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CHAPTER 1
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Towson, Md. 1965, 6:11 p.m.

He dismissed the makeup girl, “That’s enough. Don’t need it, honey.”

“Huh? This is your first day on the news set. We need to make you look good on camera,” she said. 

“Ha-ha. Just beat it, will ya?”

“But I have to make you up, Melvin.”

“No, you do not. Just look at my image on the studio monitor. See what I see? Do ya?  I’m perfect. And we are ready for me, not you, girly, to give the folks the 6:30 evening show. Now get off my set.”

With only a touch of makeup, perfect studio lighting, and close-up framing, Melvin on that first day of his broadcasting career exuded the confidence and poise of a seasoned newsman. The gorgeous young man was swelling with over-the-top conceit. 

In the coming days, viewers tuning into his broadcasts from the tiny TV station north of Baltimore would also love his looks and on-air charms, many of whom had never previously watched the news. 

It didn’t matter that the kid began his career in broadcasting as a lousy reporter. Fresh young Melvin Braun seemed a godsend for the little channel 64 WTOW in an insulated Quonset hut. The station just off the campus of the Towson State Teachers College on an unpaved road was mainly just a public educational channel before the appearance of Braun’s face to pitch a newscast at 6:30 p.m. each evening. 

Melvin’s on-air looks and charismatic manner boosted WTOW’S lagging ratings. The slender 6’4” Melvin Braun offered viewers an enchanting smile of a matinee idol with his jet-black close-cropped locks, piercing deep-set light blue eyes, and a strong jaw and chin. 

*
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When he was a modest and obedient child, Melvin Braun’s vanity grew out of a sudden need to survive on his own.

His mother left home to be with a wealthy investor she met while working as a bartender at the Hyatt Hotel in downtown Baltimore. And Melvin’s father, Charlie Braun, was rarely home with the boy he loved very much after his wife abandoned them.  

Young Melvin, then a beautiful child of only eight, learned to get along and succeed socially by trusting only himself.  He was smart and determined enough to do just that, stand on his own two feet, no matter what it took.

His father, Charlie, was a combat-fatigued Marine who, in peacetime, had been content to teach high school gym on his meager salary before his wife left. 

“Listen, boy,” he explained to his son, “your mother left home and won’t be back. Believe me, we are better off.” 

The boy could have guessed. Mom never cared for him, didn’t want a child. Charlie had married her after the pretty, dark-haired beauty became pregnant from a one-night stand with him more than eight years ago. She was a promiscuous and sweet-talking barfly who was hopping from one man to another, a needy girl always out for fun and dough. 

During a drunken binge with pals, Charlie picked her up. He always regretted that risky, playful night. He did his best to prepare her as a mother for their child, Melvin. But she was ill-equipped to manage a family and resented the baby she never wanted. 

After his wife left, Charlie quit teaching to make far better scratch as a trucker hauling 18-wheelers in the post-WWII transportation boom. His long hauls cross-country often left his precocious adolescent son, Melvin, home alone for several days at a time. 

The kid, soon wiser than his years, essentially raised himself with help from generous and watchful neighbors, who often set a place for him at dinner time. 


Meanwhile, Melvin stayed in touch with his dad, 


who called the neighbors’ house next door or Melvin’s school frequently. He would always stress the importance he felt to let Melvin know where he was, where he expected to drive to take the next haul, and when he would stop at home again. He’d always leave telephone numbers. Melvin thought enough of Dad never to call and bother him. He was doing fine, he’d say when Dad called. 

Charlie said he would always worry about the boy, but Melvin poo-pooed that talk, “Oh, go on, Dad, I’m fine.” Still, Charlie put no restrictions on sharing a joint bank account with the boy. He trusted him because young Melvin was smart, too smart. Dad didn’t know what Melvin was becoming.

By the age of 14, the conceited, thoroughly independent boy acquired a bad reputation with girls in junior high school. Their alluring sex appeal and gaming with boys turned his stomach to vindictive vinegar. He would insincerely return suggestive, alluring grins and smirks to their flirting. He would scheme to conquer girls’ affections. It was great fun.

Whereas most of the teenage boys in the school enjoyed the comfort and joy of female kindness, Melvin ignored, indeed hated, any displays of the nurturing and sensitivity the female classmates showed toward him. 

At the same time, many girls were crazy attracted to the tall, strongly built boy with strikingly handsome features and a cock-sure attitude, which melted some of the girls’ hearts while he downright frightened others. 

He was amused by the power the girls often granted to him so easily. But after each short adolescent relationship, he scorned and openly disrespected girls when talking with his male friends. He’d call the girls stupid, giggly, or easy whores. Most of his buddies hadn’t the faintest idea what Melvin was talking about, but chuckled along with envy. It was the  1950s. Society was generally uncomfortable with talk or insinuations in public about sex.

Many of the teachers and school administrators were fond of Melvin, considering him a sweet boy with perfect manners. He played up his pseudo-orphaned status for sympathy whenever the adults stopped him in the hallways to ask how things were going or if he was doing okay alone at home. With each encounter, he responded with dutiful politeness. Melvin walked away happily, his manipulating social powers recharged, smiling coyly and nodding his head triumphantly.  

Meanwhile, Charlie’s driving on the nation’s highways was still leaving him little time for his teenager. Their infrequent suppers together rarely got past news from the truck radio about Baltimore Oriole baseball games or country music hits by Tennessee Ernie Ford, Marty Robbins, or Patsy Cline. One evening over carryout sloppy Joe's and coleslaw, Melvin inadvertently deflated his father’s pride, “I already told you, Dad. I don’t know who won the Oriole game or anything about country music.” Surprised by his father’s glazed reaction, Melvin recovered, “Oh, I am sorry, Dad. Look, I’ll try out for the school baseball team next spring, okay?” He quickly forgot the promise. 

Young Melvin loved his father, but early on, relations with his humble Dad were of little use to the boy’s expanding ego. He resented Dad’s continual absence from home. Consequently, Melvin shared little with his father about his active social life with schoolgirls. He had little else to talk with Dad about as a result. He didn’t ask Charlie for dating advice. He didn’t ask Charlie about how he should feel about the girls he liked.  They grew apart without the benefit of ‘the talk’ from Dad about sex, romance, and love.

Melvin grew bolder. 

Just before the 9th-grade Christmas break, Melvin lost his virginity by carrying out a diabolical, self-centered scheme. The clever boy managed to get seduced by prudently good-looking Miss Lowe, the 40-ish school librarian who had had an eye for the teen all fall. Melvin resented Miss Lowe’s prissy, superior insolence. 

For several weeks, he had been putting on a stuttering act around the spinster, who was not aware that he spoke very well. She felt sorry for him and promised, “I’ll tutor you to talk better, Sweetie.” Late one Friday afternoon after school hours, she ‘tutored’ the boy in the library storage room. A week later, the school fired her. 

Melvin had tattled to the boys around the school about his triumph, reinforcing his belief that he could easily manipulate females, a belief that the purpose of sex was for no more than one-sided manipulation for gratification. 

While girls swooned over Melvin and many were proud to gain his affections temporarily, schoolboys resented all the attention pretty boy Braun was getting. He held an advantage of several intimidating inches over roughneck boys. He avoided fights most of the time. However, he took a beating from elbows and knees to the groin when the taller Melvin played center for the school’s basketball team and tight end receiver on the school football team. 

He got wise to the intentional battering and quit sports. Instead, he found his revenge in high school dramas, first as con man Harold Hill in The Music Man and then as frightening Jud Fry, the sinister farmhand, in Oklahoma. He had only played sports to try to please his mostly absent father anyway.

Adoration from students and parents in the audience strengthened the teenage thespian’s colossal self-importance. But high school was “just stupid amateur stuff,” he told the girls at graduation who clamored to stay in touch. He repeated the same obnoxious answer to their questions about his future as an actor, “Want my cap and gown? I’m naked underneath. Come with me.”  No one did, but their giggling tickled his fancy to no end.

When Melvin was just 18, he looked old enough to try out and win male leads in local theater, roles which continued to feed his egocentric masculinity—a bully politician, a flim-flam sales barker, or any male chauvinist cast to his liking. 

The extra coin complemented Melvin’s tips he was also earning as a popular waiter at the famous Haussner’s Restaurant in East Baltimore. He was sold on taking a job, any job, at the famous eatery after he discovered the naked women in reproductions of classical oil paintings in the men’s restroom, “Wow, chicks watching me piss. I belong here,” he mumbled while standing at the urinal. 

He perfected his public charms at Haussner’s and was rewarded with hefty tips and flattering comments from the diners. But in public, especially to make girls laugh at local bars, he downplayed the family-owned eatery’s endless menu of scrumptious dishes as “overrated puke” or as “simply forgettable.” Baltimore knew Haussner’s outstanding reputation for serving a large menu of some of the best food around. 

The highly respected Haussner family fired immature Melvin when multiple trusted sources in the restaurant trade told them about his “slanderous statements in public,” words relayed to their attorneys. 

He heard the words too, understood the lesson, and tucked it away: don’t bite the hand that feeds you.

Weeks passed, then months. More plays. More ego rushes. Soon, dabbling in the spotlights of small performing stages was not enough for conceited Mel. Eventually and perhaps predictably, he yearned for more bragging rights, more fame.

He was daydreaming of Hollywood one evening while flipping through several flattering newspaper reviews of his plays in Baltimore. The clippings were the extent of his acting resume. He had no testimonials from his directors or producers thus far. They disliked the young man. 

Occasionally, when a famous actor was in town performing at Baltimore’s Lyric Theater, he or she would take in a matinee at a community theater, sometimes with Melvin Braun in the cast. The entire company got excited to be seen by the famous, who could potentially advance an actor or musician's career. No one ever tipped off Melvin to such an opportunity to meet a maker and shaker from Hollywood or New York. He missed each chance to talk with the famous guests. Each time, he’d only learn after the final curtain that an entertainment star had been in the audience and spoken to members while Melvin was busy priming himself in the dressing rooms. 

He threw fits, blaming the theater management and cast members for ruining “my chance for Hollywood again.” Cast members apologized politely and turned their backs on him. The accepted opinion of the cast was that brash and stilted Mr. Braun, with no formal acting training, had little chance for stardom anyway. He would somehow mess up their stairway to fame.  

However, Dixie Good, the manager of WTOW-TV, saw no such limits to Melvin Braun’s possibilities. 

Dixie was fond of watching who she called “the handsome local hunk of a boy/man” on stage whenever she could sneak away from her TV duties. His narcissism rarely took his eyes off himself and into his surroundings. Not one to miss an adorable woman, though, his eyes returned again and again to Dixie’s admiring face in the crowd on a Sunday afternoon   

She wore a light summer dress with a jazzy print of white, gold, and black. She had pulled her strawberry-blonde hair into an attractive curl to one side, the latest do from Paris, under a stylish white hat. 

He missed a line in the play after locking eyes with Dixie. “Hmm, sexy girl,” he mumbled instead of his line. 

After the play, Dixie pushed her way backstage with a TV proposal for 19-year-old actor Melvin Braun. 

With Dixie’s first step into the room of drinks and light fare, Mel spotted her penetrating gaze among a dozen or so admirers from the audience crowded around the actors. Her sky-blue eyes were beautifully made up, slanted and wide. He noticed an inviting curve of her mouth opened slightly as she stared. 

Dixie appeared as child-like and vulnerable, cute and maybe stupid to Mel, all cleverly concealed in the wonders of fashion by the hard-nose media gal. 

“Sounds like fun, Miss Good,” he said before she finished her brief pitch, “but only if you have a drink with me to discuss it at the Charles Café next to the theater,” he boasted as she melted. Before she could answer, he added, “You are very kind and beautiful, too. How fortunate I am to meet you. Let’s go.” She tagged along a bit star-struck, even for a tough-minded broadcasting gal.

In the morning, Dixie cooked breakfast for him in Melvin’s new studio apartment. 

“I just got this place downtown. It is not much. I deserve more, and I have a feeling this dump is just temporary,” he boasted. The clean, wood-paneled apartment was furnished with worn and drab furniture and a small kitchen corner. 

“Oh, so you deserve more, do you?” Dixie replied softly.

He sat with her over coffee at a Formica kitchen table, “So, what’s this news broadcasting job you mentioned? Hey, are you paying attention, Dixie? Or daydreaming or something?”

“Forgive me. I never do this.”

“Eat breakfast? Too early for TV news people, huh?”

“I bet you can’t read people well, Melvin. No, I eat breakfast every morning. Make a point of it for a fast start. What I never do is that kind of fast start I did with you last night. I’m afraid I made a mistake sleeping with you. Besides, I’m married.”

“I disagree. You didn’t make a mistake. And I’m not bad at reading people. I read you the first time I saw you in the audience. I knew you wanted me that night.” The truth was that Melvin was horrible at reading others. “Don’t be sad. You did the right thing, and who the hell cares if you are married, certainly not me. You are gorgeous, and now you are going to see how good I am on TV. More gorgeous than you!”

“Melvin Braun, you are an insufferable ass.”

“An insufferable ass you should get to know. I can kill them on TV, just like in the stupid little theater gigs. Now, what do you have in mind?” 

She grinned and shook her head as if she had no regrets. Dixie’s change of bearing showed that she’d been had. Her shoulders lowered as she sighed, looked off to nowhere, and admitted, “Humph. You certainly have a way about you, good-looking. Well, you ain’t Lawrence Olivier on stage, but I think, with some training, you would make one terrific broadcast news personality.” Her tone was light and conciliatory as she discussed salary and hours. “There are a few ground rules if you can listen for a second.” She already seemed to have grasped his chauvinism toward women. “First of all, this job depends on a screen test to see if you can light up an audience.”

“Piece a cake, honey.”

“And drop the honey bit, okay?”

He managed to bring a nicer attitude to the conversation. “Sorry. I am in your hands then, Dixie.” Indeed, young Melvin had patented a truly winning act for females when it was to his advantage.

She gave off all the blushing and stumbling moves that conveyed that she was in love. 
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Arriving at the TV station the next day, Dixie immediately shared her discovery with her gum-smacking student receptionist. “I’m tellin’ you, right now,” Dixie said, leaning in close to the girl’s ear, “this boy I just hired as a reporter is the nicest hulk of manhood I’ve ever met.”

“Ah, Mrs. Good?” The girl stood.

Dixie added, “I just cannot wait to see him on camera.” 

“Mrs. Good?” 

“Yes, yes, yes? What is it?” Dixie snapped.

“Could you sit here for a sec? I gotta pee.”

Dixie complied, rolling her eyes, “Lord, help me get out of this dump one day.”

When the girl didn’t return in 15 minutes, Dixie mumbled, “I need a change.” She picked up the reception phone and called her lawyer’s office to start divorce proceedings with her husband of ten years. The marriage was stale. He hadn’t given her children, and there was Melvin in the picture now. Dixie intended to marry that ‘nicest hulk of manhood she ever met,’ just as Melvin hinted casually the night before.

She was right about Braun’s potential on camera. 

In just one week, his on-air appearances and charismatic manner boosted WTOW’S lagging ratings, despite his lousy reporting. He was a friendly and compassionate man on air, rather nasty off air. He had set a split personality pattern, perhaps for his entire adult life.

The significant boost in viewer ratings for the station, plus the addition of new sponsors, due to Melvin’s arrival, effectively saved Dixie’s shaky job at the little station. She was bored with her job before Melvin took over the News. 

The perky 30-year-old Dixie continued to adore the gorgeous but talentless Braun. She was pleased to write all the news copy for Melvin for several weeks until he mastered the task. Perhaps she hoped charismatic Melvin could be her ticket out of WTOW to better media management work. 

Dixie held a journalism degree from the University of Maryland, where she met middle linebacker Doobie Good at a Terps football team mixer at Byrd Stadium. The muscle-bound, attractive Doobie charmed cute little Dixie, who was a starstruck freshman honored to be asked out by a celebrity, she told friends.

After her graduation, he asked Dixie to marry him and move to Towson, where Doobie was assistant athletic director at the college. Four years in college did little to improve Dixie’s poor judgment of men’s characters. She followed and found work at WTOW. 

After five years, they lacked affection for each other. Doobie preferred to hang with the guys and was no longer interested in women intimately. After the divorce, a sort of mature Dixie Good, was free to pursue the handsome, rather aimless 19-year-old kid named Melvin. Someone she could control, she believed. 

Melvin knew enough to respect Dixie’s judgment to hire and groom him into a successful newsman. He remembered his foolishness by burning his bridges at Haussner’s Restaurant and community theaters due to his cocky arrogance. The TV gig she gave him was expanding his sense of self-importance for the good of the viewing audience. He recognized this job was more than just strutting his stuff on a theatrical stage in a make-believe story. Indeed, he felt the power of controlling the news, being the source of real-world stuff. For all that, Melvin Braun felt uncharacteristically grateful to serve the TV station, the viewers, and, most of all, a smart, stylish female for the first time in his young life. He appeared sweet and contented around Dixie. 

His private thoughts were still full of the vinegar of resentment, however. One evening, with the cameras, bright lights, and a small crew aiming at Melvin, he reflected on his good fortune, thinking that such a TV gig had fallen right into his lap with no effort from him at all. Because he was ‘the man,’ the gig came his way naturally. Wow, life can’t be this easy, he thought, She was such an easy fuck, then breakfast, a new job, and now I’m on TV. Yeah, all in order. But that will be all. I’ll be damned if I’m going to marry the bitch, no matter how much she nags me. The little TV woman is lucky to have me, but only on TV. Women don’t run TV stations; she’ll be out on her ass before me. 

Each week, he garnished his phony gratitude with fresh flowers delivered to Dixie’s office. He complimented her outfits regularly. He had what he needed from Dixie and made sure she was happy. He didn’t ask her out again and kept putting off responding to her hints of marriage.  

Dixie trained him to read the news well on the air and soon sent him on remotes to perfect his reporting skills. He was known at the station as Dixie’s special project, which Melvin took in stride as worship he expected from women. 

On remote news assignments away from the station, he soon excelled in reporting local angles on national issues, as she taught him. Viewer ratings skyrocketed. As a result, the college increased funding for its pet TV station. Melvin’s on-the-streets citizens’ views on the exciting Nixon-Kennedy Presidential election campaign in the fall of 1960 substantially added to his standing in local reporting. 

The fact that Melvin Braun didn’t give a damn about politics was an unintentional advantage. His neutrality on politics or any other controversial issue created a false public impression of viewers believing their news was brought into their living rooms each night from a fine, young, educated journalist on the rise. Melvin had not attended college and was not previously trained in journalism. Yet because he had no biases, Melvin performed the part of a professional newsman to perfection. 

While viewers tuned in each day expecting the high-quality news show Melvin presented, he showed up for work each day simply for the power of
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