingers was always unsettling at first, but once I warmed the keys up with the “Ben scales,” I felt at home.
“You’re really good, Sam. But you have a weird style, the way you lean to your left, and all,” said Miss Illinois.
“Uh … Thanks. Would you like to hear more than scales?”
“Sure.” She sat down on the right side of the piano seat, and I began to play ‘My Funny Valentine.’”
“You don’t need the sheet music?”
“No, I think I’ll be all right.”
“I’m going to need it for the words.”
“Just sing what you remember …”
Just as I finished the introduction to “My Funny Valentine,” The Lee Grove Big Band kicked in with a powerful rendition of “The Chattanooga Choo-Choo.” The telethon had started. The band had a professionally designed light scheme that made Andy’s Place look like a single lightbulb swinging from the ceiling. They were tight, and they were loud.
“Shit, what the hell?” said Miss Illinois with the look of a definitely tightened sphincter.
Sphincter tight and all, she stood up and turned to where the band was playing. For me, it was exciting to see all the TV cameras and the crew behind the cameras, moving here, moving there, signaling to each other, just making things happen. This was live TV!
“Hey, we’re trying to rehearse here!” Miss Illinois yelled to the vacuum of noise and movement. Then, with the speed of a Warner Brothers cartoon effect, she whipped her head around to me like the possessed devil of beauty she was, and said, “This is all your fault. You were late. We ran out of time. And I’m going to look like a … fool on TV … What do you have to say for yourself … asshole?”
Her eyes bugged out so far, I thought about suggesting she add another talent to her repertoire—But I didn’t. Only God knows what an angry woman of such perfection is capable of doing in a fit of anger.
“I was late … We ran out of time …” I said.
Her loss for words didn’t come as much of a surprise as a fifteen-year-old girl with braces, a Boston Red Sox cap, tight jeans, three layered shirts, and Chuck Taylor sneakers magically appeared behind my left shoulder with a clipboard. With the abruptness of someone twice her age, the little girl spoke.
“Are you Sam Greene?”
“Who wants to know?” I couldn’t resist the line.
“Tiffany Douglas Tiffy. Shift Captain,” she said with the face and authority of someone who’d had some sort of military training.
“Tiffany Tiffy … Do you get a lot of comments about your name?”
“No, I don’t. And if you have a need to be snappish, would you like to ask me questions like, why is someone so young a shift captain? Or am I really a BosSox fan, or do I just like the way the cap looks on me? How about, ‘what’s the deal with the clipboard, geek?’ Or maybe a comment about when do the braces come off?” Although she stayed monotone the whole time, she got my total attention.
I found myself wishing she were about fifteen or twenty years older. What a spirit.
“Well, since you asked. I do have two questions. The first is, what the hell am I doing here, and the other is, when do you get the braces off?”
She smiled for a millisecond before answering.
“Three and a half months for the braces, and if you’re Sam Greene, I was hoping you’d be able to tell me why you’re here.”
Humiliation, embarrassment, shame, scorn, and just plain disappointment shot through my system as I noticed both Miss Illinois, and Tiffany Douglas Tiffy staring at me—the only difference between the two was that Miss Illinois was staring with a big grin.
“It doesn’t say anything about me on your clipboard?”
“It only has your name on the talent list, with a notation that says, piano player. And frankly, I can’t justify paying you if you’re not doing anything.”
“I thought Miss Illinois and Mr. Springer needed accompaniment …” I said out of desperation.
“That’s something, frankly, we can get Nixon Moss, the piano player for The Lee Grove Big Band, to cover … I’m truly sorry you had to come all this way for nothing.”
I’d just been fired by a fifteen-year-old.
“Does this mean I don’t get any padding for my seat?”
“Excuse me?”
“Never mind … Are you telling me I’m free to go? I have no obligations?”
“Of course. That is, unless you’d like to volunteer, and man some phone lines,” Tiffany Tiffy said. “But I need to know now, because I’ve got other things I need to attend to at the moment.”
It took all of about a half of a second for me to decide. “No, but thanks for asking, young lady.”
She bore her eyes deep into my soul and tried to rip my heart out, but my heart was nowhere to be found.
“You can leave on your own, or I can have Hobgood show you the way out.”
“I’m cool, I think I remember the way.”
“And Miss Illinois, you need to be ready to introduce the ferret act in about eight minutes. I suggest you report to makeup and hair immediately.”
Miss Illinois absorbed all the instructions, and took off pronto. Tiffany Tiffy nodded, turned, and marched on to her next obligation.
“Hey, Tiffany Tiffy …” Imagining, more likely than not, a smart-ass comment coming her way, she stopped and turned slowly to take the shot. “Did you get a lot of Christmas gifts this morning?”
“This is my gift, Mr. Greene.” And with that, she was gone.
43
Being fired is just part of the business. Ben had been fired plenty of times, I’m sure of it, but probably never by a fifteen-year-old. So I kept telling myself, I wasn’t really fired by a fifteen-year-old; there was just not enough work to go around for the number of employees. You could say we were overstaffed. So, as I went to leave, I found myself walking by and admiring the more fortunate, and employed, Lee Grove Big Band. As it turned out, the only problem was I wandered on stage while in admiration—showcasing my ass to whatever live audience was tuned into the telethon at that moment. Hopefully, none of them noticed any sign of my inflammation.
A large stagehand helped me on my way with more force and aggression than I appreciated. I finally noticed a sign that explained the telethon, but because of the speed with which I was being whisked (the guy was really strong), and the plethora of sponsors and logos on the sign, the only thing I was left with was United Airlines, Cellular One, and First Chicago Bank, among others, but I still didn’t get what the actual cause was.
“Thanks, pal, I think I can remember how to walk from here.”
“Get out of here, a-hole.” With that, I got a squeeze on the arm and a push on the back.
“OK, then. Merry Christmas to you, too.”
Jerry Springer witnessed the whole thing as he waited for the Lee Grove Band to finish up their number.
“Leaving so soon, piano man?”
“Yeah, I know, I’ve worn out my welcome.”
“Nice working with you, anyway.” Jerry Springer waved, and then shot me the “You’re the man,” finger point.
“Hey, if you ever feel like singing, come by Andy’s Place, and I’ll play with you …” Jerry Springer found some humor in my comment, because he could hardly contain his laughter as he spoke.
“Great title for one of my shows. ‘Pianists who play with their singers.’”
I, on the other hand, found it pretty lame.
It was only 12:18. Now what? Do I go home? Do I go to Helena Storm’s, and arrive early? Where the hell did Liz and I decide to meet? Do I need to call her? I better check my messages … For the moment, taking in the December sun as I leaned against the building next to Medinah, called Tree Studios, was incredibly satisfying. I needed a plan, though. It seemed like I always needed a plan. Whether I followed the plan, and whether the plan turned out successful or not, was another matter, but at the moment, I needed a plan.
Actually, leaning against the building, I realized I needed something more than a plan. I needed something to calm my pulsating inflammation. I needed a Walgreens, and about two blocks away, on the corner of Ontario and Clark, kitty corner to the rock ’n’ roll McDonalds, which was the highest grossing McDonalds in the country, there was a Walgreens—inflammation salvation.
I passed what amounted to a perpetuation of what makes our big cities more carnival-like, and less cultural—a place called The Rainforest Cafe. Like Planet Hollywood, which was within spitting distance, The Rainforest Cafe followed the hypothesis that the larger and more obnoxious the animal on the facade of the building, the more people will notice the building, thus drawing them in to eat overpriced, mediocre food.
These thoughts distracted me enough to get me to the door of inflammation salvation, where I was greeted by a vendor peddling Streetwise, the local homeless news publication. The man was dressed in a new FUBU ski jacket, the latest Nike basketball shoes, a knit cap, and fingerless gloves. He looked like a miniature Ving Rhames and spoke with a whinny Spike Lee voice.
“Hey, bro’, stay current with all the news dat fits … git yoursef a Streetwise … A dollar gits ya what ya needs to know …”
“Maybe on the way, out, I’m in kind of a hurry,” I said with an empathetic smile.
“Yeah, like I haven’t heard that piece of shit excuse befo’ … Merry Christmas, and God bless …”
I pushed through the revolving doors, thinking I might have to work on my empathetic smile. Once free of the revolving doors, a security guard with a nametag identifying himself as “Doni”(which threw me, not knowing if it was his first name or his last name) greeted me and wished me a Merry Christmas.
A security guard at Walgreens? Was someone interested in making off with some Loréal shampoo, or maybe a Sony videotape, or possibly a lightbulb? What the hell?
“Merry Christmas to you.” I shot him an empathetic smile.
“Thank you, sir. Thank you very much.” It seemed to work that time. I stopped and turned back to the guard whose security guard blues barely fit his oversized body, as his butt spilled over the side of the chair he was sitting in.
“Excuse me. I’m looking for something for … well, um … would you know where the inflammation medicine is?
“The what?”
“Infla … you know what? I think I’ll just take a walk through the aisles. Thanks anyway.”
I walked down a couple aisles, but nothing looked right. I started looking for anyone who worked there, but there was one cashier, with a line as long as opening day at Wrigley Field, and another at the photo desk with the same situation.
Skeleton crew. Holiday. I found one guy in aisle 9A, but he was helping an old man dressed in lots of polyester, a long London Fog overcoat from the early ’70s, and a knit cap from the Bears Superbowl in 1985. I didn’t want to lose this guy, so as I waited patiently, and with nothing better to do, I eavesdropped on their conversation.
“What does this stuff on the shelf do?” the old man said.
“Which stuff are you referring to, sir?” said the young man with a healthy case of bedhead.
“Right here,” he pointed to a shelf. “This stuff.”
“Neosporin, Calamine Lotion, Bacitracin, this shelf?”
“Yes.”
“Well, mainly for cuts, and itchy types of ailments.”
“Itchy ailments. Yeah, that’s what I’ve got. An itchy ailment.”
“So this would be good for you then.”
“Yeah, if I’ve got an itchy-type of ailment, stuff on this shelf would be good?”
As their mindless chatter continued, I wondered if this was my aisle.
“Yes. As I stated before, these ointments would help you if you’ve got an itchy ailment, as you say.”
“All right then, I should get some of this. Do you have any gauze-type material?”
“Of course we do. That’d be in aisle 12B.”
“Aisle 12B for gauze?”
“Yes, sir.”
When was this conversation going to end? I had an inflammation to attend to.
“Why thank you. You know, there’s nothing more annoying or painful than an itch in the wrong place.”
“I wouldn’t know, sir.”
“You will. Sure, so, thank you for all your help.”
“My pleasure.”
“Say, are you a pharmacist?”
“Actually, I work in the camera department.”
“Camera department, huh?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Hmmm … Maybe I’ll swing by. Do you have any film on sale? You know I’ve got to take more pictures of my granddaughter. She’s getting so big.”
“No, I’m sorry, we don’t have any film on sale. Check back with us next week.”
“She’ll be a week older you know … well, thanks anyway. Bye-bye, now.”
“All right, sir.”
I struck while the iron was hot.
“Hi, hey there. Could I ask you a question?” I didn’t wait for an answer. “I’m looking for something for a certain type of inflammation …”
“I’m sorry, sir. I’m on break.”
“What do you mean you’re on break? Inflammation doesn’t take a break. It just pulsates, and throbs, and reminds me that sex is not around the corner …”
“I’m sorry, sir. But even if I wasn’t on break, I wouldn’t help you because, frankly, you’re a little weird.”
“Oh, and the old man wasn’t?”
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