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SUCH A DEAL


There once was a man who wanted to be a writer.  Sometimes he would sit for as long as an hour at his desk with a spiral notebook and a number-two pencil and stare at the blank white page and dream of filling it with words.  But no words came to him. Often he would doodle, making circles and squares that intersected in bewildering patterns.  It was a maze which he couldn’t find any way out of.  He filled whole pages in this way.  On bad days he couldn’t even create a new doodle.  He would trace and retrace an old one, making it heavier and heavier until the page was a mass of shadows.  But he knew that a shadow was not a story.  Then he would chew on his pencil until it was reduced to a pile of splinters, his teeth were black with graphite, and pink eraser crumbs clung to his lips.  He looked as if he had been to a banquet for starving artists.


In his youth he had been a devout Roman Catholic, but he had grown bored and left the church when he realized that the priest kept telling the same stories year after year.  They were always about fishing with nets from small boats, working in vineyards, and rescuing sheep.  He had looked for new stories first in bottles of sour-mash Bourbon which he had purchased with a fake ID, then in marijuana which he grew in his bathroom and dried in his kitchen.  When he was high, he thought how easy it would be to become a writer, but when he came down, he could make nothing of the visions he had received.

One midnight in July  he sat at his desk in the living room of his apartment and  traced a doodle that he had made the previous week.  Through his open window a faint, warm breeze blew the sound of a clock chime, and it reminded him of the bells that had announced Mass when he was a child.  The breeze freshened, and a sudden gust slapped him across the face with the lace curtain.  It made him recall the sleeve of a priest’s vestment and being embraced.  He found himself wondering if prayer would help.  “What the hell,” he said, “why not?”


The next Sunday he was in the back pew of Sisters of the Cross and Passion Roman Catholic Church attending eleven o’clock Mass.  As soon as he discovered that the priest’s stories were unchanged, he paid no attention to the service.   While others knelt to pray, stood to sing, or sat to hear the lesson for the day—he remained on his knees.  While the rest murmured prescribed responses to the litany which the priest recited, he made up his own prayer and flung it squarely at his maker.  “Please, God,” he said, “I want to be a writer.”

And to his amazement God whispered into his ear.  “I am thy shepherd, thou shalt….”

And the man interrupted with his own whisper into God’s ear.  “I know, I know.  I don’t mean to be rude, but I’ve heard that one.  Frankly, I’ve had it up to here with that sheep metaphor.”

And God said, “Let me give you a little tip, Mister.  If you want folks to listen to you, don’t whine so much.  And while we’re talking here, how about some praise for the Almighty?  Better yet, how about a little charity?  Think about somebody other than yourself for Christ’s sake! . . . and I say that reverently.”

The prayer rail was harder than the man had remembered.  He shifted his whole weight to his left knee.  “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.  It has been ten years since my last confession.  I . . .

And God interrupted,  “Spare me.  Don’t you think I’d like to hear a new story, too?  This is just the same old same old.   Everybody wants to make a deal.  But what you got here is half a deal.  What’s in it for the Kingdom of the Lord (if you’ll excuse the old-fashioned, feudal, patriarchal metaphor)?”

So the man imagined himself making God rich for sweet charity’s sake at 10% of  all royalties, movie studio option, screenplay advance, consultant fee, plus three percent of box office gross, royalties and residuals from after market video and dvd sales as well as product spin offs—T-shirts, coffee mugs, video games, happy-meal plastic toys.   In this way he invented his first story, a fantastic tale with himself as the protagonist and God Almighty  as his patron, his chief investor, his angel.   And although the man didn’t know what he was doing, as he emerged from  his reverie at the end of the service, he saw the priest’s right hand waving above the congregation like it was writing invisible words in the air.  The man thought this was a good sign.

That evening just after dark, the man sat at his desk doodling.  He found himself making more circles than squares.  Then on a whim he added a cross to the top of one circle.  When he looked up from his notebook and out the window of his apartment, he saw a brilliant white flash on his fire escape and heard the sound of wings like a thousand chickens had come home to roost.  An angel folded her wings, hiked up silken robes around her thighs and ducked in through his open window.  She stood beside his desk and smiled down at him the way Mia Farrow had looked at Robert Redford in The Great Gatsby. “Jesus Christ!” he said.  “This prayer shit really works!”

The angel spread her wings and steepled her fingers.  “Behold the Angel of the Lord.  Blessed art thou among men, for thou shall conceive and bring forth a book, and it shall be called IT’S A MIRACLE.  And thou shalt be famous.”

And the man said, “Reeeeally?  Tell me how!”

And the angel replied, “a beautiful muse shall appear to thee and lie with thee and make thy mind fruitful, and thou shall write for nine months without ceasing and then thou shalt bring forth the great story.  Of course, there is some pain and travail in there owing to the labor involved.”

Suddenly the man realized his buttocks had fallen asleep.  He squirmed, “Nine months.  That’s a long time.  How about weekends off?”

The angel smiled shrewdly.   “That’s not part of the deal.  So stop whining.  I’ve got the contract right here.  Sign it, Mister, or go fish.”

He signed.

“The yellow one is your copy,” she said sweetly, folding the original and inserting it in the flap pocket of her left wing.  “Enjoy, but don’t forget your part of the deal.  You warrant that you will deposit cash only in the collection box of any denomination Christian Church or Jewish Synagogue 10% of any payments received by you, excluding, of course, your initial cash advance for startup costs.  Further, you acknowledge that interest accrues on any portion of late payments at 18.7 % per month based upon an average daily balance which will be calculated for you by God.  I know it sounds like usury, but that’s the prevailing credit-card rate.  And He doesn’t like to take unfair advantage of His position vis a vis market conditions.”  She hiked up her robes.  “Say, I don’t suppose there’s any way I can get up to the roof is there?  These fire escapes are okay to land on, but they’re a bitch for take offs.”  

The man shook his head sadly.  Then, he stood at the window and watched as the angel fell into a steep, graceless dive.  At the last second she managed enough lift to clear the gravel and tar roof of the Midtown Deli; then she disappeared behind the blackened brick chimney over Mel’s Tailor Shop.

The next evening after dinner the man heard a knock at his door.  When he opened it, he saw a  Black woman tall enough to play power forward in the WBA.  Her hair was in dreadlocks with red, white, and blue beads separating the strands.  Her purple eye shadow matched her lipstick and nail polish.  She wore no bra beneath the black, sleeveless tank top.  Her black leather mini-skirt stopped at mid thigh.  The tops of  her black vinyl boots disappeared beneath the skirt.  She smelled strongly of musk oil.

The man said, “Yes?”

She looked him up and down slowly.  “In my business, Baby, that’s the good word.  Now shift that out the interrogative mood, throw in some moanin’ and groanin,’ and you on your way to bein’ a writer for Shady Grove Press.”

The man was stunned.  “So, you are….”

“I your Muse, Baby.  I be here to aaaaaa-muse.”  She burst into a wild raucous laugh that reminded him of a flock of crows.

He found her seductive but not what he had imagined.  He wondered: What is God up to?   He wanted time to reconsider what he was getting himself into.  So, slowly the man began to ease the door closed.  “You can’t come in right now.  It’s not convenient.  Uh . . .  I’ve got a pot boiling on the stove,” he lied.  “Come later.”

She looked down at him and cocked her right hip.  “You just nervous, Baby.  Everybody nervous they first time.”

He stalled, “I, um, have to phone my agent.  I, ah, need to check my contract.  You come some other time.”

She planted her right foot on the threshold and pushed her knee against his door.  “You wanta be a writer or not?  ‘Cause you might talk like a writer, but you ain’t one yet, else I wouldn’t a got sent over here.”  Suddenly she ran her left hand up under her skirt.  “I got what you need, Baby.  I’m reeeeal good at makin’ somethin’ big outta somethin’ little.  Like the white bitch say, ‘if you cain’t do that, you ain’t gonna amount to much as a writer.’”  She looked pointedly at his crotch.  It didn’t seem promising.

“White bitch?  What white bitch?  You mean the Angel of the Lord?

“Naw, course not!  You ain’t never heard a Flannery O’Connor, Baby?  You ain’t read Mystery and Manners?  If you gonna be a writer, you gots to read more.”

“I know, I know.  Just come back later.  I’m need to, you know, get ready.”  And with that he swept her aside and shut the door.

The man turned around and fell to his knees.  The floor was white oak.  It hurt like the devil.  Suddenly he knew how it felt to be James Brown.  He began to pray.  “Please, God,  I want to renegotiate.  I want to be famous, not notorious.  I can’t consort with a muse right off the streets.  It’s too much too soon.  She’s not my type.  She’s too colorful.”

And God spoke to the man, “Consort, huh?  That’s a new word you learned already!  Now listen up.  You want to be a writer, you need to think outside the box.   I’m asking you straight out:  You got something against Black folks?

And the man felt silent for what seemed like centuries.  Finally he said “It’s hard to be sure, but I really don’t think so.”

And God said, “That sounds like an honest answer.   You know, when I read The Turner Diaries, it made me ashamed to have invented language and to have given human beings the power of speech.  So, you can take this to the bank:  I am not getting into the business of underwriting a racist novel!  And if that’s where you’re headed with this, I’m breaking our contract under section three, paragraph five, bullet one!”

The man raised his head a little higher.  “Okay.  Okay, then.  Point well taken and understood.  But what about vocabulary?  What about style?   Don’t you think she’s too much Muse for me!  I’m a beginner here.  Think about my…ah…comfort level.”  He scratched his butt.

So what kind of muse suits you, Mr. Particular?”

And the man lifted up his eyes in amazement, “you’re Jewish?”

And God laughed just like Buddy Hackett.  “My only begotten Son was Jewish.  Sometimes I’m Jewish.  So what, then, you were expecting, Irish?”

“Well, yes, or maybe Italian.”

And God said, “You want to talk stereotypes?  Somebody already wrote The Godfather also The Barrytown Trilogy.   So, now all of a sudden you don’t want to make a deal because I’m Jewish?”

“No, no, of course not.  I was just surprised.  I want to go through with it.  We just need to clarify the terms.”

And God said, “So talk.  I’ll listen.” 

“God,” he said,  “ I need  something exotic, not pornographic; something stylish, not flashy; something classy, not pushy.”

And God said, “That’s some prose rhythm you got working there, Kiddo.  All right, all right.  You think you know best?  Have it your way.  Man!  Saul Bellow I didn’t have this much trouble with.  And you I’m warning.  Anymore kevetching, Mister, and you’ll be working for The National Inquirer.  You’ll be chasing stretch limos.  You’ll be doing a piece on the President’s putz.

The man lifted up his eyes and beheld a brilliant white light streaming through the transom above his door.   Immediately he heard knocking.  Heaving himself up off his battered knees, he limped to the door, and opened it a crack.  He saw the face of the Angel of the Lord who had appeared to him, and he threw open his door.  She was without wings and clothed in a navy blue tropical wool Donna Karan suit, nylons, and high heels.  Her makeup was so subtle as to be invisible:  A light rose blush on her cheeks, pale pink gloss on her lips, no eye shadow.  Her right hand held a buttery leather attaché case.  She smelled faintly of jasmine.  As a would-be writer, the man had imagined that he would know what he needed when he saw it.  He was looking at it now.

He took a step forward.  “You again?  Thank God!”

She held her ground.  “Just between us girls, there’s been a little downsizing up . . . .”  and  gestured with her blue eyes toward heaven.  “I’m moonlighting.”  She smiled and tossed her wavy blond hair.  It floated.  “In fact, I just got the call.  Tonight I’m the Doubleday Muse.  May I come in?”

“You bet,” the man said, and followed her into his apartment, grateful that he had made his bed.

On a beautiful spring Saturday afternoon nine months later the man sat squirming at his desk.  He had been laboring steadily, and now it seemed about to pay off.  But making a book had been a host of troubles.  Perched on the edge of  the chair for eight hours everyday, his buttocks seemed to have gone permanently numb as if he had been administered a series of spinal blocks.  His belly was as round as a globe; the burden of the thirty five pounds he had gained strained against his Sansabelt slacks.  His wrists were swaddled in leather braces so that he could keep pecking away at the keyboard of his Macintosh IBook even with carpal-tunnel syndrome.  And when he peered down at the computer screen, it was through a pair of horn-rimmed glasses with lenses thick as the bottom of a Hellman’s mayonnaise jar.  They magnified everything and gave him a splitting headache.   He pulled back his right hand, groped the trackpad, and pulled down the file menu.  He clicked the print command and sighed as his Hewlett Packard Deskjet 5550 began to deliver the manuscript of  IT’S A MIRACLE at seventeen pages per minute. The man giggled with anticipation, imagining himself a famous author featured on The Oprah Winfrey Show.  Suddenly he discovered that by raising one cheek and then the other, he was able to rub some feeling back into his tired butt.  Miraculously his headache was disappearing.  He felt thinner by the minute.  

One gray April morning a year later the writer sat at his desk looking through a thick folder of reviews.  Thunder rumbled over the rooftops.  The black enamel fire escape looked dangerously slippery.  The heavens had opened up.  Literary critics had loved It’s a Miracle.  Oprah Winfrey had selected it for her book club.  But he was depressed.  There had been no royalties, and he had been forced to return his modest cash advance to the publisher.  Hollywood had declined optioning it for a screenplay.  An executive with International Creative Management in Burbank had told him brusquely:  “Too much dialog; too few   explosions.  Too much love; not enough sex.”  The novel had sold only fifteen hundred copies—not even enough to cover printing costs.  His agent would not return his phone calls.  And Oprah was stunned.  Her imprimatur on It’s a Miracle had not made it an instant best seller.  The National Inquirer had reported that she was rumored to be in therapy over her apparent inability to improve the reading taste of her otherwise devoted followers.

Except for his desk and chair, there was practically no furniture left in the writer’s apartment.  All his appliances had been sold, replaced by a hot plate, paper plates, and plastic utensils sitting on a sagging card table in the corner.  He had given up his day job with Zerox and eaten his way through the apartment.  Frankly, he was puzzled.  How could God grace him with talent that touched the hardest critic’s heart and yet allow him to fail so dramatically in the market place?  Was it too much to ask that God Almighty elevate the literary taste of every man, woman, and child in the United States of America?   Was God testing his commitment to his new vocation?  There was a knock at the door, a hollow sound that echoed through his study. 

When the writer opened it, he saw the Doubleday Muse.  She looked as sweet and innocent as she had on the night they had spent together.  She smiled broadly and held out a copy of  It’s a Miracle.  “I found this on the remainder table at Barnes and Noble.  I know it is not everybody’s thing, but I loved it.  In fact, I saw a piece of me in it,” she gushed.  “May I have your autograph?”

“Of course,” the writer said.  “I appreciate your asking.”  But when he opened his book to the first blank page, the old sense of lethargy seized him.  He felt the impulse to doodle, to fill it with circles and squares and shadows.  Then, he remembered he had become a writer.  He removed a number two pencil from behind his ear and scrawled  “thanks for the memories.”  Then he signed his name with a professional flourish, putting so much body English into it that he nearly threw his back out.

“Thank you,” she purred and kissed him on the lips chastely.   She gestured toward his apartment.  “May I?”

“Of course,” the writer said and stood aside to let her in.

As soon as she had slipped past him, she removed her raincoat, then her skirt and blouse.  As he watched, he thought about his second novel.  He was not sure he could rise to the occasion.  He felt exhausted.  So, he was relieved when she shook out the white silky robe beneath and unfurled her wings.

She handed him her designer clothing.  “Here you go.  Consider this old outfit a keepsake.  I’ve got to get back to my day job.”  Then, tucking It’s a Miracle into the flap pocket of her left wing, she crossed to the window, opened it, and stepped onto the fire escape.

As the writer turned to close the door, he saw the Shady-Grove-Press Muse leaning against the casement.  She wore a cocky  smile and a colorful new outfit.  It made him realize this was Good Friday.  Easter was just around the corner.  He saw her hair was covered by a silk turban white as the wing of an Angel of the Lord.  Her voluptuous figure was wreathed in a lycra body suit blue as a dyed egg.  It left nothing even to his newly  fertile imagination.  The nylon book bag slumped at her feet sported a bumper sticker plastered above the flap—black script on a white field.  It read “slippery when wet.”

“Hey, Man,” she cooed, “we ain’t forget about the rest of that deal.  ‘Cause ten percent a nothin’ for the Kingdom of Heaven is still nothin’.  Y’all better be ready to make some reeeeal money this time.  God knows you got obligations.  And I ain’t talkin’ IRS.  Not yet anyways.”

The writer looked her over more carefully this time.  She was a complete package all right, not just fancy wrapping as he first imagined.  And, after all, hadn’t God sent her first?  Maybe he needed to have a little more faith in The Almighty.  God knows, he thought, I could use the stimulation now.  At his back he heard the flutter of wings as the Angel of the Lord took her perilous flight, straining toward the higher altitudes.  But he’d been there, done that.  “What the hell,” he thought.  Then the author of It’s a Miracle stepped aside to usher in the real answer to his prayers. 
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