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America is a mistake, a giant mistake.

—Sigmund Freud



PART ONE
Of Dinosaurs and Deuces



1

FOR ME, THE DECADE OF THE 1940s didn’t end on New Year’s Eve 1949. Nothing changed except the date on my checks, and I didn’t catch that for two days. Hat brims stayed wide, suit coats looked like inverted grocery sacks just as they had since before Pearl Harbor, cars remained bulbous and ugly with bad heaters and dashboard radios whose big dials and lightning-bolt logos would have made Buck Rogers feel at home. Truman’s narrow little butt and narrower littler mind were still firmly planted in the White House and Woody Herman booked in at the Walled Lake Casino every summer. No, the fifth decade of the twentieth century ended for me fourteen months later, on a flinty-cold afternoon in February 1951, when I stood in a crowd in front of the downtown J. L. Hudson’s and saw Frankie Orr’s face on six television screens at the same time.

His appearance shocked me. I don’t know why, but of all the people I’d met in my newspapering days, Francis Xavier Oro was the one I hadn’t expected to age. I had seen him once only, in the private dining room of the old Griswold House, and what happened there that night had burned his image into the retina of my memory. For twenty years he had remained the slender, dark, wavy-haired young gangster in full evening dress enjoying a filet mignon prepared the way they used to prepare it and don’t any more, streaming mahogany-colored juice and as tender as a man’s grip on life. This elderly Italian sweating under the harsh lights, flaccid-cheeked, baggy-eyed, and spotted like old cheese, belonged in a vegetable patch in Sicily, propped on a hoe. Somehow he had stumbled into a carnival booth and had his picture taken with his head stuck through a hole cut into a life-size blow-up of a body wearing a two-hundred-dollar suit.

The suit, so far as could be made out on a ten-inch black-and-white screen, was gray or blue, with a tiny check that flared and left its ghost on the lens when he moved, which he did often, fidgeting in a chair not designed for comfort and certainly not inclined that way as long as it faced five senators and a government counsel and, by proxy, every housewife in the Detroit broadcast area whose ironing board stood before the rabbit-eared box in the living room.

The occasion was the Detroit stop on the national road show sponsored by the Special Senate Committee to Investigate Organized Crime in Interstate Commerce and hosted by Estes Kefauver, the junior senator from Tennessee. He and his four colleagues seated behind fat microphones shaped like oversize Luden’s cough drops were on their way to New York, like any good theatrical troupe working the bugs out of their routine as they grilled local colorful mafiosi in certain key cities along the circuit. The labor racket had brought them to Michigan, but with American Steelhaulers president Albert Brock off touring the factories of Europe and beyond the reach of a subpoena, they had settled for Orr, in semi-retirement now and under federal indictment for transporting women across state lines for immoral purposes.

Nothing like it could have happened in the thirties or the forties, although both epochs had offered television in at least Pleistocene form. Inviting Frankie Orr to share the same shimmering box that contained Pinky Lee, Molly Goldberg, and J. Fred Muggs was like placing incompatible species in a terrarium. We were all in for worse, but we date things according to our own calendars, and for me there was no going back from that moment.

Clearly the chairman, whose lanky bespectacled countenance and conservative tailoring would clash with the coon-skin cap he would don later to run for vice-president under Adlai Stevenson, already considered himself too important to question a geriatric pimp, for he left most of the interrogation to Rudolph Halley, chief counsel for the committee. Kefauver, soon to become as recognizable to home viewers as Speedy Alka-Seltzer, could not know that in a short time he would be as forgotten as Tammany. Even then television was beginning to display a penchant for preserving the ephemeral whilst swallowing and defecating the truly significant. I have to think now to remember the name of the pilot involved in the U-2 incident, but I will take with me to the grave all the words to “Luckies Taste Better.”

But huddled on that wind-scraped sidewalk with the other holdouts against a home idol, I thought the world would never put aside that earnest panel or its D’Artagnan, Halley. The attorney’s jagged, pointed profile onscreen and sharp Yankee whine issuing from the megaphone speaker mounted outside the store personified the caricature of Uncle Sam, haranguing Russian bears, flying saucers, and juvenile delinquents from editorial pages across the country. A sample of his cross-examination of Orr appeared that week in the Detroit Times:

Q:   Mr. Orr, this committee has heard testimony that you were one of the early architects of the syndicate of crime as it exists in Detroit and Toledo, is that true?

A:   Of course not. I’m in the construction business.

Q:   You were not in partnership with the late Salvatore Bornea, alias Sal Borneo, the head of the local Mafia during Prohibition?

A:   He was my father-in-law. He was the legally elected president of the Unione Siciliana. The Mafia doesn’t exist.

Q:   Mr. Orr, you are frequently and popularly known as the Conductor, is that not true?

A:   No one has called me that for years.

Q:   May I ask where you acquired that nickname?

A:   When I was young I worked for a streetcar company in New York.

Q:   Was it not in fact given to you because in nineteen twenty-eight you were tried for the fatal strangling of one Vincenzo Cugglio in front of a dozen eyewitnesses on the Third Avenue elevated railway in Manhattan?

A:   I was acquitted of that charge.

Q:   A mistrial was declared because the jury could not agree on a verdict.

A:   The prosecution didn’t try me again. They knew I was innocent.

Q:   After you came to Detroit were you not implicated in the murders of Jerry Buckley, the radio commentator, and Abel S. Norman, a small-time numbers racketeer, both in nineteen thirty?

A:   I was asleep in bed the night Buckley got gunned. I never knew nobody named Norman.

(At this point, watching Orr’s slack face, my mind’s projector stuck on a frame: the gangster’s fattish dining companion at the Griswold, trying to stand with a gout of blood from his severed jugular drenching his rack of lamb in ruby red, while Orr, still holding the knife, stepped back to avoid soiling his white dress shirt.)

Q:   We have heard testimony to the contrary, Mr. Orr.

A:   Everybody has enemies. I can’t help what people say.

Q:   Appearing before this committee in closed session yesterday, Leo Bustamente, your former driver and bodyguard, stated under oath that at your orders he disposed of Norman’s body inside the poured concrete foundation of the Detroit-Windsor Tunnel, which was then under construction by your firm, among others.

A:   I fired Mr. Bustamente for drinking on the job. I’m surprised his liver is still operating.

Q:   Do you deny his accusation that he was proceeding under your instructions?

A:   Leo would give up Trotsky if you promised him a bottle.

(Laughter among the spectators present in the room. Kefauver scowled and snapped his gavel at the table.)

Q:   At present, you stand accused of violation of the Mann Act for using your connections with the American Steelhaulers Union to transport prostitutes from Miami, Florida, to various commercial establishments owned by you in the Great Lakes area, is that not correct?

A:   On the advice of my attorney, I decline to answer that question on grounds that it may incriminate me.

Q:   There is no danger of self-incrimination in answering the question, Mr. Orr. This committee is aware that you have been indicted by a federal grand jury.

A:   Why ask the question if you already know the answer?

Here, Charles W. Tobey, the green-eyeshaded Republican senator from New Hampshire, spoke up to warn Orr that if he refused to answer the question he would be held in contempt of Congress. Later legend held that Orr stood, informed the panel that he’d come in with contempt for Congress, and stalked out. But at his youngest and most arrogant he was never that clever. What he did was get up and leave. I’ve often marveled at just how many popular myths grew out of an event as scrupulously watched and recorded as those hearings. The medium’s endless succession of dancing pill bottles, loquacious sea serpents, and tumbling Latins had managed to negate the evidence of sight and sound.

One anecdote that received no play at all, and that I heard years later, reported that Frankie Orr had selected the checked suit and a particularly noisy floral tie on the advice of counsel, who believed that flaring patterns damaged camera lenses and discouraged publicity of the televised kind. Whether or not the story was true, he wasn’t called back to testify. Due process had entered a strange new phase, regulated by network skews and the station break.
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I NEVER SAW THE Conductor again, in person or on television, not counting old file photos in the newspapers and a hastily snapped, out-of-focus shot of him in dark glasses and a soft cap with his overcoat slung over his shoulders Edward G. Robinson style, on his way to board a plane for Sicily at the time of his deportation. Striding well ahead of the beefy federal marshals in skinny ties and Stetsons, he looked more like the Frankie Orr of old, tense-jawed and paying absolutely no attention to the reporters present. They ran it again years later when he disappeared in Puerto Rico. Mob lore has it he was disposed of by rival racketeers during an attempt to regain a foothold in the United States. That may be so, but the new slick machined de-ethnicized crime cartel had a lot less to fear from the return of a washed-up old bootlegger than did certain officials with the Justice Department. But then I’ve reached that point in life where I’m ready to trade in my illusions on plaid pants and a white belt.

The stop in front of Hudson’s was just to kill a few minutes. I was square on time for my appointment at the Lafayette Coney Island and I wanted to be late. Not fifteen minutes late, which is death, almost as bad as a few minutes early, which is like wearing a necktie that lights up and says I’M DESPERATE, and about neck-and-neck with bang on the hour and too eager to please. Five minutes late said I didn’t need the meeting but was too polite to keep anyone waiting long. It’s more than just a silly waltz, as anyone will agree who has found himself back on the job market on the shady side of fifty. I had on an old corduroy sport coat with functional patches on the elbows, pressed slacks, polished wingtips, a new white button-down Oxford, and my lucky tie with the Beef Wellington stain tucked into my waistband. My hair was cut in a flattop to make me look in tune with youth and I carried my reading glasses in an imitation alligator case clipped to my handkerchief pocket to show I wasn’t ashamed of my age.

I was, though. I had been young for so long that I looked upon each fresh sign of decomposition as treachery. I applied the same conspiracy theory to 45-rpm records, automatic transmissions, diesel locomotives, and Governor Soapy Williams’ undignified bow tie. Fogeyism came to me easily, another knife in the kidneys.

The other truth is I was desperate, and fanatically eager to please. Half my life ago I was a journalist, a promising newcomer with his own column and his thumb on the wrist of a wide-open town, confidant of thugs and mayors, political fixers and crib girls, the great unwashed reading public’s direct conduit into the glistening clubs where judges touched elbows with tailgunners on beer trucks, Joe Lunchpail’s engraved invitation into three-hundred-dollar suites at the Book-Cadillac, where Charlie Chaplin sat around with his suspenders down and Herbert Hoover leaned over to touch my knee and tell me how he was going to handle Al Capone once he defeated Franklin Roosevelt for his second term in the White House. I drove a new car, lived in a nice apartment in Mayor Murphy’s neighborhood, dined at the Caucus Club without reservations, and had my picture in the Literary Digest with Ruth Chatterton on my arm above the caption: “Detroit’s Connie Minor, the preferred choice of movie stars and underworld luminaries.”

Then came Depression and Repeal. The upstart tabloids folded, one by one at first, then in clusters like dying cells. With them went my syndication, and eventually my job. While I was busy chasing seven-passenger sedans loaded with big men in tugged-down hats and narrow overcoats with bulges under their arms, a new generation of newshawk had sprung up without my notice, a breed that smoked and drank moderately, clubbed not at all, and spent more time gathered around the wire desk studying the reports from overseas than they did shivering on rotting piers waiting for a boat to dock from Canada without running lights. I was a dinosaur at age thirty-five. My name was associated with hip flasks, beaded skirts, and splay-legged dances to tinny jazz music, all the silly hollow detritus of an era that meant as much to what was happening in the world as a beaver hat. I was deader than Ruth Snyder. They didn’t even have to throw a switch.

I’d tried freelancing, with some success. Liberty had bought a piece from me comparing the organization of the Nazi Party to the Purple Gang—which had spawned a lot of angry letters, the Purples being predominantly Jewish—and I had written a retrospective column that ran in the Free Press Sunday supplement every third week until wartime paper shortages forced it out in favor of the news from Europe. And I had published a book. You could still find it in the ten-cent bin in most used bookstores, which was immortality of a sort. After that I had followed my used-up predecessors to that elephant graveyard, the advertising business.

It’s a hell of an industry, the ad game; possibly the only one you can contribute to in a state of near-coma. While new and fresh are its two most sacred words, their definitions will clear a room faster than the Red Scare. It fears innovation, celebrates mediocrity, and aims for an intellect that would store a six-month supply of foodstuffs in a bomb shelter for protection against an atomic blast that will poison the air with radiation for six hundred years. As one of a couple of dozen monkeys chained to typewriters at the firm of Slauson & Nichols on West Grand River, I had been writing for so long with my brains in my hip pocket I wasn’t sure if I could still string together a sentence that didn’t contain the words smooth, rich, power, mild, or flame-broiled.

But today I had my chance to find out. In a fit of halfhearted determination I had for the first time in years sent out my resume to a number of new publications in the area, and I had received one call back, from the publisher of a prospective new picture magazine based in Port Huron. He would be in Detroit on Wednesday for a meeting with his backers, and would I care to meet him for lunch? I rustled some pages on my Nehi calendar with the end of a flyswatter and said it so happened I was free at (noon’s for spinsters and bank clerks, two o’clock’s for drunks who sleep till noon) one-thirty.

“Fine. Where would you recommend for a good old-fashioned lunch?”

More cerebratory acrobatics. The Anchor Bar was a cliché for journalists, located as it was between the News and the Free Press with the Times nearby, and anyway I might run into someone I knew who knew how badly I wanted a real writing job. Anywhere in Greektown was out; parking was handy and if we hit it off my would-be employer might insist upon walking me to my car. Hedge’s Wigwam might give him the impression I was accustomed to cafeteria fare. Capistrano’s might make him think I was putting the arm on him for an expensive meal. The Lafayette Coney Island was right in the middle and downtown, where I could leave the Studebaker with the valets at Hudson’s and out of sight. His reaction when I made the suggestion was so brisk I felt an ass for wasting so much time on it.

“Fine. See you there Wednesday at one-thirty, Mr. Meaner.”

Now, grasping the door handle at precisely one thirty-five, I glimpsed my reflection in the glass—and all my confidence drained out the soles of my shoes. I looked like an old Greek. In my youth I had sometimes been taken for Italian, and once or twice for American Indian, but that was forty pounds ago, and my ears and nose had not stopped growing. Put me in a cloth cap and loose sport coat and I could be any one of those short, fat grouches you saw hanging around in front of the Grecian Gardens, drinking ouzo out of bottles wrapped in brown paper bags and cursing tourists in the old tongue. I belonged in a fluorescent-lit magazine office the way a clay pot belonged with the fine silver.

Fuck it. I’d been through a machine-gun battle on the ice of Lake Erie. Who else could say that? I squared my shoulders and went in.

“Good of you to come, Mr. Meaner. I’m Seabrook Hall.”

I had trusses older than Hall. He was slender, a breath over my height, and wore a sleeveless argyle pullover on top of a pink shirt and a clip-on tie shaped like a butterfly if Lockheed designed butterflies, green with square black dots. His pegtops, which didn’t go with anything, were tan poplin. He had red hair, clipped short to disguise the fact it was thinning in front, and eyeglasses whose heavy square black frames made me think of scuba diving. His skin was astonishingly pale, blue-white like skim milk, and his eyes behind the thick lenses had a slightly pinkish cast. They looked weak and possibly unable to distinguish colors, which I thought might help explain his clothes. I didn’t know it then, but I was seeing the ivy league look in its earliest incarnation. It would get worse, much worse. Suit coats would grow another button, lapels and neckties would wither, shoulders would disappear and the brims of hats recede until you felt raindrops on your nose before you heard them strike the crown.

His handshake was strong enough, his smile firm and white and unstudied behind a moustache that looked like cinnamon caught in cobwebs. I gave back as much, maybe too much in the grip, and then I made it worse.

“Minor.”

The pinkish eyes flickered. “I’m sorry?”

“You said Meaner. It’s pronounced Minor. It’s an impossible name,” I added.

“Nonsense. It’s real. All the names around here are real: Gunsberg and Butsikitis and Skjaerlund and Washington and Brennan. Where I come from they all sound like brands of English beer. I was born in Southampton, Long Island.”

“I used to know a woman from Southampton.”

“What’s her name? I might know the family.”

“Probably not. She married a Jewish gangster here and dropped out of sight after he got shot to pieces.”

“Sit down, Mr. Minor. What’s good here?”

I recommended the Reuben, and of course it was bad that day. I was losing track of just how many ways a man can screw up when he’s playing with scared money. Hall had tea, I had coffee. As he bobbed the bag up and down inside his cup I noticed he wore a Princeton ring on his index finger, of all places. I twisted my worn U of D ring and wondered if we were going to be able to stand each other’s society.

“My partner recognized your name,” he said. “He started as a copy boy for the Times. You left shortly after he came on.”

“Friendly divorce. Mr. Hearst took a personal interest back then and it was tough writing around all those pictures of Marion Davies.”

His expression was uncomprehending. The name meant nothing to him. I was beginning to wonder how young he was.

“Anyway, your familiarity with this area is important. I’d expect you to know all the best photo opportunities.”

I lifted my eyebrows, making an eager sponge of my face. I’d never heard the term before.

“Have you seen our magazine?” he asked.

“No. I didn’t know you’d published.”

“We sent out a trial run of six thousand copies.” He lifted the flap of a tan leather briefcase with a sling handle that reminded me too much of a ladies’ shoulder bag and withdrew a slick rectangle the size of a placemat, laying it on my side of the table.

The cover was glossy, saddle-stapled, and consisted entirely of a black-and-white photo of Ava Gardner, who seemed to be having difficulty keeping both straps on her shoulders. It was the tightest, largest close-up I’d ever seen. Her lips were the size of brass knuckles; you could have inserted a quarter in either one of her nostrils. The only printing, aside from the month and year and the twenty-five-cent price, was the magazine’s title, PIX!, in letters two inches high, each one a different primary color.

“I thought it was a local publication. What’s Ava Gardner got to do with the Great Lakes?”

“My partner wanted to run a picture of Tahquamenon Falls, but I vetoed it. What is journalism’s first responsibility, Mr. Minor?”

“To make money.”

He beamed, the proud tutor. “Natural wonders don’t sell magazines.”

“The National Geographic will be sorry to hear it.” I turned the slippery pages. The first several were full-page advertisements, Dyna-Flo transmissions and halitosis and Ronald Reagan sucking on a Camel. “National accounts?”

“Actually, we lifted them out of other publications. It makes a better impression and we’re hoping they’ll be grateful for the free ride. The real stuff’s in back.”

I skipped over. Four pages cut into quarters. Milo’s Auto Repair, the Elite Clothiers, a coupon for a free shampoo and set at Dixie’s Beauty Academy. It looked like the back of a high school yearbook.

“We expect to publish at a loss the first two years,” Hall said. “We’ve got enough backing for the first year. By then we should have the circulation numbers to attract the big accounts. That’s why we need talent.”

“There’s not much text.” The bulk of the magazine was devoted to pictures of boats on Lake Huron, a baton-twirling contest in Green Bay, Wisconsin, a two-page spread on the Ford River Rouge plant, a row of cigar-shaped houses under construction in Toledo. The accompanying “articles” ran no longer than a paragraph, isolated in sixteen-point Plantin in the middle of fields of white space a child could draw on.

“The written word can’t hope to compete with television. At one time the human brain was thought capable of taking in only twenty-four pictures per second, the pace of the so-called motion picture. We know now that it can consume more than a hundred. Experiments are being conducted to determine how many more it can gobble up without even being aware of it. Meanwhile its capacity for taking in words has remained a stolid ten. How can Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address aspire to create as strong an impression as Uncle Miltie in an evening gown?”

I lowered Pix!’s cover carefully, like a coffin lid. “When I was ten years-old I entered a hot dog eating contest at the state fair. I swallowed eleven dogs in ten minutes. I threw up the whole batch in less than five. Taking in isn’t retaining.”

“All we ask is that they remember the name of the magazine from week to week. It’s a killer schedule and chews up talent. How are you on deadlines, Mr. Minor?”

“I haven’t missed one since nineteen twenty-eight, when Dusty Steinhauser kidnapped me and kept me playing poker behind the Polar Bear Cafe until he won back what he owed me.

“What sort of photographer are you?”

“I’m thinking of getting one of those Polaroids and save paying for developing when I take a picture of my thumb.”

“That won’t do. Right now our photojournalists are using Speed-graphics but we’re switching to those Japanese jobs.”

“What’s a photojournalist?”

“The magazine business is different from most. While everyone else is specializing, we find it more feasible economically to double up. Nobody’s hiring photographers and writers any more. If you want to grow with Pix!, you’ll have to become equally proficient with a typewriter and a camera.”

“In other words, two jobs, one salary.”

“To be blunt.”

“Thanks for lunch, Mr. Hall.” I stood.

“You don’t want the job?”

“I’m a good writer. That’s my talent. I’m a great reporter. That’s my skill. I’ll never be anything more than a mediocre photographer and I’m too old for that. Good luck finding your photojournalist. I never met a good button-pusher who could write a caption to save his life.”

“Frankly I’m relieved. This is a job for a young man. You older types are too cynical.”

“I hope I never get so old I wind up as cynical as you.”

Seabrook Hall and I didn’t cross paths again, nor did I ever see another issue of Pix! A couple of years later, killing time in a Rexall downtown before another interview, I saw his name on the statement of ownership page of a comic book. The cover featured a gelatinous green mass with eyes and teeth devouring a half-naked woman who looked like Ava Gardner.
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ONE DAY IN 1953, GIVEN a choice of magazines in a dentist’s waiting room that included Jack ’n’ Jill, Popular Science, and a fourteen-month-old copy of Argosy, I picked up House Beautiful to look at the homes shaped like boxes of Fig Newtons with tricky siding in front and as dull as an Eisenhower speech in back, and stopped at a line in the editor’s column: “You will have a greater chance to be yourself than any people in the history of civilization.” That statement remained with me long after I had ceased thinking about two-toned refrigerators and the artist’s conception of a living room with space for the family car. Every now and then I hauled it out like the Riddle of the Sphinx or an elaborately tangled string of Christmas bulbs and tried to make sense of it. I still do, and have come to believe that once I have I will have succeeded in figuring out that whole era. Like the time itself, the line is as simple and diabolical as the mind of a child.

Nothing about it, line or time, should have surprised me. In my youth, we had fought a war to put the world back the way it was before the war started, only to find that the fighting itself had changed it radically and forever. It began with men in paper collars waltzing with women in toe-length hems to “After the Ball” and ended with those same men tipping up hip flasks and watching women’s reflections on glossy tabletops as they wriggled to “The Black Bottom” in brief skirts and no underwear. Now we had gone to war again, first with cavalry, then with rockets. If nothing much changed between FDR’s snooty profile on a newsreel screen and Frankie Orr’s humble face on the box in the living room, from that point forward nothing stayed put. Clark Gable’s cocky grin dissolved into Marlon Brando’s Neanderthal pout. Buicks sprouted holes that had no function. Sing “How Much Is That Doggie in the Window” as loudly as she could, Patti Page couldn’t drown out a groin-beat with roots in Africa thumping up from the South, childish and primitive, that caused an age group we didn’t know existed, something called a Teen Ager, to tear apart the seats and rip the sconces off the walls of theaters where “Shake, Rattle, and Roll” pulsed beneath the credits of The Blackboard Jungle. The Russians, who claimed to have invented everything from air travel to the Flo-Thru tea bag, suddenly left off trading the Czar’s cufflinks for coarse bread and booted a football-size sphere studded with spikes beyond our atmosphere, adding the Space Race to the Arms Race and throwing the course of all our lives into high gear. Furniture, hitherto solidly grounded to the floor, canted backward and began to float on spidery metal legs. Block-shaped, cozy corner markets stretched and flattened like everything else into air-conditioned barns lined with aisles stacked to the ceilings with fourteen more varieties of everything than anyone required. And then there was the shadow of that acacia-shaped cloud in the East, shading all our futures with sense-memories of those vaporized crowds in Nagasaki and Hiroshima. Only we didn’t really believe it, because if General Motors thought there was anything to it they wouldn’t be offering two-year financing on the Chevy Bel-Air. So we dug fallout shelters and hired Joe McCarthy to sweep commies out from under the bed and sang along to the example of Burt, the animated TV turtle:

Duck—and cover!

Duck—and cover!

He did what we all must learn to do;

You and you and you and you—

Duck—and cover!

You will have a greater chance to be yourself than any people in the history of civilization. I still can’t explain it, or why it seems more appropriate the further the time slips behind.

In the fall of 1954—I remember the year because it was Fred Hutchinson’s last season managing the Tigers and I had his autograph on my scorecard from the last at-home game with the Yankees—I paused on my way to my car to fill out the roll of film in my Argus and changed my destiny. The picture happened to show a dusty yellow Caterpillar climbing a hill of rubble in the condemned section south of Jefferson where the new Civic Center was going in, against the granite pile of the Penobscot Building, whose sawhorses I had detoured around back in 1928 when it was under construction. It turned out to be the best shot on a roll of blurred images of a rookie named Kaline attempting to steal second and a number of unidentified plays snapped from behind the sunburned bald head in the seat in front of me, but I didn’t think about it from the first time I saw it in the drugstore where I had the film developed until Slauson & Nichols needed one more picture to complete the brochure it was putting together for the Detroit Chamber of Commerce.

It was one of those “Dynamic Detroit” pamphlets available in racks at the airport and bookstore local interest sections, with a historical text written by a steel-haired retired lady journalist with nicotine-colored lipstick and progressive puff about the city’s future provided by the flacks at Slauson, of which I was still one. The drugstore bag containing the photograph I’d taken was in the top drawer of the desk where I’d stashed it the day I picked it up, and I was moving it to get to an eraser when a lightbulb flared over my head just like in Morty Meekle. When I showed the picture to the art director, a narrow-shouldered grump named Fleenor with a Hitler moustache and black hair parted in the middle like Tom Dewey’s, he glanced at it, skated it across the top of his desk toward me, and told me to convince him with a caption.

I was still using the old Royal I’d liberated from the offices of the old Banner when the sheriff was in the hall; black and silver and dinged all over from the times it had danced off its rickety stand, it had outgrown the bounds of linear order and begun to turn out copy that looked like ransom notes. My fingers had rubbed the letters clean off several of the keys and the space gear was worn to the extent that when I hit the lever I never knew whether I was triple-spacing or about to strike over the line I’d just typed, but I had a lot more things wrong with me, and in those days we didn’t get a divorce just because the wife’s breasts hung like onions and her feet were as cold as river stones. Besides, those new electric jobs made whirring noises when you switched them on, waiting for you to create. It was pressure I didn’t need. I rolled a fresh sheet of Rexall stock into the machine and typed:


	Like a vital organ, the city is forever regenerating itself, replacing old cells with new, proud of its history but dedicated to its future.



I was glaring at this bit of non-rhyming doggerel, loathing it, when Fleenor crept up behind me on his Neoprene soles, breathing Maxwell House fumes over my shoulder as he read. Without warning he reached past my head and tore the sheet out of the platen. The racheting noise sounded like a game of Russian Roulette. I never saw the line again until the brochure came back from the printers. I didn’t like it any better in Bodoni bold than I had in faded pica.

A lot of nothing happened for a while after that. The brochures were picked up by a pair of Wayne State University student volunteers in butch cuts and pink crew-neck sweaters and I forgot about them as soon as they were out of sight. Slauson & Nichols landed the Armor-Bilt Aluminum Siding account, I did some down-and-dirty research into Howard Pyle and Harold Lamb and came up with a knighthood-in-flower theme, complete with a moat and a drawbridge and a gleaming white aluminum-clad castle that had as much to do with the practical applications of the product as a grubby downtown construction project had to do with the regenerative properties of the human liver. It had taken me years and a couple of trips to the unemployment office to learn that advertising copy is best written sideways. One of Fleenor’s drafting-board jockeys came back with a sketch of the castle surrounded by pastel balloons labeled Flamingo, Twilit Gray, Celery, Gulf Stream Blue, Canary, and Sand Beige.

“Why would anyone want celery-colored aluminum siding?” I asked.

The artist, a beatnik complete with goatee and a paint-streaked sweatshirt with the sleeves rucked up past his elbows, moved his shoulders. “Why would anyone want aluminum siding?”

“Whatever happened to white?”

“Shows the fallout. You want to initial this or what?”

I initialed the sketch and he slouched on out, sandals slapping the soles of his bare feet like Japanese fans. I wondered how he explained flamingo-pink aluminum siding to his friends at the coffeehouse. I wondered when was the last time I had promoted something someone could use. I wondered if I should sneak out and go home and clean out my refrigerator, the last white one east of Woodward Avenue.

The telephone, a Depression-era relic of black steel with a receiver the size of an army boot, jangled. I considered waiting it out, then got up and put it out of its misery. My office mate, the owner’s son-in-law, never came in before two o’clock and I spent much of my time taking messages from his legion of close cousins who all seemed to be stewardesses on layover from San Francisco.

“Doug’s in a meeting.”

Air stirred on the other end. “And who might Doug be?”

One of those microphone-trained voices, bounding up from the diaphragm and trundling out of the mouth like a big ball bearing; an original echo.

“A guy who’s in a meeting. This is Connie Minor. What can I do for you?”

“You can come see me when you have time. My name is Israel Zed. I don’t mind telling you, Mr. Minor, I’ve had the devil’s own time tracking you down.”

The name struck a dull chord, a rubber mallet bumping a bell wrapped in wool. For no clear reason I saw a flash of red-white-and-blue bunting and confetti hailing down. I said, “I’ve been here right along. Do you have something you need advertised?”

“In a manner of speaking. Can you meet me at the Ford Motor Company Administrative Center Sunday morning at eight? I apologize for the choice of days, but I’m flying to Washington Monday and I can’t work Saturday.”

“On Schaeffer in Dearborn?”

“No, the new one. It’s on American Road near Michigan.”

I hung up.

It rang again two minutes later. I was looking for a telephone number in my desk but I went over and caught it on one.

“Bad gag, brother,” I said. “As long as you were planning to get me out to a weedlot, you should have passed yourself off as Joe McCarthy or Clarabelle, someone whose name I could place. If you’re out to rob me you dialed the wrong number. I haven’t had more than forty dollars in my pocket at any one time since the Bank Holiday.”

“I assure you, I’m calling from the center right now.” He didn’t sound upset at having to call back.

“I grew up with this town. Dearborn dies at the end of American. Past that point there’s nothing but cows and silos. A windmill’s the closest thing to a skyscraper for a dozen blocks.”

“I didn’t call you to discuss architecture, Mr. Minor. I suggest you look me up and if you don’t like what you find out you can sleep in Sunday morning. Otherwise I look forward to meeting you at eight o’clock at the windmill.” The connection broke.

I went back to my desk and continued looking for the telephone number. After a couple of minutes of rummaging I realized I’d forgotten whose number I was looking for and why. I stepped out the door that hadn’t been closed since I’d been working there and down the hallway to Research, where I found Agnes DeFilippo sitting on her heels behind a work table stacked three feet high with manila folders, riffling through the debris in the bottom drawer of a file cabinet. They were nice heels, three inches high with slings across the back. In that position, the long muscle in her right thigh stood out like a coaxial cable beneath her A-line skirt and I felt the beginnings of my first erection in a week. She was fifty, looked thirty-six, tinted her hair blond, swept it up, and shaved her eyebrows for the Peggy Lee look. We’d gone to lunch twice and I’d been working myself up to ask her out for dinner, the next stage before bed, when she’d kiboshed the whole thing by telling me I looked just like J. Edgar Hoover. She had a husband she never talked about and a son at West Point.

She looked up at me, red-faced from the effort of separating two drawers’ worth of files jammed into one drawer, and stuck out her lower lip to blow a yellow tendril out of one eye. “Get a good look?”

I held up both palms. “Sue me. I haven’t seen my African National Geographics in months. I need whatever we’ve got on a party named Israel Zed.”

She punched the drawer shut and stood, two inches taller than I; but then almost everyone was, with or without heels. Her eyes closed. Behind that unlined kitten face was a mainframe computer that would have turned John Foster Dulles apple-green with envy. The files in the windowless little room were just props.

“Truman’s ambassador to Palestine at the end of the war,” she said without opening her eyes. “When the British started shooting Jewish emigrants he quit, mugwumped to the other side, and ran Tom Dewey’s campaign in 1948. Zed and Dewey sang together in a college quartet at Michigan. Last I heard he was some kind of PR flack for Hank the Deuce at Ford’s.”

“What do you know about the Ford Administration Center?”

Her eyes opened. “Building or Center?”

“There are two?”

“Well, sort of. Don’t you follow the news?”

“Newspapers depress me when I’m not in them. I’m still trying to figure out how to get the picture on my new Motorola from jitterbugging all over the screen.”

“You ought to get out more, Connie. ‘Like a vital organ, the city is forever regenerating itself...’”

“Go to hell, Agnes.” I left.
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I WAS STILL DRIVING MY 1946 Studebaker sedan. Weather and Michigan road salt had scoured its royal blue finish down to the red primer, turning it the listless purple of old serge; it came off like chalk on my fingers whenever I touched it. The hood tapered to a point like the nacelle of a P-38, making it stand out further against the bulbous designs of the day, and I had taken a hit on the driver’s door that jammed the latch and required all my weight to force it open from inside, raising hell with my bursitis. The radio buzzed like a housefly trapped without hope and there was a leak in the vent under the dash that released a trickle of ice-cold water onto my ankle every time I took a tight corner. The whole frame chattered like a set of wind-up teeth whenever the speedometer crept above fifty. I’d made three appointments to have the front end realigned and canceled them all. I was sure any substantial investment in the car’s maintenance would be followed by an immediate and complete breakdown.

Dearborn, Henry the Great’s town and the birthplace of the Model T and America’s discovery of the wheel, was, like most of suburban Detroit and indeed the city itself beyond its brief eruption of downtown skyscrapers, a horizontal town, four stories tall at its highest and very much in keeping with the new trend away from the vertical. It would as soon support a colossus of the type required for the administration of a company like Ford as Ike’s scalp would grow hair. In spite of Agnes DeFilippo’s hints to the contrary, I felt that morning like the guest of honor at a snipe hunt. Waiting for the light to change at Myrtle I caught a farmer looking at me from behind the wheel of a Dodge stake truck loaded with alfalfa, nose-heavy and chin-shy under the bill of his Allis-Chalmers baseball cap, and I was sure from his expression he was in on the joke.

A block before American I changed my mind. Above the trees planted in boxes on the sidewalk, the gaunt arm of a crane was frozen in mid-reach against the sky, a steel I-beam dangling from its end. Just below it, girders arranged in a Madras pattern sketched the rudiments of an architectural leviathan. I had lost touch, all right. Time was when the slightest tremor as far away as Ypsilanti had sent electrical shock waves straight to the center of my nervous system. Now they were throwing up buildings between my morning Free Press and my first cup of coffee of the day.

I found a space next to a board fence with a tin sign tacked to it warning away unauthorized personnel and got out while the Studebaker’s motor hiccoughed to a stop. The fence enclosed the entire block, inside which two distinct towers, one forty feet taller than the other, were assuming shape with nothing beyond them but flat farmland. Nothing was going on, it being Sunday, and an eerie quiet hung over the project like the girder from the crane, not even swaying. I felt like the last person left in an evacuated city. In a labor town, double-time for Sunday carried the clout of a master switch.

Gravel crunched behind me. I turned as a 1954 Ford Crestline Deluxe Skyliner drifted in behind my car. It was emerald green and had a clear Plexiglas insert in the front half of its hardtop, extending the view from the windshield but otherwise serving no purpose whatever except perhaps the chance to catch a tan without the strain of having to push a button and open a convertible top. Abruptly the overhead valve V-8 under the hood stopped burbling—my engine was still going through the dry heaves—the long door on the driver’s side swung open on silent hinges, and my world filled up with Israel Zed.

He was built for the role, six feet and two hundred athletic-looking pounds in saddle shoes and a brown chalk-stripe double-breasted with lapels as wide as a six-lane highway. His tie, equally wide, was burgundy silk with tiny gold saxophones in a club pattern. He had a broad forehead, square cheekbones, a large clean-shaven chin, and no eyebrows.

That lack lent the appearance of perennial surprise to his eyes—bright, clear, and amber-yellow, the color of tawny port. His gray hair, thinning at the temples, was clipped close. The only thing about him remotely Jewish-looking was his nose, bold and thick and bent sharply with a dent on either side where his reading glasses rested when he wore them; that, and the black silk yarmulke on the back of his head. His thin upper lip folded down over the lower in a V like the flap of an envelope.

I wondered at first, having been tipped off by Agnes to his identity and remembering the name vaguely, why I didn’t recognize him. Later I found out that the Roosevelt administration and then the Republican Party had taken pains to keep him away from events where cameras would be present. As an orthodox Jew he refused to remove the black beanie and the sight of it was considered anathema to an electorate made up largely of Lutherans, Presbyterians, Baptists, and moviegoers who thought Jeff Chandler celebrated Easter instead of Passover. And so at those times he had sat alone in a room somewhere, listening to the events on the radio and calling in his counsel over the telephone like a baseball manager ejected from the game for spitting on the umpire.

“Good morning,” he said, wrapping my hand in an oddly delicate grip considering the size of his palm and the strength I sensed in it. “Sorry the place is such a mess. I hate things in progress. The problem is when they’re finished there’s nothing to do but start something else.”

“I apologize for doubting you, Mr. Zed. I was on top of things so long I get to thinking I still am. They tell me it’s the same way when you lose an arm or a leg.”

“The real publicity blitz hasn’t started yet. All the better for privacy. Let’s go on up.”

“Up?”

He leaned inside the car and retrieved a square steel case the size and shape of a woman’s makeup kit with a combination dial as big as an apple. He grasped the edge of the fence gate and rattled it until it was opened from the other side by a gray-skinned Negro in a yellow hard hat and white coveralls crusted with dried mortar, who peered at the picture ID Zed showed him and pulled the gate open the rest of the way.

When we were both inside he closed and padlocked it. More heavy equipment and stacks of girders and cement blocks cluttered the raw earth inside the fence. At Zed’s direction the Negro unlocked a board shed with a slanted corrugated roof and WARNING—EXPLOSIVES stenciled on the door. The big man reached inside and brought out two hard hats, one of which he handed to me. Mine was too big and I had to double over my right ear as a shim, but his fit his broad head with just enough room for the yarmulke, as if he’d had his haberdashery run it up. Somehow it made him look even bigger and wider. I, however, was sure I looked like one of the dancing toadstools in Fantasia. Leaving the Negro to lock up, he led the way through the building’s steel superstructure to a wooden platform upon which stood a steel cage I didn’t like the looks of at all.

He spotted my hesitation. “Do you have a problem with heights?”

“Not when there’s a building around me.”

“Believe me, if it weren’t absolutely safe I wouldn’t be going up with you. My people are born worriers.”

He folded aside the grate and held it while I stepped in. Joining me, he closed the grate and signaled to the Negro, who started a shiny red generator the size of a school bus and entered the maze of girders to work a lever nearly as tall as he was. The elevator jerked like a drunk snoring himself awake and rose between the rails. We cleared the fence and the top of the nearest building, after which Dearborn, Dearborn Heights, and greater Detroit spread below our feet, and beyond them the quilt patchwork of pastures and crops. We left the shorter tower behind us and still we climbed, past a fat seagull blinking at us from its perch at the end of an exposed rivet, up to where the wind freshened and the sky opened around us like a parachute.

The car didn’t slow down as we approached the top of the greater tower. There was nothing above it but tattered clouds and I was starting to think we would just keep on going like in a cartoon when we stopped with a clank that nearly threw me off my feet. Zed pulled open the grate and stepped onto a platform made of two-by-sixes laid across two I-beams. A pair of steel folding chairs faced each other there, with a large wooden crate between them marked UNIONBILT TOGGLES. I pried my fingers off the handrail and followed him. The entire building swayed beneath me. I made my way across the platform in a gridiron crouch and grasped the back of one of the chairs in both hands as if it were the bar of a trapeze.

“It hit me the same way the first few times,” said my host. “You get used to it. You should see the Indians we hire from up North; they hop from girder to girder like parakeets, and with a bellyful of Jack Daniel’s to boot. I think it has something to do with their ancestors jumping stagecoaches and covered wagons.”

I didn’t say anything. The wind was stiff and puffed out the back of my sport coat like a sail. My toes gripped at the platform through the soles of my shoes until they hurt. A haulaway thundered down Ford Road and I felt the vibration behind my knees. It was like being drunk, minus the sensation of well-being.

“Sit down, Mr. Minor. You’ll feel better.”

Without letting go of the back, I worked my way around the chair and lowered myself onto the seat. I sat there a long time before my heart stopped hammering between my ears. “Is there any special reason we couldn’t do this on the ground?” I asked then.

“Just one moment.” Seated opposite me on the other side of the crate, he lifted a field telephone from its top, black steel with a dial attached to the bottom of the receiver, and dialed a number. “Me, Janet. Anything? No, he needs to get Dinah Shore out of his head, she’s committed to Chevrolet for at least three years. There’s a new cowboy show on the board, though. CBS wants John Wayne and they’ll need a sponsor who won’t squawk at his fee.” He listened. “Okay, tell him we’ll make it a condition: No Wayne, no deal. I’ll be at this number.” He laid down the telephone. “Sorry. The problem with walls is you can’t tell who’s listening from the other side. I used to read your column when I was clerking in the legal department at Chrysler. You had a reputation for keeping secrets. It’s my observation that that’s a lifelong trait”

Having thus been warned, I leaned in, folding my arms on top of the crate and opening my face.

He leaned back at the same time. I wondered if he were playing with me. “We’re sitting atop the main building. Twelve stories. I imagine it feels higher.” Without waiting for a response he pointed at the shorter tower. “That will be the Lincoln Mercury Building, six stories, with a parking garage in between so the employees won’t have to cross a dark lot at night. Hank takes care of his people, unlike his grandfather. The business has plain outgrown the old barn on Schaeffer; also there is no privacy, people barging in at all hours without taking the trouble to knock. Once they get in that habit the only way to break it is to overawe them with their surroundings.”

“I’d probably just lock the door.”

“That’s a retreat. Hank Ford doesn’t back off. Harry Bennett thought he would and now the old bully is rotting away in that ridiculous castle he built for himself on Geddes Road, writing his memoirs. Strange, isn’t it, how people who have had nothing to do with writing all their lives think they’ll suddenly become writers when they retire.”

“You don’t have to patronize me, Mr. Zed. I’m not a writer. I’m a pitchman.”

He placed his steel case on top of the crate. “I wasn’t born wealthy. One summer when I was putting myself through law school I worked for the Shrine Circus. One of my duties was to poke a rake under the elephant’s tail and loosen its bowels before it entered the big top so it wouldn’t disgrace itself in front of the audience. This is a roundabout way of saying there are worse jobs than writing advertising copy.” While he was speaking he worked the combination lock, hinged back the lid, and thumbed through the accordion files inside. From one of the pockets he drew a slim paperbound pamphlet that made me blush exactly as if I’d been caught masturbating. “Community involvement is a serious interest of Mr. Ford’s. He contributes heavily to the chamber of commerce and expects everyone on his staff to stay abreast of its activities. Recently this came to my attention. As a rule I don’t waste much time with cheerleading publications when I can enjoy a ball game or something else less predictable. One picture, however, caught my attention.” He opened the book to a place marked with an uncirculated five-dollar bill.

“It was the only good one I ever took,” I said. “No heads to cut off.”

“It has irony. I was much more impressed with the caption. I won’t bore you with how much trouble I went to in order to match the passage to its author. The chamber was unhelpful and your firm is reluctant to admit it’s anything but a cohesive machine and that whatever issues from it could be the product of individual effort. I was forced to remind your Mr. Slauson that the Ford Motor Company is the second biggest advertiser in the Detroit market before he would put me in touch with your art director, who in turn gave me your name. Of course I recognized it immediately.”

“Let me guess. You thought I was dead.”

“Not an unreasonable assumption. Your decade burned up a lot of good men young, and you have kept a low profile. Your concept of Detroit as a living thing intrigued me. How did you arrive at it?”

“Are you asking me where I get my ideas?”

He closed the book and held it in front of him in both hands, like a Bible. “I am making conversation. I have to say you have a caustic attitude to bring to a job interview.”

“Is that what this is?”

“I didn’t bring you up here for the view. Unless I’ve read the blueprints wrong, we’re sitting in your office. It will be next door to mine and three doors down from Mr. Ford’s.”

The building swayed and I gripped the seat of my chair with both hands. It was a time to say nothing and for once I did.

Zed returned “Detroit the Dynamic” to its pocket and counted down from it to another, at length producing a fold of stiff gnurled paper of the kind the illustrators used at Slauson & Nichols. He actually glanced from side to side before spreading it out on top of the crate. It was a charcoal sketch, seemingly done in haste but with a sure hand. “Nobody on Schaeffer knows this is missing,” he said. “I have to put it back in the file by noon. I’ve learned the hard way that sometimes you have to keep secrets from your employers in their own best interest. Do you know what this is?”

“Sure. It’s a spaceship. Captain Video flies one every Monday.”

“Of course it’s an automobile, but not like any you’ve ever seen. The designer was told to forget every existing car and to draw one that looked as if it were doing eighty when it was standing still.”

“It sure doesn’t look like a Ford.”

“Actually it’s a Mercury; the body, anyway. What do you think of the grille?”

“What’s this, the spare tire?”

“It’s a design feature we’re working on. It has a few bugs. There are other things on the board: push-button electric transmission, self-adjusting brakes, seats that actually fit the human body. We’re giving Cadillac a run for its money, and at an affordable price. Ten years ago it was sliced bread. Now it’s luxury on a budget.”

“What are you going to call this miracle?”

“That needs work too. Hank wants to name it after his father.”

For the life of me I couldn’t remember the name of Henry II’s father, or even what he looked like, although I’d been told I had sat next to him throughout a dinner Henry Primo threw for the press at Fairlane to celebrate the Model A’s first day of production.

“What do you want me to do, sell it?”

“Any hack could sell it. I want you to make it an indispensable item in every American household.” His expression as he folded the sketch was entirely serious. “That caption you wrote couldn’t have been written by an ad man. You don’t think like one, and that’s what’s going to put one of these in every driveway.” He returned the paper carefully to its pocket and removed another. “This isn’t our standard contract. You’ll note there’s a clause prohibiting you from discussing the nature of your job with anyone on pain of immediate dismissal and possibly legal action, except with me and Mr. Ford. That includes Ford employees.”

“The cap’s on that tight?”

“It’s been this way since the war. All the former OSS men not working for Dulles are in private industry. General Motors and DeSoto each have fifteen percent more employees on the payroll than they report to Social Security. It’s reasonable to assume most of them are drawing a second salary from their competitors and reporting back from inside.”

I didn’t ask how he knew about that fifteen percent. “What if someone asks me what I do?”

“Lie.” He showed his teeth. “Chances are no one will. With half again more office space there will be plenty of new faces for the old guard to sort out. It will be three years before they get around to wondering about you. That happens to be the standard gestation period for a new model from drafting room to showroom.”

I ran my thumb down to the compensation clause and flicked it at what I thought was a gnat. It turned out to be another zero. “I don’t have a pen.”

He produced a two-tone plastic ballpoint with the Ford logo printed on the barrel in script. I scribbled on the crate to get the ink flowing. It matched the color of the company’s cheaper cars.

“I almost forgot your bonus.” He deposited a pair of keys on the crate. They were on a ring attached to a miniature license plate whose numbers nudged recent memory.

“The Skyliner?”

“It’s yours on a year’s lease. When that’s up you can choose its replacement. If you do the job as well as I expect, Mr. Ford himself will issue you title free and clear to a top-of-the-line model as soon as the new car enters production. Just remove your personal effects from your old vehicle and I’ll arrange for its disposal. The company can’t afford to let a staff member be seen driving around town in a wreck. I hope it hasn’t any sentimental value,” he added.

I removed the Studebaker’s keys from my lucky rabbit’s foot and laid them on his side of the crate. “It never fails. Every time I get rid of a car it’s just after I filled the tank.”

And so I signed my name in Ford pelican-puke green to a pact presented by a Devil in saddle shoes and a black skullcap. I figured one day they were all going to catch up with me.
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