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Their Man

s by Mattew Dennison



Their Man/ Dennison

When the man who answered the phone for the newspaper ad said that I was
THEIR MAN, I jumped into my raggedy-ass car, put in two dollars of gas and
headed on down to a big department store where I went from floor to floor until
I walked out wearing new shoes, jacket, pants, socks, shirt and tie, jumped back
into my car and hightailed it over to my first high-paying, executive—-type job.

When I arrived, I found a room with at least 300 people in it and was told to
find a seat as the orientation was about to begin.

Down in front on a little stage I could see a short, fat man walking back and
forth, switching his microphone from hand to hand as he stopped, waited a full
ten seconds then went on, telling us what great people we were, EACH AND
EVERY ONE OF US -- pause, switch -- how he could tell just by looking at our
young, eager, CLEAN faces that we were honest, GOD-FEARING folks and
he liked that, he liked that an AWFUL LOT, how it made him feel GOOD
about the future of this GREAT COUNTRY OF OURS -- pause, switch -- to

see all of us here today.

I wondered what was going on as I looked around, slowly realizing that I was
surrounded by the very same young, eager, clean faces that he was talking about,
all watching the figure on stage with a combination of reverence and hope that
rose from these people like the funk of some new sex. I tapped the arm of the
guy to my right, but all I got was a frown and a twitch of his shoulder so I looked
back at the man on stage who was well into one of his weighty silences.

"CADILLACS!"

He jumped back, his face blazing red, eyes popping like a maniac's, his hands
twitching in the air as he danced through invisible flames. Everyone sat up a
little straighter, assumed a little more responsibility.

"My DADDY!" he roared out like a great, wounded beast, "my Daddy never
OWNED a Cadillac, never knew what it was like to pilot one of those magnifi-
cent machines down the highway of life and I ain't ashamed to say it because
he was a GOOD MAN;" he declared, scanning the audience, daring anyone
to say it wasn’t so. "HARD WORKING MAN;" he added, intensifying his
glare, making you feel that you had, somehow, questioned the truth of his first
statement. "He just never had the op-por-tun-i-ties in life that his son" -- pause,
switch -- "has had and that I am going to offer to you, today," he said as he raised
his eyebrows and pushed his words toward us with the tip of one finger.

"And those of you who are SMART;" he said, pointing to his head and wink-
ing, "know what I'm talking about. That's RIGHT!" he yelled out, rushing to
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the front of the stage and pointing down at one clean face. "You know what I
MEAN! Ican see it in your EYES! But my DADDY!" he cried, the word com-
ing out as a half-strangled sob that died somewhere in the air above him as he
groped after it with his free hand. "Poor man, good man that he WAS, didn't
KNOW, didn't understand how opportunity WORKS! How it can be right
in your FINGERS one minute," stretching out his closed fist, "and then gone
forever the next,' opening his hand and watching something very sad and very
beautiful slowly float away.

His arm remained suspended for a few tragic moments then dropped like a
hanged man. He turned away from the front of the stage, overcome by the sad-
ness of contemplating a life devoid of Cadillacs, and slowly came to a halt, head
bowed over the microphone that he held in both hands. No one moved. No
one breathed.

"CAVIAR!"

He convulsed like a man shot in the back, staggered forward, clawing the air
as he jumped, shook all over, then straightened and held for a moment before

finally dropping to his knees.

"My mama," he croaked in a raspy stage-whisper, "my poor mama, he said, look-
ing down at the floor where his fingers moved about in little, absentminded
circles, "bless her soul, never had the op-por-tun-i-ty to hold one of them funny
little crackers with that wonderful, smelly, black stuff to her sweet, loving lips.
Did you mama?' he asked with a strange, twisted smile as he gazed at the hand
that slowly came to rest amid the sounds of the muffled sobs and coughs that
rose all around me.

I couldn't take anymore. I grabbed the arm of the guy to my right and said,
"What is he talking about?" in as forceful a whisper as I could manage.

He turned around with tears streaming down his cheeks and said, "Encyclope-
dias."

I didn't think I heard right, so I squeezed harder and said, "WHAT?"

"ENCYCLOPEDIAS!" he hissed back, raising an onslaught of “Shhh’s" from
those around us. "Selling encyclopedias door to door." Then a strange look
came to his eyes and I knew what was causing the stink in the room. "You can
make a FORTUNE!"

I walked out, drove back to my raggedy apartment, took off my new shoes, jack-
et, pants, socks, shirt and tie, opened a beer and remembered the old man at the
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gas station who, when I told him where I was going, had taken his unlit stcump
of a cigar out of his mouth, leaned through my window and said, "They gonna
get you, boy," stuck his cigar back in his grizzled slit and walked away, looking
at my money and muttering to himself, "Yeah, they gonna get you," as I laughed
and threw it into gear.
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