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Praise for Peter Mehlman and his first novel, It Won’t Always Be This Great

 “It turns out that not only can Peter Mehlman write funny television, he can write a funny book. Who knew?”

 –Julia Louis-Dreyfus, star of Veep and Seinfeld

 “Anyone who writes for television gets frustrated that they can’t write like Peter Mehlman. Now he’s going to make novelists mad too. Mehlman’s writing style is completely unique and creates an intimate bond between the narrator and the reader. You finish the book feeling as though you’ve made a new friend.”

 – Aaron Sorkin, Academy and Emmy-award winning screenwriter, producer, and playwright, whose works include A Few Good Men, The West Wing, The Social Network, and The Newsroom

 “Equal parts moral dilemma, subtle social commentary, and journey of self-discovery, Mehlman’s tale of a man forced outside the comfort zone of his ‘respectable, decent, low-impact, relaxed-fit, gluten-free world’ is both laugh-out-loud funny and deeply moving.”

 –Publishers Weekly

 “Overflowing with humorous, strange, and insightful social observations, the novel is told with Mehlman’s particular sensibility…In a refreshing twist, Mehlman creates a narrator who still loves and respects his wife, Alyse. Even after 24 years, he’s still trying to impress her.”

 –The Huffington Post

 “As the nameless narrator tells his story to a college pal lying comatose in a hospital bed, there are clear echoes of Catcher in the Rye and the inspired nothingness of Seinfeld. Throw in some catch-me-if-you-can themes from one of the greatest Russian novels—Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment—and basketball references with echoes of Updike’s Rabbit Angstrom, and this jokey dark comedy can claim serious literary inspiration.”

 –LA Weekly

 “Here’s a book that’s not about nothing. Former Seinfeld writer and co-executive producer Peter Mehlman released his first novel, It Won’t Always Be This Great. The novel’s tale, narrated by a Jewish podiatrist living in New York, begins with an uncharacteristic act of vandalism, and spirals out of control from there. There’s a false arrest, flirtations with an attractive young patient, and the looming threat of the narrator being found out. And while Mehlman says Seinfeld didn’t inspire the novel any more than any of the many other parts of his life, there’s plenty of neurotic humor for fans of that era of his work to dig into.”

 –Hollywood Reporter

 “The Peter Mehlman I met in person years ago cannot be the same Peter Mehlman who wrote this brilliantly funny, effortlessly insightful, and unexpectedly moving book. Somebody please tell me which Peter Mehlman I’m supposed to be raving about because I really want to get this blurb right.”

 –Steven Soderbergh, film producer, screenwriter, director, Erin Brockovich, Traffic, Ocean’s Eleven, and others

 “Thanks to Peter Mehlman, former Seinfeld writer and producer, the terms ‘shrinkage’ and ‘yada-yada’ became a part of the popular vernacular.”

 –NPR’s Fresh Air
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A Midsummer Day, 2018

Arnie Pepper walks through National Airport after a flight spent plotting his defense against the present.

 At the luggage carousel, a phrase drifts into his head. Emotional baggage claim. He pulls his notebook and pen from the inside breast pocket of his sports coat and jots it down for use in a future column, then calculates the odds of ever publishing a future column.

 Three to one against?

 The usual herd of lawyers hovers around baggage claim, attaches dropped between their shoes, all of them aging in double-time under the weight of families, homes, cars, credit limits, unworkable escape fantasies from self-made problems. This is a moment in their personal lives. They’re here. Existing. A day like any other.

 Returning his notebook to his pocket, Pepper guesses he’s the only soul in this hallowed American airport who will remember this day forever.

Dodging his own dread, he switches thought channels, picturing his suitcase tumbling down the chute, a gleeful, canary-yellow specimen from AWAYTRAVEL. Purchased eight months ago, it’s wildly visible, lightweight, able to dart over floors like Allen Iverson and equipped with a phone charger he’ll never use.

 Iverson. Damn…always a sports reference.

 The opening notes of “Brown Sugar” ring out from the phone of a guy in his early 70s still hanging on to some shredded past and putting it out there for all to hear. It’s a world, Pepper thinks, where people curate their own self-delusions. Curate. What’s the half-life of that pompous, trendy verb? Watching the guy spastically search for the button that will cut off Keith Richards, Pepper remembers his cellphone is still switched off against an invading world.

 Twenty-four hours ago, Pepper was as content and carefree as a white, wage-earning, statin-popping, middle-aged American male could be. Thirty-nine years ago, when he began his career at the Washington Post, he’d have never guessed that a sixty-one-year-old widower and single parent could lead a life as joyful and enviable as his: being paid by an august, indispensable newspaper to fly around the planet witnessing events he (sometimes willingly) would have paid to attend, mingling with superstars (sometimes deservedly) worshipped by millions.

 Yesterday, around five in the afternoon, he was in his element, hanging with a bunch of like-minded colleagues behind a batting cage at Marlin’s Park in Miami, doing as they had done for years, slinging gossip and trash talk. At some point, a reporter from the Miami Herald noted how every time he saw Larry King attending a game at Dodger Stadium, he seemed to be sinking lower and lower into his seat. “It’s like he’s melting in super slow motion,” he said.

 “Hey,” Pepper shot back, “I hope I look as good as Larry when I’m 400 years old.”

 Big laughs all around.

 The conversation turned to another LA team, the Lakers, who’d recently acquired LeBron James. “He’s on the Lakers, but he plays for Nike, the Greek Goddess of Sweatshops,” Pepper said.

 Bigger laughs.

 On a roll now, Pepper veered into a conversation he’d recently had with Pat Riley…

 …which led to his third joke, the trifling crack that is now threatening to torpedo his career, his reputation, everything that made his life worth living.

 The target of the joke was nobody, really. A notoriously soft, contact-phobic NBA player who would be starting the season on the injured list.

 “My question is,” Pepper said with a flawless, comic pause, “How long does a guy usually stay on the injured list for a hysterectomy?”

 His audience of rumpled colleagues immediately lost it, laughing so wantonly loud that several players halted their warm-ups to look over.

 In a rare move, manager Don Mattingly marched over and warned: “Whatever the joke is, it better be really funny.“

 A kid from the AP spoke up. His retelling was clunky, but Mattingly laughed so hard he nearly choked on his chaw of Red Man tobacco.

 The other press guys, only slightly reduced to adoring fans, relished their moment of comradery with a genuine, living, major league manager. Pepper, decades into knowing Mattingly as a generic kid from Indiana with great hand-eye coordination, just smiled. Maybe if he hadn’t taken a moment to re-word the joke in his head, Pepper would have noticed an unfamiliar reporter among the group—a young ex-jock-looking guy with a thick neck, patchy beard and 2.7 million Instagram followers—busily snapping photos, thumbing his cell phone and sharing the joke with an angry world.

 A day later, in Delta Airlines’ baggage claim/holding cell, Pepper concludes that, even a year ago, his joke would have been amusing and then forgotten. But not now. Not in this now.

 Rumination must be popping off Pepper’s scalp as a toddler stares at him. The little guy is adorable in a future-ugly-adult kind of way, so Pepper winks at him. The boy cries into his mother’s leg, leading Pepper to turn away and awaken his iPhone. The thing starts dinging like crazy. Dozens and dozens of text messages. He scrolls through, looking for one from his daughter. Nothing. He has not heard from her since her distressed call this morning.

 Why hasn’t she contacted me since? Did she find out yet about my mess?

 Thea’s 9:12 a.m. call came as he was about to interview the late-arriving Derek Jeter in his stadium office.

 “Ugh, Daddy, I feel nauseous ad nauseum,” Thea said. “Have you ever blown an interview?”

 She’s twenty-five and is working as a reporter for National Public Radio, but when she calls him “Daddy,” he still goes gooey. She’s my daughter.

 “Yes. Hundreds of them. Why?”

 “Did I catch you at a bad time?”

 “No, honey. It’s never a bad time. I’m just about to interview Derek Jeter. You’ve met him.”

 “Oh, yeah, I kind of remember him.” 

 Pepper smiled. His daughter “kind of” remembers the Yankees legend.

 “What’s up, honey?”

 “The short, embarrassing version? I’m doing a piece for ‘Weekend Edition Sunday’—”

 “Lulu Garcia Navarro. Best host ever.” 

 “Yeah, she’s great. Anyway, it’s about a Buddhist who runs a meditation center for kids at Ketcham Elementary in Anacostia. He’s got about forty kids who come in at 7 a.m. and go dead silent in meditation for twenty minutes. I saw them. It’s mind-blowing.”

 Mind-blowing. A word picked up from her mother who died twenty-one years ago. When she was just a toddler. “Sounds like a great story. What went wrong?”

 “After the class, I’m interviewing Perry—”

 “Perry is the name of the Buddhist?”

 “Yes. The interview is going great. He’s thoughtful and charming, with the ethereal smile of someone truly enlightened. He even reveals to me that, since many of the kids are doing better in school since they started meditating, he got a sizable grant from the city to expand his work to other schools.”

 “So you got a scoop, that’s great.”

 “Yeah. But about twenty minutes into our interview, I mentioned a quote from the Dalai Lama, and Perry went off. It’s like he morphed from gentle holy man to Joe Pesci in Goodfellas.” 

 “What did he say?”

 “He said, ‘The Dalai Lama is an asshole.’”

 “Yikes.”

 “I thought he was kidding, so I said, ‘Don’t worry, I won’t use that sound bite in the piece.’ But then, he ranted about how the Dalai Lama’s an ‘unholy, horny fraud who just hangs out with his following of bimbo Hollywood actresses, trying to get in their pants.’”

 “Wow. That’s a great quote.”

 “Right? Then he bowed his head, chanted his mantra and looked up with his unearthly smile, like nothing had ever happened.”

 “Sounds like Perry the Buddha might need an exorcist. How did the interview end?”

 “It didn’t. He told me to wait a minute, and he’d be back. And then he scurried away. I think he might have gone outside for a smoke.

 “Jesus! You’re still there? Is there another exit you can use?”

 Years of encouraging her to be the fearless woman she is, and I’m telling her to scurry away.

 “No Daddy, I gotta finish the interview. It’s my first national story. Which is probably why I quoted the Dalai Lama. That was so show-off-y. I’m such an idiot.”

 “How could you know that would set him off? Besides, you’re not an idiot. I had your blood tested. You came up negative for idiot.”

 “We may need a second opinion.”

 “Okay, listen. Try hitting the reset button on the interview. Pretend the Dalai Lama rant never happened. When he gets back, try to lighten things up with, you know…a distraction.”

 “A distraction? Like what?”

 “Like, subtly flash your Super Bowl XLVII Souvenir Pepper Spray-Key Ring in front of him. He’s from DC, maybe he’s a Skins fan.”

 “So I should punt on the he’s-a-psycho story?”

 “Yes, but just for now. You didn’t prepare for that angle, so it would be risky to pursue right now. You can always gain his trust with a puff piece, and then do a follow up and nail him.”

 “Hmm.”

 “Whatever happens, sweetie, you’ll be fine. It’s no big deal.”

 “So I should file this under ‘Half-White Girl problems?’”

 Thea rarely mentions her bi-racialism. Pepper was spared having to respond when Jeter walked in with his Yankee Yearbook smile. “Thea, Derek’s here. Talk later. I love you.”

 An off-the-record chat with the Marlin’s owner, about whether Major League Baseball or the NFL was dying faster, ended forty-five-minutes later when Pepper said, “Well Derek, that wasn’t totally unenlightening.” Jeter laughed. Pepper left, un-muted his phone and found the storm he never saw coming had made landfall.

Now it’s seven hours later, and Pepper glares at a frequent flyer awash in liters of cologne. He supposes he should be more selective about what bugs the shit out of him, but then again, pet peeves are about all anyone has control over anymore. 

 A limo driver resembling a Latino Wolf Blitzer and holding a sign reading “BURTON” comes over. “Hey, Arnie Pepper! Love your column! Who do you like in the NFL this year?”

 “Put your money on the referees ruining the whole season,” Pepper says.

 A pinstripe suit approaches the driver. “That’s me,” he says, pointing to the sign. “I’m Burton.”

 “Welcome to Reagan Airport, Mr. Burton.”

 Pepper inwardly snorts. He still can’t get with the name change. It’s NATIONAL Airport, asshole.

 In advance of the ‘84 Olympics, he interviewed Reagan. The commander-in-chief’s helium-filled decrees and untethered detours made Pepper peek around for a ventriloquist behind the Oval Office curtains. When Pepper finally thanked him for his time, President Ronald W. Reagan said, “Well, thank you for coming by, Mr. Ambassador.”

 A sportswriter interviewing the president required the presence of only a third-string-staffer from the White House Comms Office, a serious woman whose face screamed: Please, not a word about that. Pepper nodded, seeing no need to alert the national desk about America’s lack of a conscious president. The White House reporters undoubtedly knew, no need to hear it again from someone in sports, a section they viewed as the newsroom equivalent of preschool.

 Thirty-four years later, the babbling heads on cable news recall Reagan as a cowboy visionary. Pepper recalls an amiable guy with neon VACANCY signs in his eyes.

 A young Muslim woman edges past Pepper, trying to get closer to the carousel, angling her body as if boxing him out for a rebound. Funny. She’s dressed according to ancient Muslim custom, covered head to toe. And carrying a South Park backpack. Isn’t South Park everything Muslims get all bent out of shape about? Maybe it’s her way of sampling Western culture. Or maybe reassurance that there’s no C-4 under all those stifling clothes. He feels sorry for this girl, slogging through the mud pie of an angry, dim-witted, unlimited-breadsticks America, never knowing when some “USA!”-chanting meathead acting as Jesus Christ’s press secretary will attack her for kicks. Can’t blame Arabs for hating Americans. Look at the Jordanians: Because of us, they can’t even name their national airline Air Jordan.

 Pepper grabs his notepad and writes Air Jordan.

 He thinks Thea would love that line. Why hasn’t she called, anyway? He wants to call her just to hear the rowdy laugh inherited from her mother. He wants her to call to let him know she’s okay. And to let him know that he’s okay too, that she’s not mad at him, that all this ado is about not much. She’s probably on deadline at work, he reassures himself.

 Pepper sees fatherhood as a never-ending job interview, an ongoing effort to make a good impression on his own daughter, to assure her, over and over, that he’s the man for the job. Now, his softest soft spot is flashing DISQUALIFIED by virtue of one little joke.

 She heard about it. She’s avoiding me. She’ll hate me for the rest of my life.

 Self-absorbed synapses reroute Pepper’s thoughts: I named my daughter after Althea Gibson, for Chrissake! How could anyone call me sexist? If the feminists kept score of sportswriters like the psychotic rubes at the NRA do with senators, I’d be in the top one percent. Hell, Martina still sends me birthday cards! Lisa Leslie and Cheryl Miller came to my book signing in LA! Mia Hamm sent a bottle of champagne to the publication party! And by the way, who wrote the first column stating that women soccer players peeling down to their sports bras is a valid form of expression? Me! Brandi Chastain sent me a condolence card. Jesus. How did she find out about that? I stand out among women athletes as a paragon of what a male sportswriter should be. And even if that’s overstating it, it’s still kind of true. I’ve been on the right side of their every issue: Title IX, equal prize money, predatory coaches, you name it. My radar for topics concerning female athletes has always been top drawer, even on issues no one else would touch: I was the one reporter who saw Fu Yuanhui bending over in pain at the Olympic pool in Rio and eased over with my translator after the relay and flatly (but nicely) asked her, “Are you, by any chance, on your period?” A zillion other journalists there, hundreds of them women, and I’m the one to think of popping that question. I raised a daughter by myself. I know what it’s like to hit an all-night drug store at 2 a.m. to load up on industrial strength Motrin. So this little Chinese girl blinks at me then smiles adorably and says, “Yes, I am menstruation”—in English! Then, she feels emboldened enough to announce to the media pool that she swam badly because she was sick from her period. Boom! She’s an international star for breaking a sports taboo. Which, by the way, is one of the things the Olympics should be about instead of all that tripe about “playing for my country.” What does that even mean? It’s terrific that Lindsey Vonn wins a bronze after having her knees remodeled forty times, but how does it benefit America? Do thirty million tape-delayed viewers suddenly donate to The United Way? And what if Lindsey happened to say, “I won this one for myself,” as opposed to winning it for our brave soldiers fighting in overseas shitholes for our freedom? Would the great American experiment have collapsed? Now, if Obama had bet our nuclear arsenal in a game of HORSE against Putin, that would’ve been playing for your country. Of course, Obama would have kicked Putin’s butt. I saw him play. Nice rotation on his shot. Huh, Obama would probably stick up for me in this mess. Maybe not. When we golfed, he gave me good-natured grief about my column but hell, he didn’t invite me to play twice because he thought I was a crappy journalist. Then again, do I really need character references at this point in my life? Actually, it would be good if I did. They’d be lining up. Yeah, I think they’d be lining up. I know Popovich would stick up for me. Who did Pop consult when he considered hiring Becky Hammon as the first female assistant coach in the NBA? Exactly. Me. Because I don’t ask dopey jock questions, he respects the hell out of me. Actually, Pop owes me a dinner, though I’d never let him pay. Ethics, people! And speaking of dinner…Mikaela Shiffrin and I had a two-hour lunch at Pyeongchang, totally off the record, just because she liked my questions. I’m not pro-women? After I blew the lid off the Olympic “That Time of the Month” story, I was so jazzed and so strung out on non-Hodgkin’s jet lag, I stayed up all night researching a follow-up story about how no tampons are manufactured in China because of some crazy Beijing thing with the breaking of the hymen being equivalent to losing your virginity. I still don’t totally grasp—Oh my God, I just remembered: I made that joke after her press conference about how Fu should run off and join a menstrual show. The press corps cracked up. There was zero blowback. Was my joke today more offensively sexist than that?

 And while we’re talking pro-feminist track records: Who told the world class dummies at ESPN to hire Doris Burke? Me! They’d never even heard of her when they started their tokenistic effort to hire a woman for a role beyond sideline reporting on NBA games, which, by the way, is the most retarded job in the history of television. In fact, after I told them to hire Doris, I suggested they hire Sarah Silverman for the studio show. She loves basketball and is the funniest human being on this steaming, humorless planet. How does ESPN respond? They look at me like I’m a door-to-door Jehovah’s Witness. Is there a Jehovah’s Witness Protection Program? I should write that down. Anyway, it’s not like discussing NBA players requires a Ph.D. All these guys do is play basketball, practice high-fives and rub lotion on their legs. Previously, ESPN asked me to recommend a color commentator. Who did I tell them to hire? Jeff Van Gundy! Now he’s the only monster talent on their palsied broadcasts, the only voice immune to clichés: “He has a nice touch for a big man.” Of course he does: He plays basketball fourteen hours a day. Or: “He got slapped and still made the basket. What concentration!” Concentration? What else would be on his mind in the middle of a shot? The annexation of Crimea? Hey, speaking of Crimea, I once heard a rumor about an NBC Olympics producer selling bottles of an undetectable PED to any athlete on the hunt. Did I spread the rumor? No. I reported it out, found it scurrilous and put the kibosh to the chatter. Reporters trading in that junk? Reprehensible. A long time ago, a colleague I won’t name left a locker room and told me a certain famous quarterback had an unbelievably tiny dick. I lit into the reporter, saying that spreading crap like that is a violation of what we do—and besides, you can’t tell if it’s really tiny because there are growers and showers. A year or two later, a woman who dated said quarterback told me he has “a micro-penis.” Okay, some gossip is true. But I stood up for professionalism. Journalistic principles matter, even if they’re horseshit principles. Anyway, ask Billie Jean or Martina about me. When it came to writing about LGBT and whatever the last letter is that they added on, I raised awareness (hate that expression) in several columns. Not to mention issues dealing with Blacks, Latinos, Jews and all the other groups that should stick up for me like they once stuck up for each other. Arthur Ashe and Billie Jean supported each other. Hank Greenberg and Jackie Robinson. Clemente and…everyone. Now, every group is in it for themselves, competing for number one in the victimization standings. Anyway…ESPN, that solid waste factory? I appeared on their sportswriters show, filled in for Kornheiser as host on PTI, and the producers loved me. Not enough to give me a show of my own, but some people weren’t meant to be overpaid by a notoriously stingy company. I write full sentences. Carefully worded, well-thought out sentences. An important job for which I’ve gotten awards and prizes and all kinds of honorary bullshit. And yet, now I stand accused of being anti-women? Please. It’s like when Cosell called that Garrett guy on the Redskins a “little monkey” and got slammed for racism. Imagine! Cosell, the only sports media guy who immediately(!) said Ali had a right to his name when even the Times kept throwing in “also known as Cassius Clay.” I interviewed Howard after “the monkey incident” at his apartment on East 69th down the hall from Liza Minnelli. His resentment at being accused of racism…that’s where I am today. Kornheiser, Kindred, Israel, Deford, Murray, Lipsyte and me—the only print journalists Cosell respected. And I’d like to think a piece of that was how we covered women, even if it wasn’t. What about the column I wrote after that dope at the Times painted Lolo Jones and Anna Kournikova as losers? Lolo made three Olympic teams, for Christ sakes. Two summer, one winter! Sure, Kournikova never won a tournament, but she got to number eight in the world! Imagine being the eighth best woman tennis player on the planet. Plus, she made bazillions in endorsements. In what perverse rendering of America is a top ten tennis-playing mogul a loser? Same for Danica Patrick. She never won Indy or NASCAR or whatever other races white trash America gets all frothy over, but she drove 150 miles an hour, put millions of ignorant fat asses in the seats, and made boatloads of loot! That’s a loser? No, that’s misogyny against incredibly accomplished women. The fact that they’re all gorgeous is immaterial. (Danica taking her helmet off and tossing her hair…sexiest thing EVER.) I got huge response on that column. I heard Michelle Obama clipped the piece and gave it to Sasha and Malia. NOW cited me as an example of “forward thinking in the primitive tar pit of Sports Journalism.” Yeah, it meant so much to me, I remember the quote verbatim. Hey: Maybe I should lie and say that Betty Friedan also called me to compliment the piece? The great thing about the dead is you can misquote them all you want. Oh wait—did she die before the piece ran? Doesn’t matter. It’s enough that Lolo herself called me on my HOME PHONE to thank me. Too bad Kournikova didn’t but everything rolls off the backs of those Russians. Look at Sharapova. Sportswriters ask a klutzy question, she goes titanium blonde, refocusing on tennis balls and endorsement money. Lucky her, secure in the belief that money is the root of all wealth. I respect her asylum in capitalism, part of why she trusts me as much as any woman can trust a guy shoving a recorder in her face after she’s been humping it on red clay at Roland Garros for three hours. Hell, the trust women athletes have put in me? Well, if beautiful Flo Jo planned to come back from the dead for the 2024 Paris Olympics, she’d give me the exclusive. I mean, you cannot be serious! After all the courageous, principled stands I’ve espoused in one of the world’s great newspapers since 1980, 2018 rolls around and I make one (undeniably) funny, (barely) off-color hysterectomy joke—AND THAT’S IT? One reporter posts my joke on Instant Graham or whatever it’s called, it goes viral, and boom? My career goes down the toilet? It’s insane! And yet, here I am, up to my neck in a deranged cultural war where I don’t know where the lines are or if there are lines anymore or if there ever were lines. Maybe I just imagined lines all these years. Or maybe I’m drowning in some fatal spike of national ignorance. Or maybe I’m just old and lost, over my pitch count and out of print.

 Pepper’s inner rant is ended by the baggage carousel buzzer blaring like a breach at a nuclear plant. Pepper’s joyous yellow suitcase is among the first to tumble down the chute, as if it had cut the line by sheer force of personality. He grabs it, absorbs its energy, and jukes through the crowds untouched, a vision of OJ Simpson in the old Hertz auto rental commercials.

 Hanging with OJ at the ‘84 Olympics was fun. Attending a day of his trial for the murder of his wife, less so. During a sidebar in Judge Ito’s chambers, Simpson waved Pepper over, gave him a mortifying hug and started gossiping about sports media people as if life hadn’t gone the least bit berserk. In acutely self-conscious horror, Pepper faked some chit-chat while avoiding livid glares from the Goldman and Brown families. That night, Pepper called his own wife, Jane, and told her about the moment, how he kept checking back in with reality by glancing at Simpson’s right hand, the one that massacred two people.

 Jane took some time before asking, “Why would you want to check in with reality?”

 Jane’s question still haunts him. You never know when someone will say something that will torture you forever.

 Exiting the terminal, humidity slaps Pepper’s face, his nearly forty years here still no match for DC’s livid barometer. He sweats more lately, a by-product of age and the profusion of meds taken by American men with health insurance. He wonders if this perspiration is flop sweat. Larry Bird once told Pepper he gleaned a lot about opponents from their sweat, flop sweat smelling rank, athletic sweat almost sweet. Bird has a certain genius, but Pepper won’t mop his brow and take a sniff.

 Thea said she wants to send her armpits to Alaska for the summer. She got her sense of humor from Jane who, by the way, would have laughed her head off at my hysterectomy joke. Nothing shook her. Can Thea really be offended?

 Pepper heads to a taxi stand. Not long ago, he’d park in the long-term lot, but since people stopped reading and advertisers moved their con elsewhere, the Post saw cabs as a cost-cutter, along with reining in reporters’ travel overall. Pepper misses the days when he could just go to LA and lightly fish for a story or two.

 Which reminds me: Can I get a little rhythm for the night at the Forum when I chatted up Penny Marshall, and said she should make a movie about women who played professional baseball during World War II? I mean, what other sportswriter—

 Pepper’s thought is hijacked by a grainy voice.

 “Holy shit. Arnie Pepper! This is so random! I just read your post on Instagram. You’re lighting it up.”

 Pepper sizes up the lank, bearded kid who has approached him. He could be an owner of a trust fund-backed typewriter shop in the groovy Shaw section of town. Pepper doesn’t recall being so slack in his own, unwieldy 20s.

 “I bet your sportswriter buddies thought your little joke was hilarious,” the kid says.

 There’s acidy micro-aggression in the words “little joke.” Something about this encounter doesn’t feel random.

 “Look, pal,” Pepper says. “It wasn’t my ‘post.’ I don’t post. Or Tweet. I don’t even know what Instagram is. It sounds like a cocaine delivery service, but I’m sure it’s a lot worse than that.”

 The kid is not amused. “But you did make the joke that was in the Instagram post, right?”

 Pepper looks back at the terminal, hoping a better answer than the truth will fly through the automatic doors. “Look, uh, what’s your name?”

 “Bruce,” the kid says, with rehearsal in his voice. “Bruce Bader Ginsburg.”

 Jesus. Get me out of here.

 “You seem a bit testy, Arnie. I know Delta Airlines sucks, but…”

 Pepper flinches. “How did you know which airline…?”

 The kid smiles like he knows the secrets of the universe. Pepper feels his blood pressure rise. He almost says, “Listen, asshole…” but he’s noticed that assholes don’t mind it anymore when you call them assholes. He sees the kid peering at this collar.

 “What are you looking at?”

 “You have a long, loose thread on the top of your lapel.”

 Pepper feels for it but comes up empty. The kid slides his backpack down his left arm and says “It’s more toward the back. Allow me.”

 Bruce circles behind him. Pepper hears an odd rustling noise, followed by a firm pat on the back. He spins around and is met with an odorous billow from a blank, white spray bottle in the kid’s left hand.

 “Ah! What the—???” 

 Bruce raises his arms, as if in surrender.

 “Don’t worry, Arnie. The smell dissipates…Eventually.”

 “Oh my God…” 

 “No, no, Arnie. Chill. It’s just artisanal estrogen mist.” 

 “What?”

 “With a drizzle of Malaysian sterilization powder. It’s all organic, non-GMO ingredients.”

 Frantic, Pepper notices an iPhone camera lens above the pocket of the kid’s checked shirt. Is he filming this whole thing? “What’s wrong with you?”

 “Nothing’s the matter with me, Arnie. I’m just another woke, crime-fighting first responder letting you off with a warning: Chill on the misogyny, dude.”

 “Misogyny?”

 “Yes, misogyny. One would think you’d recognize misogyny. You know, as a man with a daughter.”

 A panicked fever flies up Pepper’s spine.

 “I googled the shit out of you, bro.”

 Pepper arches up and growls. “Listen, you warped millennial asshole—”

 Just then a Tesla with tinted windows skids to the curb. Jumping in, the kid says, “Off the record, Arnie? The hysterectomy line? Hilarious.”

 The door slams, and just like that Musk’s guilt-free toy for coastal elites silently flies toward I-95 and out of sight.

Pepper stands there, momentarily frozen. His legs feel fossilized. He does a palsied knee-bend, arches his back and slowly takes tiny steps as if walking on ice.

From behind he hears a voice, “Excuse me, sir.”

 Pepper’s body does an involuntary Lutz. The refined-looking woman standing before him is Kirsten Gillibrand, the senator from New York and crusading sexual harassment scalp hunter.

 Holy shit! Is she here to bury me like she did Al Franken?

 “Sorry to alarm you, but if you don’t already know, there’s a sheet of paper stuck to the back of your sport jacket.”

 He tries to look mortified in a good-natured way.

 “Oh, gee. Really? Thank you. Must be some kind of prank by, you know, one of my colleagues.”

 “Maybe you should find some new colleagues.”

 “Maybe you should too, Senator.”

 Gillibrand uploads her campaign smile. “Touché.”

 Pepper’s reassured by his witty come-back. You’re okay. Paranoid, but okay. As the Senator eases by him, he wonders if she can smell the mist still coating his nostrils. He takes off his jacket. The 8.5” x 11” paper hanging from the back collar bears the typed-in name Arnold Pepper, his home address, occupation, date of birth, and an in-the-ballpark forgery of his signature. The heading of the form reads: DO NOT RESUSCITATE.

The taxi driver has a four-pack of an energy drink on the passenger seat, wincing after a sip. When did sugar and caffeine become so joyless? For this poor Somali or Namibian or Liberian, his American misery probably started when those Silicon Valley pricks stuck Uber decals on every other car. Pepper feels for his cabbie the dreary affinity of job obsolescence, this weary foreigner with the rutted face of a million National Geographic photos, now driving cautiously around the traffic circles that trim the life expectancy of Washingtonians in peptic clumps.

 Estrogen Mist. Is there really such a thing? He considers asking Siri but doesn’t want her thinking he’s lost it. The Malaysian Sterilization powder doesn’t worry him. Thea is enough on the children score, and, honestly, the odds of him impregnating anyone
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