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      To the memory of Marty Sullivan

      —long may your cape wave.
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      Bud Forrester was an institution.

      A graduate of Akron State University in 1957, he majored in both Theater Arts and Journalism. He was one of those people who had a job lined up for the Monday morning after graduation. He started at WHCK Radio as an on-the-spot reporter—and quickly found himself in the wrong spot. If the election was sliding to the Democrats, Bud was with the Republicans. If the school board was meeting to discuss the use of Mark Twain in the library, Bud was at the basketball game—the home game. Everyone else, including the team, was apparently at the away game.

      Thinking he might eventually quit, the program director of WHCK sent Bud out as the on-the-spot weather reporter. Back in those days, “on-the-spot” weather was really more of a take-your-best-guess kind of reporting. Folks didn’t know what Doppler was, let alone have access to the Weather Channel. There wasn’t a Weather Channel. There wasn’t internet. There wasn’t cable TV. If you wanted to predict the weather, you could check what the weather was like the previous year, consult the Farmer’s Almanac, or just open your window. Weather predicting was really weather reporting. Around 7:00 p.m. you could say, “Boy, that was a lot of rain today.”

      Bud Forrester had the idea to get his forecasts from people’s knees. He would show up at a random diner and ask patrons if their “trick knee” was telling them it was going to snow. Surprisingly, it worked with some accuracy. It also brought in business. People would visit Bud’s favorite spots in hopes of being asked to be on the radio. He stayed with WHCK for five years before moving on to television. An old-timer at the Big Clock Diner told him he had the hair for it. Bud joined the staff of WKMJ-TV Channel 9 and never looked back—for the next fifty years. If Bud was on the eleven o’clock news and said, “Take that umbrella to work with you tomorrow,” people did.

      Bud Forrester was beloved.

      As the years rolled by, Bud rolled by as the Grand Marshal in countless Fourth of July parades, sitting in the back of a convertible behind the high school band butchering You’re a Grand Old Flag.

      No hand went unshaken. No child’s request for an autograph went unsigned. No high school Career Day invitation went unanswered. He was Cleveland’s most trusted weatherman, whether he was the most accurate or not.

      Bud Forrester was adored.

      If people found out Bud was a judge at the County Fair Flower Contest, they rearranged their schedules just to see him judge flowers. Bud knew where to find the best bologna sandwich in the area. (FYI: Times Square Diner. Quarter-pound slice, fried, with cheese and tomato included.) He knew where to find the best leaf-peeping in the fall (Lakeview, Ohio, behind the old hotel). Having played the lead in Guys & Dolls in college, he would burst into Luck Be a Lady Tonight at the drop of a hat. It was Bud who insisted the station record local high school choirs for the National Anthem sign-off each night.

      He was a churchgoing Episcopalian, but never preachy about it. When the Cleveland Clinic got its first medivac helicopter, it was christened the Forrester-1 after a generous donation secured from Bud himself. His wife, Delores—his first and only—broke the champagne bottle.

      Above all else—above the celebrity and hometown hero worship—Bud never missed a broadcast. Never. He took vacations, but he never missed a day standing in front of the map, telling people where to find the best fireworks. He never missed a broadcast.

      Until today.

      He was in the backseat of the WUMC Channel 23 mobile news van.

      Bud Forrester was as dead as a carp.

      But let’s not get ahead of ourselves.
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      A few weeks before, Bud Forrester was dead as a carp in the back of the Channel 23 Mobile News Van.

      Before we get into that, you need to know the Clark Bar story.

      Cleveland, Ohio, had four television channels you could watch on any given day. Five if you had an antenna on the outside of your house, and six if it was a really good antenna. Number six was the Public Broadcasting Station, which meant Sesame Street in the morning and Wall Street Week in the evening—never the twain shall meet.

      Most of the time, you had four choices:

      
        
          	
        WKMJ – Channel 9, the Bud Forrester station.
      

      	
        WGHJ – Channel 7
      

      	
        WCLV – Channel 4
      

      	
        WUMC – Channel 23, which is where the Clark Bar story happened.
      

      

      

      Charlie Baker was a junior producer filming fluff bits to fill time when the news ran short. Charlie was not on-camera talent. (For the record, “talent” is the word for anyone in front of the camera—whether or not they actually have any.)

      He was about five years into a gloriously mediocre career when the Clark Bar story happened. Charlie was content. He liked his job, he liked the people he worked with, he liked the city where he lived, and he liked its vibe.

      Charlie and his crew were the ones out on the street filming the first snowfall of the year, or down at Edgewater Park on the first day of spring. Their footage became background images for the news to stick temperature graphics in front of. They also filmed the occasional used-car commercial with a middle-aged salesman screaming in front of clunkers shined up to look new.

      Charlie was not “the guy.” Everybody knows “a guy” they can call when something needs to be done. Charlie was not “that guy.” Charlie was the guy that guy turned to. Like his job, he was never out front. He liked standing in the wings and watching things happen. He was much more interested in setting up the dominoes than in pushing the first one over.

      If you needed to pull off a good prank, you went to “your guy.” If you needed to pull off something wonderful—you went to Charlie.

      You might think to change the settings on a coworker’s office chair while they were vacationing in Florida. Charlie would put the chair in a storeroom and replace it with a beach chair he found at Goodwill.  Better yet, he might switch out all of the furniture in your office and replace it with patio furniture if finances allowed.

      When a newscaster told Charlie he was “getting too big for his britches,” Charlie swiped said newscaster’s pants from the hanger in his office, took them in a size, and put them back.

      A prank was a work of art to Charlie, but he had rules:

      
        
          	
        Nobody gets hurt—physically, anyway. Pride might get bruised, but never emotions or mental health.
      

      	
        You don’t need to see the result. The knowing is enough. At one time, Mayor Loffredo liked to put life-sized cardboard cutouts of himself around the city with word bubbles saying, “You’re welcome, Cleveland,” as a way of touting his accomplishments. Charlie started the prank of moving these from city buildings into the nearest men’s room. Soon, the mayor could be seen in men’s (and women’s) restrooms all over the city. Then Charlie one-upped himself by collecting them and putting a dozen inside the port-a-johns outside Cleveland Stadium.
      

      	
        Never let a joke escalate too far—that’s when someone gets hurt.
      

      	
        Always punch up. Never punch down. Side punches are okay.
      

      	
        Nobody gets hurt. (Yes, that one bears repeating.)
      

      

      

      In college at Akron State (the same school Bud Forrester had attended, but many years later), Charlie and his best friend Ramjet (real name: Roger) lived in a small house with three other guys near campus. People moved in and out, but Charlie and Ramjet were there for the duration.

      One night they stole a rock from a neighbor down the street. Not a rock you could throw—a giant mini-boulder. It took six of them to lift it onto Ramjet’s pickup. They took it back to their house, dated it, and exactly one year later, to the day, they put it back. See rule #2.

      They never even tried to find out what happened after that. It was enough to picture the homeowner walking inside: “Mildred! You’ll never guess what’s in the front yard!”

      Charlie and Ramjet laughed about that one long after graduation. Charlie considered it a masterpiece. (Until the Clark Bar story. Yes, we’re almost there.)

      Being a prank master, Charlie occasionally found himself in front of a committee of stern, well-suited individuals apologetically saying, “I thought it was a funny idea at the time.” This only happened when rule #3 got broken.

      

      Don Woodman came on board at Channel 23, and Charlie immediately thought he was a stuffed shirt—but decided to give him a chance. It didn’t take long to confirm his suspicions: Don Woodman was indeed a stuffed shirt.

      Woodman had come from Channel 9—the station where Bud Forrester would one day miss his first broadcast, but, as he’d be dead at the time, it hardly mattered.

      Don entered Channel 23 like a man who had just scaled a mountain and pulled himself over the top, acting as if this were the greatest step-up of his professional career. It was a side-step at best.

      As program director, if anything was going to air on Channel 23, it had to go through him. Scuttlebutt said he had quit Channel 9 after a heated argument with the station manager over “principle and journalistic integrity.” That was a lie. Don Woodman had been fired for being an asshole.

      For his first few weeks, Woodman wandered the halls, tie undone like he was one of the guys. He shook hands, slapped backs, and forgot people’s names as soon as they walked away. He earned points for one reason only: he gave assignments and then stayed out of them. He might take credit at the end, but he didn’t meddle with the process. For Charlie, that was refreshing. (Not the credit-taking part, but the let-me-do-my-job part.)

      Twice a day, Woodman came into the Channel 23 break room. There were two vending machines and a community coffee pot with a jar beside it for contributions. Woodman put money in the jar during his first week—loudly, so everyone knew it. After that, not so much. He’d come in, glad-hand everyone, make a joke about how bad the coffee was and shouldn’t management do something about it, then buy a candy bar and disappear into his office until after five.

      He was the kind of manager who liked to call meetings at 4:45 and keep people until 5:05—just long enough to throw you into rush-hour traffic or make you miss your bus. People assumed he had nowhere else to go. Sometimes he stuck around to watch the 6:00 news from the back of the control room. He didn’t kibitz, didn’t make suggestions, just watched and left. He was liked mostly because he didn’t bother anyone.

      The candy vending machine in the break room was a behemoth. Until 1973, it had been an even bigger monstrosity—the kind with baseball-bat-sized handles, five choices of candy bars, and a separate section for mints, gum, and antacids. You’d put in a quarter, pull the handle with both hands, and your treat would drop into the tray. A replacement bar would drop into the display window, and life would go on.

      In 1973, the new behemoth arrived: a giant-window machine with fifty different choices, each wedged into a mechanized spiral with a number on the keypad at the side. It was a wonder to behold. People bought candy just to watch it work. (Yes, this was what passed for entertainment before cell phones and screens. We watched candy bars drop out of spirals, and we loved it.)

      Don Woodman had a thing for Clark Bars. They had the consistency of chocolate-covered balsa wood but tasted vaguely like a Reese’s Cup. No coconut—that was Zagnut. Clark Bars were much better.

      The vending machine guy came in once a week like a hero and left like the Lone Ranger riding into the sunset. It was a mini-Christmas. People pretended to “accidentally” wander into the break room:

      “Oh, was the vending machine guy here? What did he bring?”

      They were like kids peering into the Christmas windows at Halle’s Department Store.

      One week, the vending guy loaded fifteen Clark Bars into a spiral, but in front of them, he placed a single Three Musketeers. Nobody wanted the Three Musketeers. Even Bit-O-Honey was preferable. (Yes, Bit-O-Honey, if you can believe it.)

      Two weeks passed. Nobody bought the Three Musketeers. This deprived Woodman of his beloved Clark Bars. He’d enter the break room, swear under his breath (sometimes not so under), buy a bag of M&Ms, and retreat to his office.

      Finally, Woodman snapped. He Scotch-taped a note to the glass:

      “WILL SOMEONE BUY THIS FUCKING THREE MUSKETEERS SO I CAN HAVE A FUCKING CLARK BAR!!!”

      It should be noted that it never occurred to him to simply buy the Three Musketeers himself and give it away—or leave it next to the coffee pot as a freebie. He could have, but he didn’t.

      And if you’re one of those people who believes everything in the universe is connected to everything else well, this was the moment the ball started rolling.

      Charlie had an idea.

      He took up a collection, then bought the Three Musketeers and all the Clark Bars behind it. He and several guys from the night crew agreed to follow Charlie’s rules and never speak of it again.

      They bought the Clark Bars, removed them from their wrappers with surgical precision, ate the candy, and distributed the empty wrappers across Woodman’s world:

      
        
          	
        One slipped into his office mailbox.
      

      	
        Three or four hidden on his desk, under his stapler, and taped inside a drawer so they’d fall out when he opened it.
      

      	
        Another tucked inside the toilet paper roll in his favorite stall. (The night crew agreed to use a different floor until they heard the inevitable stream of profanities.)
      

      

      

      They left the Three Musketeers by the coffee pot.

      Woodman fumed. Charlie Baker became a god.

      

      Let’s jump ahead five years. It’s a few weeks before Bud Forrester will be dead as a carp in the back of the Channel 23 News Van. Charlie, who rarely thought about the Clark Bar prank anymore, is called into Woodman’s office.

      A segment producer being summoned by the program director was not unusual. But this time, Woodman was all smiles.

      “Charlie! Howzit hanging, buddy? Have a seat. I hear you like practical jokes.”
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      Five years before Bud Forrester was dead as a carp in the back of the Channel 23 News Van.

      Lola stood in her kitchen being adorable. She was one of those women who are adorable and don’t know they’re adorable, which just makes them even more adorable. She was wearing a robe and a pair of bunny slippers. If you told her she looked adorable, she’d briefly smile and then say, “No I’m not,” and find some other way to swat the compliment away like an unwanted fly.

      She was staring over her stove at a pan full of hot grease, cooking a batch of donuts. Lola’s donuts were a wonder unto themselves. She had learned the secret of a good donut batter (one capful of almond extract) and the secret of a good cinnamon-sugar coating (go light on the cinnamon and add nutmeg).

      She gently tapped the sugar rings as they floated in the grease, waiting for the precise moment to take them out and let them tumble in the sugar and cinnamon (and nutmeg) before setting them aside to cool. She was going to take them to work for the girls.

      Lola owned a two-layer cake carrier from Tupperware. On the top she could sprinkle some carrot sticks or cherry tomatoes, but on the lower layer she’d bring in her famous sugar confections.

      Jimmy kept a watchful eye on all the girls. He thought he was doing his job by making the occasional weight joke or checking to see what they were eating on any given day. Lola was a stripper. Jimmy had no problem making jokes or sly comments about the girls who had a little too much jiggle.

      The jokes were  never funny and didn’t become funny with repetition. Lola knew two of the girls were practically starving themselves, and bringing in homemade donuts was a welcome break from the I-need-to-be-skinnier mindset. Jimmy usually saved the skinniest girls for weekend nights and lunch hours.

      Lola was a stripper, but she was an adorable stripper. Other girls would come out and spin around a greased pole to some beat-heavy music. Lola would come out in—literally—an itsy-bitsy teeny-weeny yellow polka-dot bikini, carrying a beach ball and playing catch with the audience. She would giggle and bounce like it was her favorite game (it wasn’t). Eventually, the men in the audience figured out that if they threw the ball above her head and she reached for it, she would pop out of the bikini top. If it landed behind her, well, then she would have to bend over to pick it up again. It was stupid, but it worked, and the money was really good. If she could pull off the innocent act—like she only “accidentally” flashed a nipple or two—then it really wasn’t dirty, was it? It was good, clean fun. Lola usually danced to I Get Around by the Beach Boys, sometimes Beach Blanket Bingo by Frankie and Annette.

      The act never seemed to wear thin, and no one seemed bothered by the idea that she was wearing high heels at the beach.

      Lola made a ton of cash in tips and banked almost every dollar. She rented the upper half of a house, and when she wasn’t working or baking she was at the library. She was close enough to the university to sit in on the business classes without being questioned. She told Mrs. Hubbard, who lived downstairs, that she was a student and worked nights—although she occasionally caught Mr. Hubbard looking at her as if he may have been in the audience once or twice.

      “Someday,” she said out loud to herself. It was more of a mantra, really. “Someday I’ll open a bakery.” Or, “Someday I’ll have my own house.” Or, “Someday I won’t have to show my tits to pay rent.” For now, just the word Someday was a comfort.

      She took the confections into work that evening, and the girls swarmed her. They were hidden under the vegetable tray, but apparently when Doreen (aka Spice) had one, she got powdered sugar on her upper lip. Jimmy the manager threw a fit.

      “Doreen! What did I tell you about doing that shit in here?” He thought she was doing cocaine. She thought he’d caught her with the sugar, so she pointed at Lola. “She brought them!”

      Lola could see the wheels in Jimmy’s head spinning. The nouns didn’t line up, and he winced a bit like thinking hurt.

      “It’s sugar, Jimmy,” Lola said. “She’s got sugar on her lip.”

      Jimmy looked back at Doreen and said, “That’s what I meant.”

      It wasn’t what he meant, and everyone knew it wasn’t what he meant, but the last thing he was going to be was wrong.

      “Like she needs more weight.”

      Doreen looked like someone had just smacked her. She was more hurt by the idea that Jimmy thought she was fat than by the idea he thought she was doing drugs. She teetered on her heels, spun, and buried her face into the shoulder of a tall, afro-haired goddess named Irene. Irene patted Doreen’s back and said, “Nice, Jimmy. Way to keep up morale.”

      “Shut up, Irene,” Jimmy said. Then he turned back to Lola. “I told you to stop bringing in the donuts. You’re making the girls fat. If guys wanted to see fat girls, they’d stay home with their wives.”

      “It’s a donut, Jimmy,” Lola said. “It’s not a bacon cheeseburger. Plus, look at her. You’ve already got her so self-conscious she’s skipping meals again. What are you going to do if she passes out on stage… again? Let the girl have a donut.”

      “Bring that shit into my place again, Lola, and I’ll fire your fat ass too.”

      And with that, Jimmy stomped toward the door. Then he changed his mind, came back, and slapped the tray of veggies and donuts, sending it sprawling to the floor. “And clean that up.”

      Point made, he went for the door, oblivious to the fingers flipped at his back by Lola, Doreen, Irene, and five other semi-dressed girls. If you counted the mirrors in the room, it was more than that.

      Doreen continued to sob. Irene continued to pat her back. The other girls returned to their makeup and the refashioning of lost sequins, and Lola walked over and began to clean up the mess.

      Someday, she thought. Someday.
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      Which takes place about five years after Jimmy slapped the donut tray… Bud Forrester isn’t dead just yet, and Charlie Baker is in Don Woodman’s office.

      Don Woodman said, “I hear you like practical jokes.”

      Charlie’s stomach dropped into his shoes. It would be just like Woodman to wait to fire him. Maybe he wanted to wait until he couldn’t call it payback. Maybe he had just now found out it was Charlie who organized the whole thing. Who knew? Charlie was suddenly prepared for the worst. Woodman gestured to the guest chair. Charlie said, “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Charlieeeee,” Woodman said, drawing out the word like they were long-time buddies. “Come on, Charlie—that Clark Bar bit was a thing of beauty. It was art, Charlie. It was art.”

      Charlie eased himself into the chair across from Woodman’s desk, still unsure of where this was going and wondering if it was going where he thought it was going—how he was going to update his résumé and demo reel because he was going to be so very fired. Charlie said, “I don’t know what you mean.”

      Woodman grinned. “Good answer. Never admit. Blame if you have to. Pass the buck. Deny everything. Denounce the source.”

      Charlie wasn’t sure why he was getting a lecture in office politics, but he sat there and let the words wash over him.

      Woodman said, “Were you part of the live remote from the children’s hospital last weekend—the one on Saturday?”

      “Wasn’t my gig,” Charlie said.

      “Did you watch it? Saturday afternoon—it was live.”

      “I really don’t watch much TV at home,” said Charlie. “Kind of get my fill during the week.”

      “Smart,” said Woodman, “but you need to keep up with the goings-on at the station. Wouldn’t you say?”

      In fact, Charlie would not say. He had made a conscious habit not to even turn the TV on in his home unless it was an Indians game or there was a news report he’d been part of. He liked to check how his work played on a regular TV in his living room. Other than that, he could give a damn about the goings-on. What he said was, “When you’re right, you’re right.”

      “Captain Cartoon was there,” Woodman said.

      Charlie smiled.

      “Don’t smile,” Woodman said. “Captain Cartoon is an asshole and you’re going to help me get him back.”

      And suddenly it became clear to Charlie, at least partially, why he’d been invited into Woodman’s office.

      
      Okay—remember how you had to know the Clark Bar story? Now you have to learn about Captain Cartoon, but it’s entirely likely you already know. You just had a different version when you were growing up.

      Everybody loved Captain Cartoon. Captain Cartoon had been around almost as long as Bud Forrester. The biggest struggle back in those days was to fill time. You have twenty-four hours in a day and you had to have something on television every single one of them.

      In 1966 Henry Dubinowski was a fresh face at Channel 9. Straight out of college into a junior producer’s role (much like Charlie’s), he was one of three guys who ran camera on the 6:00 and 11:00 news, which—like everything else—was live.

      Henry wanted to be an actor. Fame was secondary. He wanted to be on the stage, any stage. He had a plan: get a job at a local television or radio station, work the morning shift and tread the boards” at night. He’d done some local theater work and a few shows in college. It had made him feel whole. He loved the craft of it and had pretty much convinced himself he would be happy working a TV job and acting on the side.

      When Channel 9 decided it needed a weekday host from 3 to 6 every day to show cartoons to kids, Henry saw his chance. Batman was huge. Adam West and Burt Ward were becoming legends—first the TV series and then a full-fledged movie. Superheroes were in vogue, so Channel 9 was going to get a piece of that. They invented Captain Cartoon’s Cosmic Cartoon Cavalcade: someone to appear in tights and a mask and a helmet and entertain the kids with animated classics like Casper the Friendly Ghost and Ruff and Reddy and dozens of other cartoons—as long as they were cheap. Very cheap.

      Captain Cartoon was to wear a pair of long johns in a lime green so bright it made the camera hum. These were upscaled by purple silk boxer shorts and a matching cape. The mask, also green, covered the upper half of his face, and the helmet… well, that was just a motorcycle helmet the prop guys had glued a series of antennas to. One was for receiving reminders when time was running out and it was time to say goodbye. One was for receiving really bad jokes from Planet Cartoon, the Captain’s home world. The Captain was to put his hand on the antenna: “Uh-oh, we have a joke coming in… Why did the boy fart under his pillow? So he could get a visit from the TOOT fairy.”

      Henry auditioned. He had a bit of a paunch, but so did Adam West. He brought a certain nuance to the character and the producer was happy. (Mostly the producer thought he was above children’s programming and hired the first actor who came to auditions. In this case, he already knew Henry would show up and do the job.)

      Henry was Captain Cartoon for the next ten years.

      Children loved him. Adults who grew up watching Captain Cartoon still loved him. Moms who needed to cook dinner or just wanted one goddamn minute of peace and quiet adored Captain Cartoon.

      Charlie Baker did too. When Charlie was old enough to understand that Captain Cartoon wasn’t
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