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Our friendship goes back twenty-four years, so recollections and the exact sequence of events have grown fuzzy, but the character and actions of my friend remain crystal clear.  Telling a story about him is the best way I know to describe the man he is. 

****

There was a slight delay when I answered the company phone using my name.  Answering with my name was an old habit I needed to abandon, at least for a while. I was not ready to be identified with the company.  Not yet.  Then I recognized the slightly raspy chuckle on the other end of the line. “What the hell are you doing answering the phone there?”  A sense of relief spread over me when I heard CT’s voice.  He always made me laugh and I needed a good laugh that day.  A sneaky constable or process server of some sort had served me with a subpoena less than two hours before.  

I could not manage even a chuckle.  “Believe me, I have been asking myself that question for more than a week.”  I knew that sounded like a strange answer, but it could not have been truer. I glanced at the lawsuit papers lying on the table next to the phone.  It was not my office, not my table, not my phone, not my chair, yet the process server had tracked me here.  How?  And why sue me?

CT and I had been friends about seven years back then.  We lived three hundred miles apart and could not have been more dissimilar, but we hit it off right away.  A lot of people could say that about CT … less about me.  We had met while working as registered representatives (stockbrokers) for another broker-dealer. We frequently argued about who had been first to sign with the startup BD.  He had wrangled rep # 1 and I settled for # 9 (my lucky number), but I knew I was there first.  Those had been the good old days—days before I took an inside job as vice-president at that BD.  Then things began to unravel.  There had been a contentious stockholder meeting, resignations, replacements, a new president, lawsuits and threatened lawsuits; a friend of ours had been fired.  What started out as bright and shiny had become tarnished for CT and me.  When they fired the new president, a man I had come to respect, I resigned. 

I resigned without thinking much about what I would do next.  Unusual for me, but I had a safety net in my old small town financial planning practice.  I figured things would just return to the way they were.  In hindsight, that was foolish of me.  Things could never be the same again.  The controversy followed me and reps kept the lines hot talking to me about it.  Rumors about my next move were pure speculation because I did not know myself.   More out of curiosity and a haunting feeling of unfinished business than anything else, I visited an old friend at his fledgling broker-dealer and wound up spending the day, then the next.  I had been there just over a week when CT called.

I asked him, “How did you know how to find me?”

CT’s voice still had a smile in it.  “Just a lucky guess. You staying there?”

“I’ve been sued for it, so I guess I am.  Seems too late to turn back now.  People like us don’t like to be told we can’t do something … especially through lawyers.”

Another throaty laugh.  “I’ll call back when you have had time to decide.”

When he called back a few weeks later, I was president of the tiny new BD.  President of what, I did not know.  There were only three of us.  My clients were in the process of being transferred; I was involved in mediation over my last two commission checks from the old BD, and fighting to hold onto my own clients.  All this, and I still did not know how it all came about.  I felt something or somebody else was in charge of my life.  

I answered his call using my name again.  The throaty voice laughed.  “I see you are still answering the phone.  How are you holding out?” 

The little pie-shaped closet I was in now had a metal desk, my own rolling chair, and a phone with a shoulder rest to ease the neck crick I was getting after talking eight hours a day.  We had been told to cease and desist and had been warned that our phones were tapped and that private investigators followed us everywhere we went.  I did not believe that, and besides, what did it matter now?  I was neither happy nor invigorated about all of it, but I had to be energized or lose everything I owned. “Hanging in there, barely.”

“Got enough money?”

“Never enough.”

“I could float you a loan.” 

“You can’t do that.  You can’t even talk to me.  I’m told our phones are tapped.”

“How would it be if I came over and brought my clients?”

I waited a long time to answer.  My heartbeat stepped up a notch or two thinking of having my old friend with me again.  Not only would he make things more fun and interesting, we also badly needed someone who could generate revenues.  And CT could generate revenues better than a slot machine.  “You know the answer to that, but I can’t ask you to do it.  You know I got sued.  With your production and reputation with other reps and in the industry, you will be, too.”

“Who was it said people like us don’t like to be told what we can and can’t do?”

It’s a simple story to this point, one that some people won’t see as significant.  But CT knew its significance, and so did I.  There was some rationale for my taking the risk I had because I had worked inside the old BD.  I had left behind hurt feelings and could never expect the level of service from them I had enjoyed before.  I knew too much and had voiced strong opinions too often.  CT could simply have gone on his merry, profitable way and stayed where he was.  We would still have been friends.  He really had no reason to come over, other than our friendship and his trust in me.  Of course, CT liked the thrill of it all.  The challenge.  He was willing to roll the dice, risk everything, and spend who knew how long or how much defending himself and his family against a lawsuit, all for the sake of friendship and to show folks that he was in charge of his own destiny.  Not many men left like CT.

He did join us; he did get sued; he did become our top producer.  Since CT’s integrity was beyond reproach throughout the industry, his stamp of approval meant that many more reps would follow. He brought more legitimacy with product sponsors, too.  There were other reps that were extremely important to our success, reps with integrity and clout that I am proud to call friends and colleagues, reps who showed courage and faith by joining a startup.  They would all agree, however, that CT was the catalyst.  

When we discovered he was not cashing his commission checks, I called and asked why.  He just said he figured we could use a little float.  I told him the checks were good, but he delayed cashing them, anyway.  Don’t need the money, he had said. 

Unless his attendance was legally mandated or I specifically requested his presence, he almost never attended training sessions at our conferences, preferring to set up shop in the hotel or convention center bar.  We assured that a place was reserved for CT in a good location, a place that he could reach easily and sit comfortably for twelve hour stretches.  Yes, for twelve hours a day, four or five days in a row, sometimes longer, CT would commiserate with fledgling and successful reps, explaining how to succeed in the business of financial planning.  CPA’s, CFP’s, CFS’s, lawyers—all licensed stockbrokers, sat in rapt attention interspersed with lots of laughter as the man with a tenth grade education explained the secrets of his success.  There was just really one secret—well, maybe two.  “Never put your interests ahead of your clients’.  Your job is to help people.”  CT had a gift for explaining these simple secrets with anecdotes that could make the most inexperienced rep understand.  I liked to watch the lights come on in the eyes of his listeners.  I called those gatherings The University of CT.  

People soon forget that CT is handicapped.  He has the appearance of a strong, athletic and virile man—a real outdoorsman.  He is all those things, but an accident crippled him in his early adulthood, forcing him to wear a brace and walk with a crutch.  He used a motorized cart when the pain got too bad.  And yes, there was a lot of pain—constant for over four decades. After the accident, he started over and failed several times.  Finally, he pulled himself up by his bootstraps and his one good leg and embarked on a journey of self-education.  He started a new business.  This one worked.  

I never knew about the pain until I had known him about five years.  He suffered in silence. He took me deep sea fishing in his own boat and spent the better part of the trip patiently untangling my reel.  We sat in a little seaside bar somewhere (Padre Island, I think) and had rum and coke.  We never discussed constant pain.  When I told him I was leaving the business to pursue the next chapters in my life, he understood, never accusing me of abandoning the ship he had risked everything to come aboard.  

We remained friends after I left the business.  I have been in his home many times and know his family.  He had been to a business gathering at my house before, but he and Maggie Jo made a six-hour, pain-filled journey to my home to help me celebrate the launch of my novel after all business connections between us were in the past.  Not many friends like that.  My books occupy an honored place on a shelf in their living room.    

Two years ago, nonprescription painkillers ate a hole in his digestive organs and he almost died from kidney failure.  I did not know until he was out of the hospital.  We talked a few times each year on the phone and exchanged a few e-mails, but all those years on the phone had given me phone-phobia and he had the same distaste for e-mail, though he was a computer expert.  

If we had not lived six hours apart, we would have had coffee every day, I think.  But there was that six-hour distance.  When he recovered from the near-death experience and his fishing friend died, putting the boat in the water became onerous and painful, so he took up hog and deer hunting, mostly hogs.  He promised to take me because I really wanted to see how a man who had only one good leg could manage successful hog hunts.  He did manage it, however, with the same gumption that he managed everything else.  What I really wanted to do most was to come to the little trailer house he had on Padre Island and ride down the coastline in his Jeep.  Maybe slip over into Mexico.   

Seventeen years after he called me that day to ask what I was doing at the new BD and twenty-four years into our friendship, Maggie Jo called to tell me that CT was dying. Inoperable cancer.  I was having coffee with a new friend when she called.  I am sure the new friend was shocked at the look that came over my face and the clouds in my eyes.  I told Maggie I would need time to absorb that, to get my arms around it.  Forty-eight hours later, I was on his doorstep.  We talked for hours—with him still remaining calm and poised in this crisis to end all crises.  There was a pain pump, installed after that episode two years earlier.  I had not known.  He was upbeat and his voice was strong, but his eyes reflected the pain.  Even CT was having trouble managing this level of pain.  

When he tired too much and it was time for me to go, I knew it might be the last time I saw him alive and I wanted to cross that bridge that men seldom set foot on, that chasm between what we feel in our hearts versus what comes out of our mouths.  I am sure my effort was stumbling, inept, as I struggled to say what this friend had meant to me and how much I admired him, to form into words the sum of a man’s life from the viewpoint of someone other than family.  He set the bar high; he served without expectation of reward; he was humble; he was prosperous without losing frugality; he was generous without taking credit; and he knew the value to oneself that comes from helping others. To me, he was a true, good, and loyal friend.  They should build monuments to people like CT.

CT, I am so very sorry we never made the hog hunt and that Jeep trip along the coast.  I wish you a joy-filled and pain-free period for the remainder of your days.  If you get there ahead of me, tap me on the shoulder and give me good advice once in awhile.  Because, after all, you will have the secret we all think we want to know.  If I go first, I promise to do the same for you. I will miss you, dear friend, and will never, never forget.     

CT died on February 8, 2009.

Jim H. Ainsworth

