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    Chapter One


    I’m getting old…


    I scan the face that’s staring back at me warily from the bathroom mirror. I see the pinched latticework of crows’ feet around the shrunken, puffy eyes; the deepening, angry laugh lines around the mouth; the burgeoning swell of flab around the chin seeking to erode whatever contours it may have once possessed. It’s a grim, desolate face, as if on the brink of dissolution.


    Truth be told, the rest of my body hasn’t fared any better either. My stomach is no longer as flat as it once was. My thighs have grown fleshy and flaccid. My chest, shoulders and biceps are not as taut and muscular as they were when I was in my twenties and early thirties and had the time and energy to work out on a more regular basis. (Not that I was ever truly committed to the task to begin with, or that the effort would have succeeded in sculpting my physique into a svelte, strapping form: I have been blessed with what I like to call a curvilinear body type, which among its other dubious attributes, has always been doggedly resistant to the effects of physical exercise. I believe I have my late father’s genes to thank for that.)


    I sigh, reach for the razor and proceed to shave off the day-old stubble on my chin and neck. I’m not particularly thrilled about the day that looms ahead. It will be a day like any other, to be fair, in an endless chain of indistinguishable days stretching back I don’t know how far. I will throw on some clothes in a minute, go to the kitchen, try to grab some breakfast while attempting to make small talk with my wife and kids (if they are in the mood for that and not grouchy and curt, like they tend to be more often than not), and then jump in my car and embark upon the hour-long drive it takes to get to my office, where I will soon find myself immersed in the everyday minutia of busy work while a sense of fraught nervousness hangs in the air around me, like a pall of dense fog, making me feel that at any moment some random command or missive will come tearing out of the haze, enjoining me to take on yet another boring, distasteful or pointless new task that I would have no desire to perform, or worse, the discharge of which would lead to some terrible and expensive mistake which, in turn, would require feverish defensive maneuvers on my part to clear my name and keep my job safe.


    Corporate America can be a jungle, a Darwinian, no-holds-barred battleground on which competing agendas, egos and ambitions fight for dominance like so many species of predatory fauna.


    A knock sounds on the bathroom door and derails my train of thought. Laurie, my wife, wants to be let in, so she can have a go at her own morning ritual of toilet, grooming and dressing.


    “Ed,” she calls out. “Open the door. I’m getting late.”


    I grab a towel, wrap it around my waist and unlock the door.


    She bursts in looking peeved, as if by delaying her entry to the bathroom I’ve subjected her to an appalling injustice. She’s wearing a white terry-cloth bathrobe, stained at the lapels with what I infer are streaks and smudges of makeup and sundry other facial appliances. (She always puts on her make up clad in her robe, prior to dressing up, and from its condition I can see the reason why. However, I do sometimes wonder why she won’t go out and buy a darker colored one, at the very least, so the stains won’t stand out as grotesquely as they do on the white one that she has on.)


    “It’s not just your bathroom, you know,” she admonishes me as she brushes past me. (She’s always admonishing me. It’s become her self-ordained role in life.)


    “Sorry, honey.” I say. (I’m always saying sorry to her. Or I am most of the time. Perhaps that’s come to be my role in life.)


    I’m annoyed at the intrusion as much as she’s annoyed for being locked out, because I hate sharing the bathroom with her, even though it’s big enough for both of us, with two “his and her” sinks, a stand-up shower stall and a Jacuzzi bathtub, a separate closed-off alcove for the toilet, and two good-sized walk-in closets.


    She glides over to her side of the bathroom and starts brushing her teeth. She uses one of those electric, rotating toothbrushes. I can’t stand the buzzing sound it makes.


    I dive into my closet and shut the door.


    It’s my sanctuary, this closet, my little bastion of harmony and cohesion amidst the general chaos of my wife’s presence. (She’s a messy person, one of the messiest I’ve ever met, which is largely why I resent having to share the bathroom, or any other living space for that matter, with her.) It’s neatly arranged, logically organized, and conveniently constituted. I’m proud of what I’ve done with it. Dress shirts, polo shirts and suits hang on the top rack, slacks and jeans on the bottom. My t-shirts, shorts, socks and underwear are in a dresser in the left corner, a shoe rack with four pairs of dress shoes, two sets of sneakers and a couple of casuals sits on the right. Everything’s in its place, and there’s a place for everything. My mom would be proud.


    I pull out an undershirt and boxer briefs from the dresser and put them on. I want to dress in a polo shirt and a pair of khakis. It’s September, the weather is hot, and my office faces the sun, which makes it stuffy in the afternoon. But as I reach for the polo, I recall that I have a meeting with my boss today. An important meeting, perhaps. I can’t be certain. Because there was no agenda attached to the email invitation I got from his admin yesterday. (Corporate America has unanimously decided to do away with the “secretary” designation among its ranks; instead we now have “Admins”, short for Administrative Assistants; the only exception to this rule is the title of “Executive Secretary” - which is considered both politically correct and respectable, presumably because of the prefix “Executive” attached to it. As far as I’m concerned, “secretary” is a perfectly appropriate job title. Why not call a spade a spade?)


    I choose a pair of light grey business-casual slacks, a solid blue shirt and a navy blazer. I want to look serious, professional, dependable, though I’m not sure doing so will change the perception my boss has of me (which, he’s made sure I know, is not very favorable).


    I step out of the closet and catch Laurie snapping on her bra. The robe is lying discarded at her feet. And I know there it will remain for the rest of the day until needed again at night, unless I happen to pick it up prior to that and hang it on the clothes hanger, which, incidentally, stands naked and forlorn not two feet away from the abandoned robe.


    Behind her, the sink is a disaster, cluttered with various grooming paraphernalia: a flat iron, hair dryer, nail polish bottles, cotton swabs, mascara box, eye liner, God knows what else. The mirror is splattered with spots of flying tooth paste from her rotating brush. There is hair in the sink; hair clinging to the brush she has just run through her hair.


    I used to find it cute and endearing, this slovenliness of hers, back when we were dating in college. It made her seem helpless and overwhelmed, unable to come to grips with her surroundings- someone who needed to be protected and guided through life’s harsh realities. I once thought I could change her, given time and some empathetic coaching, and eventually prevail upon her to abandon the trait. I’ve failed miserably at that.


    I consider saying something to her about cleaning things up then decide it’s not worth the effort. I am up against four and a half decades of habit. She is a slob and will remain one until she dies, or becomes incapacitated in old age, in which case she will finally have a legitimate excuse to not clean up after herself. (I secretly dread that day; I would hate to be the person responsible for taking care of her. I dread being responsible for taking care of anyone. My mother is approaching that age and I will have to figure out how she will be looked after when she no longer has the ability to carry on by herself.)


     “What’s your plan today?” Laurie asks me, as I try to sneak by her and out of the bathroom.


    I screech to a halt. “Why?” I ask.


    “Can you pick up Jenny from her basketball practice?”


    “Why?” I say again.


    “I have a book club meeting tonight.”


    I can’t help snickering cynically.


    “Ah,” I say. “Your book club…”


    These book club meetings, as far as I’ve been able to gather, are nothing more than glorified party nights, an excuse for my wife and her friends to get together once a month to gossip and drink. And put on airs and boast about how happy, rewarding and fulfilling their lives are; how satisfied they are with their marriages, their jobs (if they hold down one, which for this crowd is the exception rather than the rule, most being housewives - or rather, stay-at-home moms to use yet another politically correct term), how proud or crazy or exasperated their kids are making them, how demanding and remarkable and hectic their husbands’ careers are, how much they care about their community and how involved they are in charitable causes and how much joy and peace and satisfaction this brings them. I doubt if the book itself, which is supposed to be the main topic of conversation, is discussed for more than ten minutes, if at all. I wonder how many of them take the time to read the prescribed books in their entirety (for the record, I’ve never seen my wife reading any of them - although she does purchase them religiously).


    “Do we have to go through this every time?” she says. “Can’t you just do something without bitching about it first?”


    I stare at my wife.


    Only a couple of years younger than me, she is still a strikingly pretty woman. Which isn’t to say the ravages of time haven’t asserted themselves with her: her face has become thinner, gaunter over the years; her cheeks have hollowed out; the eyes have retreated into their sockets; the hips have widened, the waist has thickened, the breasts have begun to droop. But she has fared better than I have. She can still turn heads dressed in a mini skirt, high heels and a push-up bra. (She owns several of those.) And her legs are to die for: slim, supple and muscular. She is in much better physical shape than me and takes better care of her body than I do. (She also has more time on her hands to do so because she doesn’t work – hasn’t done so since our daughter, Jenny, our second child, was born.) She works out on a regular basis – participates in yoga and cardio and kickboxing and various other strenuous and provocatively named exercise programs offered at her gym.


    She has her brow furrowed and her lips drawn at the moment, her head tilted to the side. And as I watch her, a warm, and simultaneously, mournful memory stabs at my heart. It’s a look I remember well from days gone by - one of little-girl-lost bewilderment, mingled with a sort of supplicating exasperation. It used to turn me on, this look, and I’m surprised that it’s doing the same now. There is a stirring of desire inside me, a need to take her in my arms and kiss her lips and bend her backwards on the cluttered sink and make love to her right then and there.


    A decade ago, I would not have hesitated. I would have ripped off her bra, torn away her panties and taken her without a second thought. But those days are long gone. Intimate contact between us is rare now, and feels mechanical, awkward when it does happen. There is no spontaneity (or continuity) in our love life. She only consents to having sex maybe once a month. It always takes place in bed, only in the missionary position, on the express condition that no fellatio be involved, and all through the episode I get the distinct feeling that a huge favor is being conferred upon me. The act itself never lasts more than 10 minutes, from start to end, sometimes including the post-coital cleanup period.


    I would like to have sex with her more often, more vigorously, with greater abandon, but feel it would be vexatious and incommodious rather than exciting and fulfilling for her. I no longer have the heart to press her on that issue.


    “Sorry,” I say (there I go again, playing my part). “I’ll pick up Jenny.”


    She grunts something inaudible under her breath and hurtles by me toward her closet. I catch a glimpse of it as she pulls the door open. It is as unkempt and disorderly as the sink. The floor is littered with shoes and clothes. The hangers swing aimlessly on the bars, bare and unused. A wave of disgust washes over me, throttling the desire I’d felt for her a moment earlier. I step out of the bathroom and into the bedroom, where I find the bed rumpled and unmade.


    My house is typical of what you would find in any middle to upper middle class suburban neighborhood in the larger metro area around Houston, Texas (we live in the city of Sugar Land, twenty or so miles South West of Houston). It’s a double-storied structure, with an attached two-car garage, and a big yard in the back – big enough to accommodate a pool, which we wanted to put in when we bought the place seven years ago, but never got around to doing.


    The first floor has a lounge, a kitchen, the master bedroom, a study and a formal dining room. The second floor has a den/sitting area for the kids, as well as three bedrooms with attached bathrooms.


    My two kids, Jenny and Josh, occupy the upper floor of the house. In fact, they rule over it like lord and lady, and occasionally get into pitched battles over the territorial rights they both feel they exercise over it. Josh is seventeen and in his senior year in high school. Jenny is fifteen, going on sixteen, and in her junior year. They both go to the same public school.


    Josh takes after my wife in both looks and mannerisms – he has the same sleek, angular good looks and dark hair and an easy, fluid way about him. Jenny is more like me – sandy brown hair, a more rounded face and physique, and a somewhat plodding, reserved personality, though unlike me she is quite tall for her gender, almost as tall as Josh. This makes her a good fit for the girls’ basketball team. But only in terms of size, because she is an indifferent player, at best, and not as effective as she could be if she worked harder. (Or perhaps, she’s just not cut out to be an athlete and is miscast in that role, much as I was when I was her age and used to think I could be a good baseball player.)


    Both of my kids have an air of languidness and lassitude about them. They seem to lack the drive and the zip and the determination my generation used to have when we were their age. They spend too much time on couches and chairs, glued to the TV or their computers or their hand-held devices. They are more comfortable existing in the digital realm, prefer to experience the world vicariously via Facebook, Twitter and other social media web sites, and rely on cryptic, acronym-heavy text messages instead of face to face or telephonic conversation to communicate with their friends. (Lately they’ve even started to show a tendency for using text messages to communicate with us; instead of asking his mom whether dinner is ready, Josh now sends her a text – from his bedroom upstairs.)


    They do have it a lot harder than we did though, I will admit that. The world is so much more complex, competitive and specialized than it used to be back in our day. It’s also in much worse shape. Our generation has failed them at least in that sense, I believe, by degrading and destroying everything they will inherit from us: the economy, the politics, the education system, the social and physical infrastructure, the ecosystem and the environment, the list is long and endless. (I don’t know what our generation can do to stop this from happening; we are so set in our ways, so used to doing things the way we’ve been taught and encouraged and indoctrinated to do. I often get this uneasy feeling that something about the world isn’t right, that humanity has somehow gotten its priorities mixed up and is headed down the wrong path, at the end of which lies not peace and salvation but disease, bloodshed, destruction and, ultimately, extinction. I don’t have a lot of faith in our species’ ability to set things right either, to correct its course, so to speak. Nor do I know how to bring about that change. I have no alternatives to offer. I have no big ideas, grand designs or bold visions. I’m just an average Joe. All I can think to do is go with the flow, stay on the look-out for a toe-hold somewhere, so I can get through life without having to confront too much pain. I guess we can’t arrest this process of global, planet-wide debasement any more than I can hope to arrest the aging and disintegration of my own face and body.)


    I find Josh and Jenny having breakfast in the kitchen. I look at my watch. It’s almost 7:30. They need to be in school by 8:00. I need to be at work by 8:30. And in a meeting with my boss at 9:00.


    I hurry over to the counter to pour myself a cup of coffee, and realize I’ve forgotten to make it. The coffee maker is programmed to start brewing automatically at 7:15. All I have to do is put the coffee in, fill it with water, and press the “auto” button before going to bed, which apparently I’ve forgotten to do the night before.


    “We have to get going, dad,” my son declares.


    I curse under my breath. I’ll just have to wait for my caffeine fix until I get to work. No time to swing by a Starbucks either. (I’m addicted to Starbucks coffee; even the coffee we make at home is Starbucks brand. It’s expensive but worth every penny. It’s the only thing that can wake me up, kick-start my day.)


    “Alright,” I say. “Let’s go.”


    I grab a banana from the fruit basket (it will be my breakfast today) and notice the sink is full of dishes. I remember wiping them off and rinsing them. Laurie was supposed to load them in the dishwasher. Clearly, she’s neglected to do that. Yet again.


    I cringe inwardly and make a bee line for the garage, which connects to the house through a laundry room situated just adjacent to the kitchen. The kids follow my lead.


    “Hey, dad,” Josh says. “Can I drive us to school today? Please?”


    Josh got his driver’s license a few months ago and since then he has made it his life’s mission to force Laurie and me into letting him drive our cars every chance he gets. He’s also been asking us to buy him one of his own, so he can stop bugging us. His strategy is beginning to work; I intend to put him in a car the moment I have some extra cash.


    “Not today, Josh,” I tell him. “Maybe tomorrow, OK?”


    He grunts and mumbles something I can’t understand. (Inaudible, disgruntled mumbling seems to run in our family.) Like mother, like son.


    I step into the garage, press the button to activate the hoisting mechanism that raises the garage door, and glance with a sort of glum irony at my decade-plus old Ford Explorer, its battered and faded gray exterior providing a sharp contrast to the sparkling blackness of my wife’s new Mercedes CLK 230 Convertible parked next to it. I can almost feel the poor vehicle quivering with shame and envy as I unlock it and mount the driver’s seat.


    I don’t really know how I’ve ended up driving this ugly metal hulk of a vehicle (appropriately dubbed “The Beast” by Jenny some time back). We’d bought it for my wife to lug the kids around – from home to school, from school to their various activities, and then back home again – when they were younger. I used to drive a Honda Accord, and was quite content doing so – it’s a decent, practical, and cost-effective means of transportation. Then last year Laurie decided we needed to “upgrade” our lifestyle, as she put it, perhaps taking a cue from her Book Club friends, and talked me into trading in my Honda for the Mercedes. Then through various twists of circumstances that I still haven’t been able to get my head around she took to driving the Mercedes and The Beast fell into my hands. I’m now thinking about selling it and getting back into a Honda, but that would mean an additional monthly car payment, and I don’t have the budget for it. At least the Beast is paid for.


    I don’t begrudge my wife her desire to drive a nice car. It makes her feel good about herself. I get that. But I do mind having to pay through the nose for it, because in my opinion the damned thing is over-priced, notwithstanding the shallow sense of self-importance it imparts to its owner.


    But then again, one can’t really put a price tag on vanity - which my wife has come to possess in generous proportions.


    I hear myself sigh yet again as I back the Beast out of the garage.


    “I need some cash, dad,” Josh says as soon as we’re on the road. “I asked mom and she said to get it from you.”


    Sometimes I feel I’m nothing but a walking, talking ATM for my kids. They push my buttons, extract dollar bills and move on. That’s the extent of their interest in me. The only use they have for me.


    “Didn’t I just give you $50 bucks on Sunday?”


    “That was for the movie and the new back-up drive we needed for mom’s computer,” he says, sounding truculent. “And I couldn’t even buy a hot dog at the movie, because the drive cost me like forty bucks.”


    I look at Jenny in the rear view mirror.


    “Do you need money too?”


    She shrugs. “I guess…”


    She says this like she will be doing me a favor by taking my money.


    I pull out my wallet from my back pocket, squirming in my seat, and hand it over to my son.


    “Divvy up whatever’s in there.”


    He opens the wallet expectantly, looks disappointed with what he finds.


    “There’s only $30 in here.”


    “Then take twenty, and give Jenny ten.”


    He does, with the air of someone who’s been asked to swallow hemlock.


    “Why don’t you get a part-time job, so we can all afford your expensive life-style?” I say, put off by the churlish way he has gone about the whole process of taking and distributing the money.


    He slams the empty wallet down on the console between our seats.


    “There are no jobs, dad. I’ve tried.”


    “Not hard enough…” I say.


    But I know he’s right. He has tried. He had applied at Kohl’s a month back, when they were opening up a new store in the area. He’d told us there were one and hundred fifty applicants for two openings.


    Like I said, things are a lot harder for my kids than they were back in my day.


    We drive in hushed silence rest of the way to school. I pull into the long, slow-moving line of cars that will eventually sidle up to the entrance and release their payload of semi-dazed, bleary-eyed kids whose petulant faces always betray their complete lack of interest in their destination.


    I pull up at the entrance. My kids jump out.


    Jenny turns to me and says: “You’re picking me up today from practice…don’t forget.”


    “Yep.”


    “I’ll be done by six. Please don’t be late. I hate it when you guys don’t show up on time.”


    It’s a genuine complaint. My wife is not the most time-sensitive person in the world. Deadlines are suggested start times for her. And on the odd occasion that it’s my turn to pick her up, I’m usually fighting traffic and never make it there until after everyone on her team has gone and she is the only one left, sitting on the steps of the school gymnasium, huddled and angry.


    “I’ll be on time,” I say.


    She stares at me with knitted brows. “You better be,” she says, and slinks off, body hunched, head lowered, as if she’s headed to the gallows.


    I drive off and wonder what worries, demons, wants, misgivings and fears Jenny is harboring silently. She is not a very pretty girl, nor is she blessed with a particularly sunny disposition (maybe one attribute feeds off the other). She is socially awkward, has few friends and struggles in her classes. She has never been asked out on a date, even though most of her classmates and friends go out with boys on a regular basis. A few of them are “in a relationship”- which, I believe, is a euphemism for “sexually active”.


    Jenny is not sexually active, and I don’t want her to be. I know it will happen one day. It is unavoidable. I just don’t want it to happen on my watch, while she is living under my roof. When she goes off to college she is free to do with herself as she chooses. Which isn’t to say she will turn promiscuous overnight as soon as she sets foot there. She is a good girl. And I should be thankful that she’s a good girl. She doesn’t smoke, doesn’t drink, doesn’t do drugs. Doesn’t even ask for a lot of money, or clothes, or shoes, or jewelry or other such things girls are always clamoring for. Perhaps that’s a reflection of her anemic social life. Perhaps things will change once she finds a boyfriend, or surrounds herself with a gaggle of materialistic girlfriends, or stumbles upon shopping as a means of psychological therapy, like Laurie has.


    I’m concerned about her, though. She has become brooding and withdrawn lately. There is a permanent grieving, morose look on her face. She seldom smiles, wears the constant air of someone who has allowed herself to be weighed down and addled by everything that’s going on around her.


    I want her to be a happy, balanced, well-rounded person; I want her to be popular and do well in school. I want her to, when she grows up and finishes her education, have a good job, a successful career, and a fulfilling family life. I want her to meet, fall in love with, and marry someone who cares for her. But sometimes I find myself wondering if she’ll succeed in attaining these things. Maybe she will find her true calling, her raison d’etre, in college. Although, with her grades being what they are, I don’t know if she will be able to get into a decent one. Two years at a community college or a lesser campus of the University of Texas system might be on the cards for her. Which isn’t such a bad thing in and of itself - given the fact that I can’t afford the cost of an elite college anyway.


    Thank heavens I don’t have too much to worry about with my son. In certain ways he’s the exact opposite of Jenny. He makes friends easily and has an active social life. He is loved by his teachers as much for his intelligence as his helpful nature and good behavior. He’s witty and talkative with an irreverent streak of humor, particularly around his peers. His conversations with them (from what I have overheard) are replete with laughter and jokes and light-hearted put-downs. (He’s not as forthcoming or gregarious with Laurie and me; sometimes he can be as taciturn and brusque as his sister.)


    I know he will get into a good college. His GPA merits that. His involvement in extracurricular activities (clubs, community service, Student Council) merit that. He scored close to 2100 on his SAT’s. He is currently in process of applying to the universities he wants to attend and should know where he will be going in a few months – and I have to ensure I have the cash available to support him as needed. (I’m hoping he will qualify for a scholarship which will cover part of the expenses.)


    My guess is he will sail through life without too much fuss or bother (barring disease, disability, or some other stroke of misfortune). He will find a pretty wife, enjoy a reasonably smooth married life, will be a responsible, if somewhat uninterested, father.


    His career goals are unclear at the moment. He is handy with technology, is good at setting up wireless networks, changing disk drives on his computer and cleaning our PC’s of the various viruses and malware programs my wife and daughter keep downloading from the internet. I think he will gravitate toward computer engineering or telecommunications, perhaps specializing in hardware and network management.


    But I could be wrong. For all I know he will choose to major in Literature and Philosophy and end up teaching creative writing in some small, private, liberal arts school on the East Coast.


    I will admit that I’m not good at reading my son, or my daughter, or anyone else for that matter. Including, especially, my wife. People are a puzzle for me. No matter how well I know them (or think I do) I can never figure out what makes them tick, how to get through to them. I can never unravel their motives; their needs and desires are a compete mystery to me. I’m often wrong-footed when I try to connect with them, am apt say the wrong thing at the wrong time. My EQ, I’ve been told, is low.


    But this much I do know: my family no longer thinks much of me. I’m not a big source of inspiration to them; I’m not someone they can look up to as a role model, or rely on for personal advice and emotional succor. (If one of them wins an Academy Award or the Nobel Prize, I doubt they will mention me even in passing during their acceptance speech.) I’m certain they don’t feel close to me.


    There’s a part of me that craves that closeness. What father doesn’t want to be the lodestar of their kids’ lives? But the truth is I couldn’t do it if I tried. The effort has become too much for me. It takes an intense coaxing of raw willpower on my part these days just to engage them in the most routine and trivial of banter. Being constantly present in and attentive to their daily lives, hanging on every word they have to say, spending protracted periods of time in their company would be an almost herculean feat of conviction and commitment. Not least because of the fact that they are just not interested in seeking this sort of association with me to begin with. (The last time we went out together as a family was two years ago – to watch a movie, which required minimal interaction and was, as such, a relatively painless exercise, although there were moments, especially when I tried to engage them in small talk before the movie started and was roundly rebuffed, that I did wonder what in the world I was doing there.)


    But I somehow manage to fumble and cheat my way through the tricky, enigmatic web of my family obligations, hoping against hope that they won’t see through my act. I pretend, with as straight a face as I can maintain, that I understand their emotional compulsions and needs, am dedicated to the realization of all their dreams and hopes, that I’m there for them, hovering watchfully on the sidelines like a zealous coach, at the ready to dispense pearls of wisdom, or to catch them if they fall, while secretly I wish they would all just get on with their lives, and leave me alone to grapple with my own.


    I wish I had the strength of mind and body to be all I once wanted to be.


    I wish I didn’t feel so damn old.


  




  

    Chapter Two


    The company I work for is in the retail energy business. Energy retailers are the little-understood, and at times, much-maligned, off-springs of the ethos of free market economics and privatization which swept across the nation in the ‘80’s and ‘90’s. A consensus had arisen amongst the country’s policy makers of the time that regulated, monopolistic industries like telecom, airlines and energy had become too staid and complacent to be efficient. They fleeced consumers and were coddled by local politicians because of their market power. There was no incentive for them to innovate. Thus began the process of opening up these perceived paragons of socialized central planning to forces of competition and consumer choice – with the expectation that the once plodding, inefficient behemoths would either transform themselves into nimble, progressive, forward looking corporate gazelles, or perish in the face of the challenges posed by savvy, upstart entrepreneurs armed with superior technical and managerial know-how.


    My company came into being some ten odd years ago to take advantage of this very opportunity (energy deregulation was implemented in Texas in 2002). It was founded by a couple of smart and brash men of considerable verve and vigor, who weren’t afraid to jump into the hitherto unchartered waters of a brand new industry. Texas has a proud history of producing ballsy, trailblazing entrepreneurs who have shaped the economic, social and political landscape of the state – and in some instances, the entire country - through the sheer power of their visions, wills and, of course, egos. Our founders are cut from the same cloth (or believe that they are, and carry on as such). And they’ve certainly given the former monopolistic behemoths in the Texas energy industry a run for their money.


    There is a creation myth behind all start-up companies and ours goes something like this: the Founders were once young, ambitious executives working for a large, soulless energy company, which had no interest in the Founders’ fresh and tantalizing ideas. With the inevitable result that they grew tired of being constantly short-shrifted by their superiors and decided to start their own venture. They raised $500,000 from a combination of personal and friends and family funds and launched a retail energy company from a small one-room office in a run-down building on the outskirts of downtown Houston. They were at the right place, at the right time and had just the right mix of connections, experience and chutzpah to make a go of the business. Which took off straight away and hasn’t stopped growing since. We now have over 100 employees, hundreds of thousands of customers across Texas and a revenue base which is comfortably in the hundreds of millions of dollars. Our goal is to reach $500 million in sales in two years, and I have no doubt we will get there.


    My job at the company is unexciting and monotonous but important nonetheless. I manage Operations, which means I have to oversee bland and tedious every-day tasks such as billing, customer service and collections. It’s a job which is, by its very nature, thankless. When everything is humming along like a well-oiled machine it’s taken for granted that it should and I get no accolades, but when something goes wrong, the machine sputters, misfires, or belches, or breaks down temporarily, everyone throws their hands up in despair and opprobrium and turn on me as if I were a common criminal. Every once in a while (if the machinery experiences a malfunction which has dire monetary or regulatory consequences or involves a VIP customer) I am publicly dragged into the Founders’ office suite and subjected to a sobering lecture on “attention to detail”, “commitment to quality and timeliness” and “primacy of customer care”. On these occasions it is deemed incumbent upon me to act remorseful, contrite, show willingness to own up to my mistakes and aver to being more vigilant and (if specifically asked to) offer some ideas on how similar situations can be avoided in the future. (Usually these ideas are summarily forgotten or dismissed the moment I leave the room.)


    I wish I had a better boss. It would make my job a little more pleasant.


    The guy I report to, Rudy Taylor, is anything but pleasant. He exudes the persona (either genuine or manufactured, is hard to tell), of the mythological Texan: gruff, rugged, an unwavering proponent of straight talk, practicality, and good old fashioned horse sense. What he is in reality is a monomaniacal, petty-minded jerk who takes enormous pleasure in throwing his weight around and evoking fear, uncertainty and doubt in the minds of those who work for him. He likes to think he is tough and fair-minded, but is just plain mean most of the time. His biggest kick is to watch people grovel and kiss his ass and sing his praises while he magnanimously deigns to dispense small, grudging dozes of recognition and rewards upon those he wants to.


    His official title is VP of Operations and he reports to one of the Founders. (The Founders’ titles, by the way, are Chairman and CEO, and President and COO respectively; Rudy reports to the latter of the two). He manages up very well, so the Founders think of him as the best thing to come out of Texas since chicken fried steak (it’s an apt comparison because I like chicken fried steak about as much as I like Rudy).


    I’m not looking forward to my meeting with Rudy today. For one thing, it’s just him and me, mano a mano. There will be no buffer between us. No respite from his laser-focused malevolence. I have yet to have a meeting with him which didn’t eventually become confrontational, rancorous or manipulative (even if it started well). Worse, irrespective of the validity of his position, he always gets his way, because he is a bully.


    There can be two possible subjects for today’s meeting. One, it could be a routine dressing down about some arcane operational or personnel issue in the department: something has gone awry somewhere, a malfunction or snafu has taken place, or he has caught some error or observed or sniffed out some small measure of independent thought or action within the team and is ticked off about it. (He is suspicious of employees who display initiative and individualism, and singles them out as potential threats against his authority. He hates it when managers in other groups praise his people for things they’ve done without him knowing about them ahead of time. Just last week Accounting needed some help with data entry – they had implemented a new accounting software and had to key in a lot of information which could not be migrated automatically from the old system. I had volunteered someone in my Account Receivables team to help them out. I had failed to inform Rudy – mainly because it was such a minor matter. Or so I thought. When Rudy found out what I’d done, he proceeded to ‘rip me a new one’, to use a popular phrase for describing such incidents. His reasoning: he wanted the request to be raised through proper channels, from the head of Accounting to him, and from him, if he approved, to me.)


    The second possibility is more vexing. I hope to heaven that’s not the reason why he’s called the meeting.


    There is a position open in the Sales and Marketing Department. Our Director of Business Development resigned a month ago to go work for another company and his spot is still vacant. Even though it would be a lateral move for me, I would like to throw my hat in the ring for that role. I’m tired of working for Rudy and I’m bored with my current job. I’ve been doing the same thing for six years now, without any promotions, significant pay raises or other perks coming my way. Even though I’ve never worked in Sales, I feel I have enough of a grasp on the industry in general and our business in particular to help develop new strategies, new channels and new partnerships to grow our business. I did not mention this to Rudy. I went straight to Paul Jones, the VP of Sales and Marketing, and told him if he felt I’d be a good fit for his group I’d be interested in applying.


    I haven’t officially applied yet for the job, mind you. I have only spoken to Paul – in confidence. But if somehow Rudy has gotten wind of my intention to bail out on him, I’m in big trouble. He may see it as disloyalty on my part, an indictment of his leadership, a resounding slap in the face after everything he has done for me. Not to mention, a threat to his authority.


    I’m thankful for the heavy traffic on the highway – a permanent fixture of the Houston lifestyle. Rush hours turn freeways into sprawling parking lots, and that’s the case today as well, with cars rolling and stopping, moving bumper to bumper, speeds barely topping 30 mph. I pass an electronic sign that informs me it will take 45 minutes to get from where I am presently (on Highway 59 & Dairy Ashford, heading North East out of Sugar Land) to our mid-town office located near the Galleria area, off of Westheimer Road, one of the city’s main thoroughfares. I’m glad I have a little time to re-group, get myself mentally ready for the inevitable strain that accompanies any encounter with Rudy.


    Our offices are on the top level of a five story building on a street called St. James Place. It’s tucked among a long row of other office buildings, all of similar character, which, predominantly, constitutes a sort of enervating colorlessness. (The street itself is one of the more sleepy and quaint ones, by Houston standards; unfortunately that, in and of itself, isn’t saying much.) In our building, the front lobby is small, indecorous and plebeian. The floor is of faux marble tiles, and more than a little worse for the wear. The walls are bland and bare, in dire need of a fresh coat of paint or two. The lobby’s main feature is the twin-elevator shaft, where, at this hour of the morning, hapless occupants of the building mill about impatiently, gawking at their smart phones, grunting muted hello’s to coworkers, averting eye contact with others they don’t know, as they wait for a ride up to their offices.


    That is precisely what I’m doing right now.


    It’s five minutes to nine and I’m getting antsy. Rudy doesn’t like it when people are late to his meetings. Even though he himself is always late to those he is invited to and never apologizes. (Perhaps it’s another one of the many ways he tries to project his importance, to show how many demands he has on his time. In reality he is rarely busy, unless there is an Executive meeting or a Board presentation he has to participate in, or if he has to deal with some sort of emergency, which happens rarely and when it does, he doesn’t really do anything himself and asks me and my team to “clean up the friggin’ mess”.)


    The elevator arrives and the waiting throng steps forward expectantly. It’s a tight fit, but all of us are able to squeeze in as the doors shut. The smell of various perfumes, hair products and body odors begins to accumulate and congeal in the cramped air around us as we make our way up. We stop at every floor, and as people egress, they mumble “excuse me”, “sorry”, “coming through” as they twist and weave past fellow passengers.


    My floor can’t arrive fast enough and I bolt out when it does, making a bee-line to my office, taking a couple of deep breaths along the way to shake the lingering effects of all the different odors from my senses.


    I breeze past the receptionist, Penny, a harried, shrewish, slightly overweight woman of non-descript age who has no discernible personality and whose sole job is to greet and direct visitors who come by our office to their proper destinations, as well as to answer and route calls from customers, potential business partners, or vendors who want to sell their products or services to us. She is singularly unsuited for her role, given her rather prickly temperament, but then fitting people to jobs they would be good at is not Corporate America’s strong suit (or its concern, apparently; they prefer to force-fit square pegs in round holes and then discard them when they won’t).


    Our company occupies an entire floor. (Six year ago, when I first started working here, we only had possession of about half of it – which shows how well we have done since then.) The layout is fairly typical - there are offices and conference rooms all along the outer and inner walls and cubicles in open spaces in the middle. The Executive Suite, which is the holding pen for the two Founders and their Executive Secretary, is cordoned off behind a pair of thick, opaque glass doors at the far end of the floor. The suite also has a big meeting room, known as the “Board Room”, where the Founders meet other important people (members of the board of directors, investors, bankers, key business associates and big customers) to discuss matters of grave and lucrative significance to the company. I’ve never actually attended any meetings there, although, as I said before, I have had several occasions to visit the Founders in their offices to justify or offer excuses for one or the other “screw up” in my organization.


    I hurry over to my office, which is about the size of a closet, only slightly larger than the one I have in my bathroom at home, drop off my computer bag and head toward Rudy’s office. I still haven’t had my morning cup of coffee and am feeling a little groggy. I’m not nervous, per se, but do feel some anxiety about the purpose of the meeting, have a sort of sixth sense of impending doom.


    Around the corner from Rudy’s office, I hear my name being called, and turning around I see Sumit Kapoor, my billing manager, waving at me frantically, as if trying to flag down a cab on a busy street.


    “Not now, Sumit,” I tell him as he approaches me, not bothering to break my stride. “I have to be in a meeting with Rudy.”


    Then I notice the look on his face and stop dead in my tracks.


    Sumit is an independent, self-starter sort of guy. He’s very good at what he does. And he’s pretty even-keel, doesn’t panic or gets excited when something goes wrong; he just rolls up his sleeves and gets busy. The only time he approaches me like this – unsolicited, wearing an expression of dour solemnity - is when he’s hit a hurdle that’s too big to get his arms around, and based on experience I know that if he hasn’t been able to, it will probably take divine intervention to do so.


    “What’s wrong?” I ask him.


    “We can’t download the usage files,” he says. He sounds almost apologetic, as if he’s the source of the problem.


    “Well, that’s no big deal,” I say impatiently. “Just call IT.”


    Whenever we have to call upon divine help, we usually call upon IT. They can make issues go away like magic. (Granted, they are also fully capable of making them worse, the chances normally being 50%-50% in either direction – pretty much like God, come to think of it - but more often than not, also like God, they are our only shot at redemption.)


    “I called them. They say there is problem with the data,” he says.


    Sumit is from India, and is almost stereotypically Indian. (He’s not fresh off the boat, but might as well be.) He came to the country a little over five years ago to do his Master’s in Computer Science and has been with our company for about two years. He’s dark-skinned, scrawny, with a thin, narrow face and a shock of thick, wavy black hair he can neither part nor style in any recognizable way. He always has a faint odor of fried onions, spices, and curry emanating from him, which is the case even now, at 9 in the morning. He is married and has two young kids, a fact that’s surprising to a lot of us because he himself is only 25 years old. And he’s bright as they come. I hired him as a lowly, entry level billing specialist and he proved to be such a quick study and so tireless a worker that we felt compelled to promote him to manager soon thereafter. He has been struggling a bit in that role, partly because he now has to lead the team he joined as a junior member only recently and hasn’t yet won their confidence, but also because his communication and interpersonal skills haven’t evolved to the point where he can be an effective leader. But he does set the bar for high quality output, as well as for the sheer quantity of time he spends at the job. I think given adequate support and guidance, he should come into his own as a fine manager.


    “Think about it, Sumit,” I retort, tapping the side of my head with the tip of my forefinger for effect. “Nothing has changed with the data. We’ve been getting the same data from the same utilities in the same format every day since the last time the standards changed, which was more than a year ago. IT needs to look at their data translation logic.”


    Sumit nods his head wondrously – one of those horizontal shakes which should signify “no”, but actually mean “yes” or “OK” or just plain “I hear you” for people of Indian origin. I used to find this mannerism puzzling, infuriating, but am now used to it.


    I scuttle away, realizing we could be in for a long day in Operations. Timely billing is a matter of creed in our company. It’s our bread and butter; it’s what makes our world go round. If we don’t bill, we don’t get money in the door. As such, we are under strict orders from the Founders to never under any circumstances leave the office without sending out the day’s entire batch of bills. Heads are supposed to roll if that doesn’t happen.


    The thought strikes me that if we can’t get the bills running soon and have to stay late at work I’m going to have to tell my wife I can’t pick up Jenny from her basketball practice. What a disaster that conversation would be. She always accuses me of deliberately making up excuses to avoid helping her out when she needs me to pitch in with chores around the house or tasks related to kids’ activities. (This is, indeed, true some of the time, but not nearly all the time.)


    I shake my head sadly, realize I’m probably imitating Sumit’s Indian nod, and check myself. Meanwhile, I’ve reached Rudy’s office.


    I pause outside the door, which is open. Rudy has his back to me and is pounding away on his computer keyboard. I clear my throat.


    “Morning, Rudy”, I say.


    Rudy spins around in his chair and glares at me.


    “Ed. Mosey on in. Shut the door behind ya.”


    He then returns to hammering away at his keyboard.


    “Give me just one second…” he says.


    “Sure, take your time.”


    Rudy is a large man, barrel chested and square jawed. His hair is dark, close cropped and graying at the temples. He is probably in his late forties, but looks older because his face is leathery and weather-beaten from being out in the sun a lot. He is a sportsman and a hunter. He owns a 1,000 acre parcel of land outside Houston, about fifty miles from San Antonio which he is in the process of clearing out on his own. He plans to build a small ranch house there, also by himself. Every once in a while he invites the Founders and a couple of other Senior Executives to join him for skeet shooting. He shows up to work in cowboy boots every day and wears big-buckled, western leather belts. He has a huge, stuffed deer-head mounted on the wall directly behind his desk, which is chillingly life-like and gives me the creeps every time I look at it.


    I feel myself shudder. And not just from looking at the deer-head. I can sense that Rudy is in a tumultuous mood. There is brutality and anger in the way he is typing, the way his body is curled into the chair, like a spring in tension. My heart begins to beat a little bit faster and my hands get clammy. I feel my body slipping into fight or flight mode.


    “OK, done,” he says abruptly.


    He turns to me, his face flushed, eyes crackling with intensity.


    “You know me, Ed,” he says. “I’m a straight shooter. Hate beatin’ around the bush. You get what you see with me.”


    “You think I haven’t noticed?” I say with a smile, trying to put on a façade of humor and lightheartedness.


    He ignores the levity. His face is ominously deadpan.


    “Yeah well, here’s the thing,” he says. “We’re making an Org change. Paul wants to move his sales call center – and the enrollment team - under the customer service group. Which means a bigger role for Mary Ann.”


    Paul is the self-same VP of Sales & Marketing I’d approached for the Business Development role. Mary Ann is my manager of Customer Service - a loud, emotionally charged fireball of a woman who is scarily ambitious and has the bedside manners of a sledgehammer.


    “That sounds pretty practical,” I say. “And I’m sure Mary Ann will be more than happy to take on the additional responsibility.”


    “She is. I already spoke to her about it.”


    “You talked to her?”


    “Yep.”


    “Without talking to me first?”


    That’s a brave statement, coming from me. But I have to at least pretend to show that I can stand up for my turf. Even if it makes him mad, and I can immediately see that it has, from the way his hands have balled up into tight fists, as if he’s getting ready to punch me. Which makes my heart beat that much faster than before.


    “I’m gonna pretend you didn’t say that,” he says. “Anyway, like I was saying, it’s a bigger role for Mary Ann. She’ll have sales targets to meet – on top of managing enrollments and customer care teams. So we want to make this worth her while.”


    “Fair enough,” I say. “You want me to come up with some thoughts…”


    He waves a burly hand in my general direction dismissively. “We already know what do, bud. We’re gonna promote her to Director. Have her report to me directly.”


    I am floored. This is a dagger in my back. My kingdom has been cut in half and handed over to that rude, crass, hateful woman. Worse, for all practical purposes, the move amounts to a demotion for me.


    “I’m a little surprised…” I manage to mouth lamely.


    “I know you are,” Rudy says, with something like contempt - or perhaps it’s just plain sadistic, cruel glee - in his voice. “Like I was when I heard you were angling for that job in Sales.”


    So that’s the real story behind the story. Mary Ann’s promotion is just a side show, the warm-up act. The main attraction is my humiliation. And punishment. For trying to cross him.


    “Look, Rudy,” I say, “I wasn’t going behind your back, if that’s what you’re thinking…hell, I’m not even sure I want that job…it was just an off-the-cuff, hypothetical discussion with Paul.”


    Rudy’s jowls droop. The way they always do when he is ready to flay someone. And the points of his ears turn cherry red.


    “That’s not what Paul said. He told me you wanted the job. Imagine my shock when he told me about it.”


    What a fool I’ve been. I thought Paul would heed my request for confidentiality. I never took into account the allegiance and fidelity Paul would, of necessity, have to maintain toward Rudy. Paul has to work with Rudy, he needs his partnership, his support, in order to survive and be effective in his own role. A simple equation of human nature and political expediency I wasn’t able to fathom.


    “It’s all a big misunderstanding,” I say.


    Rudy shakes his enormous head.


    “What it is, is you squattin’ on your own spurs, bud.”


    Rudy loves to throw out these “Texanisms”. Usually they’re invoked as thinly-veiled insults.


    “I’m not wanting to move to sales, Rudy. Honest,” I try to protest.


    “Yeah, that’s what I keep hear you saying, and honestly it doesn’t mean a rat’s ass to me, one way or another. That’s what I told Paul too.”


    He swivels his chair and turns away from me, reaches for a stack of papers. It’s a deliberate move, designed to let me know that our meeting is over.


    I get up, feeling like a wounded, cowering animal.


    “Oh, you know what else I told Paul?” Rudy says, staring at me over his shoulder.


    “Yes?”


    “I told him he can have you if he wants you, but that he oughta know you’re not cut out for the big leagues. Because you lack the initiative, the imagination to be a leader.”


    I look at him and we lock eyes for a brief moment. I’m the first one to drop the gaze.


    “And by the way, I’m doing you a favor by telling you this. For the sake of your career. It’s not personal. Just honest feedback. So you can go hone your craft some more.”


    I feel blood rush to my head.


    “I appreciate your honesty,” I say, and stagger out of his office.


    I want to dig a little hole right here in my office and bury myself in it. I am angry and sad and disappointed and incensed. I loathe myself. For being weak, for not standing up for myself, for allowing myself to be brow-beaten and bullied by a cold-blooded, tyrannical brute like Rudy. I have half a mind to go back to Rudy’s office and tell him I’ve had enough of him, that he can take this miserable job and insert it where it belongs.


    But, of course, I won’t – can’t - do that. I need the job. I need the money.


    I will stay calm, swallow my pride, shrug off this insult and carry on as if nothing has happened. Bear bravely the dour expressions of pity and perfunctory commiserations I am bound to receive from my co-workers and peers, now that the announcement of Mary Ann’s elevation and, by default, my diminution has been circulated, interpreted and absorbed. (That was the message Rudy, the heartless son-of-a-bitch, had been typing when I’d walked into his office; he had sent it out before even bothering to tell me what was coming.)


    Maybe what Rudy said is true. Maybe I have no imagination.


    That’s the one thing that does stick out like a sore, discolored, infected thumb when I look back on my 24-year professional career. From my first job to the present one, the career choices I’ve made have been safe, easy, facile. And entirely unimaginative. I’ve never taken risks, never over-reached, always preferred the path of least resistance. Sure, I’ve been steady and, for the most part, and I’ve been dependable. A solid performer. But I’ve never been flamboyant, fiery, a lightning rod. Instead, I’ve been content to be a below-the-radar, stealth-worker. A drone, in other words.


    I graduated with a degree in Industrial Engineering from a middle-of-the-road mid-western college (Iowa State University). It wasn’t the most intellectually taxing curriculum, and I landed a B average (or thereabouts). My first job was in Production Planning in Wichita, Kansas for an apparel company, where I happened to be the only guy who knew how to use computers in an era when PC’s were only just beginning to gain importance in the workplace, and was thus able to carve out a nice little niche for myself, building programs for material planning and production control. I stayed there for two years, until a friend from college happened to mention a job opening in the operations area in the small telecom company where he worked. (He is now a Senior Vice President in that same company.) I applied and was accepted. The job required me to move to Kansas City and I did so without hesitating. I’d had enough of Wichita. It sort of reminded me of my hometown: Perry, Iowa. And not in a good way.


    From there on, I stumbled from one sedate, undemanding job to the next (another Telco in KC for a couple of years, then on to an electric utility in Tulsa, Oklahoma, which was bought out by yet another one in Houston, which is how I ended up in this city) until I was hired by my present employers. It was Rudy who had picked me from a batch of around ten or so short-listed applicants. I had never worked in the retail energy industry, but I understood how to run operations, and more importantly, I had a strong background in technology, which was what, Rudy had later told me, tipped the decision in my favor. I’ve done alright here, held my own more or less, but there have been no big moments, no sparks of brilliance to dazzle my bosses. No fireworks of insight and creativity. If I were a corporate flavor, I’d be plain vanilla. Without the toppings.


    I have a feeling it’s now time for me to jump ship again. I think I’m on bonus time here, sort of like those early video arcade games, where once you had used up your three original lives, you got a couple more extra minutes to continue playing, depending on how far you had gotten in the various levels of the game.


    The one escape hatch I had found, the job in Paul’s department, has been slammed shut in my face. Paul wouldn’t dare touch me with a ten foot pole now. Not after that glowing reference Rudy has given me.


    Or will he?


    Heck, where’s the harm in trying? The situation with Rudy is already beyond salvaging, the die is already cast, so to speak. So why worry? Nothing ventured, nothing gained, as they say. Maybe I can convince him to at least grant me a formal interview.


    I reach for my keyboard.


    A knock sounds at my door and I look up to see Sumit, his face a mask of incredulous, embarrassed horror, lolling in the doorway.


    “So, is the data loaded for billing?” I say, attempting to preempt the sympathetic words of support I know he is here to express to me – words I don’t want to hear.


    “Ah…I sent Debbie to work with IT.”


    “Do I need to escalate to Fred?”


    Fred Gaines is our Director of IT and - like me - reports to Rudy (and shares my abhorrence for him). However, unlike me, he is a tough cookie and Rudy doesn’t mess with him as much as he does with some others (meaning me). He’s a demanding manager, leads his team with the fervor and command of a Field Marshall General, and is an expert in his area. But he’s also sensitive to the needs of his charges and backs them to the hilt when the chips are down. I respect, trust and like him both on a professional and personal level. He’s the one person in the company I can safely call a friend and we often do lunch and go out for drinks after work (in fact, he’s the only person in the entire city of Houston I can safely call a friend; making friends has never been my strong suit, and what with the constant moving around and the paucity of spare time outside of work and family commitments, it has been well-nigh impossible for me to build new friendships. As such, Laurie has become the social coordinator of my life, carrying me along to dinners and drinks with her friends and their husbands, or to celebrate various holidays with them, although of late she seems to have relieved herself of that duty, preferring to hang out with her girlfriends on her own, who’ve also, likewise, put their husbands on ice. I guess after a certain age men can’t be relied on to interact with each other in any significant or consistent manner).


    “No, no need for that yet, boss.” Sumit says. “Debbie is working on it. She thinks there is some data problem in one of the records and it’s blowing up the mapping algorithm.”


    Here is how billing works in our business: we get meter readings from utilities (our company doesn’t read our customers’ electric meters, the local utility does that; and the utility also manages the transmission and distribution infrastructure – the poles, the wires and the transformers etc.) in a specific digital format which our systems have to import and decode in order to calculate proper billing charges and generate invoices to be sent to customers. If there is a problem with data consistency the entire chain of digital events can break down.


    “The mapper should ignore the bad record and move on, not stall out,” I say. “I can’t imagine this has never happened before. Utilities always transmit bad data. Something has changed in the code. I will talk to Fred…”


    I am hoping my extended and persistent focus on the billing issue would put paid to any allusion to the elephant in the room, and it has worked so far, but I know time is running out. The troubled look on Sumit’s face has only deepened, not abated.


    “Deb will work something out,” Sumit says. “I’m not worried about that anymore. I came to ask about the email from Rudy.”


    I put on a frown. “OK. What about it?”


    Sumit reaches behind him and closes the door.


    “It’s a disaster, boss. It’s not good.”


    “Why?”


    “She’s already tough to work with. Now her head will get bigger and she’ll act like Hitler.”


    “Don’t compare her to Hitler, Sumit. It sounds gratuitous, and not very nice.”


    “She’s the one who is not nice…and her people are idiots. She never gets them trained and then bugs my team to resolve trouble tickets which her people could handle if they weren’t clueless…”


    “We’re just going to have to put the right processes in place. If her team needs training, let’s conduct training sessions.”


    Sumit will not give up.


    “This is not a smart move,” he says.


    “I will apprise senior management of your reservations.”


    I realize my tone is a bit harsh, perhaps even bitter. And it’s probably so because I agree with him. Leaving aside the obvious fact that the whole thing is monumentally unfair to me, the idea that Mary Ann is ready to be promoted is nothing short of preposterous. She is immature and abrasive and destructive in her interactions with her peers as well as her subordinates. She is also selfish and power hungry and will stop at nothing to promote herself at the expense of everyone else. Rudy has created a monster and he doesn’t even know it. (Or perhaps he knows and doesn’t care, because it’s his monster.)


    Sumit, however, doesn’t seem to notice anything remiss in my voice. He is standing there, leaning against the closed door, shaking his head like one of those hood ornament dolls, and filling the office with the aroma of whatever it was his wife was cooking last night or this morning.


    “We will try to work with her, but it will not be easy,” he says. “She always blames us for everything, now it will be even worse. Pardon my French but she is an…asshole.”


    “You generally don’t call women assholes, Sumit. It doesn’t sound right. And you don’t use that word at work or in front of me in general anyway.”


    Sumit smiles wryly. “I was going to use the ‘B-word’.”


    “I’m glad you didn’t use that word,” I say.


    I like Sumit. He has a good sense of humor, even if it’s a little dry and nerdy at times. I’m fond of him, but I’m not close to him – and deliberately so. I have to maintain a certain distance, some level of aloofness, to exert my managerial authority over him. It’s the same way with others in my team. If you get too chummy, you lose their reverence. That is how I lead: through detachment, by erecting barriers of approach. And I think the strategy works for me. Sumit and Rob Delany (my manager of collections – and the only other remaining direct report now that May Ann is no longer one) are both obedient and loyal to me. (I don’t think my method worked with Mary Ann though: she never accorded me the proper respect, but then I doubt any managerial method I might have adopted would have worked with her).


    “So what’s the next step, boss?” he says.


    “What do you mean?”


    “For you. What will you do now?”


    “I get back to work, and so do you. We’ve got a lot on our plates today.”


    He looks disappointed, as if he were expecting me to say something bold and, perhaps, revelatory. But I know better than to go shooting off my mouth, venting my frustrations, with him. Or anyone else. It will just get back to Rudy eventually.


    “I heard you’re moving to Sales,” Sumit says.


    I’m astonished. Does every person in the company know about this?


    “Who told you that?” I ask him.


    “I have my sources,” he says, leering at me.


    “Listen, Sumit. I have no idea where this stuff is coming from, who’s floating these rumors. But I will give you this word of advice: stop wasting your time on these sorts of things and focus on your work. It will keep us both out of trouble. OK?”


    Sumit is crestfallen. He didn’t expect me to come down on him like this.


    “OK, boss,” he says. “But everyone on the floor is talking about it.”


    I’m intrigued despite not wanting to, curious despite being mortified.


    “What are they saying?” I ask.


    “They’re saying you wanted that job to get away from Rudy, because he is an asshole. And now Rudy is taking revenge by promoting Mary Ann.”


    “You said that word again I asked you not to use.”


    “Sorry. You want to leave because Rudy is…tough…”


    “That’s better.”


    “So…is it true? Is Rudy doing this on purpose?”


    I’m about to tell him that it’s all just baseless chatter, that Rudy and I are on the same page, there’s no bad blood between us, when there is a knock at the door. Sumit pulls it open and gives a start. The visitor is Mary Ann.


    “Mary Ann,” I say, as cheerfully as I can. “Come on in…”


    I turn to Sumit. “Was there anything else?”


    “N-no boss,” he says. “I’ll go check on Deb.”


    Sumit scoots away in a hurry and Mary Ann comes sashaying into the room. She is a tall and meaty woman, with an oval, chubby face, a small, lipless mouth, a broad nose and big, bulging greenish-blue eyes. She has blonde hair, which she wears long, loose, and more often than not, unwashed. She is dressed in a long, ankle-length turquoise blue dress (to hide her thick legs, I suspect) and ugly black pumps. And at the moment, she has a smug, mocking, half-smile, half-sneer plastered on her face.


    “Congratulations on the new job,” I say. “Thoroughly well deserved.”


    “Thanks, Ed,” she says. “I’m sure you put in a good word for me with Rudy.”


    “Of course. You know how much respect I have for your work.”


    An uneasy silence follows. Mary Ann is sizing me up, trying to gauge where I stand. She’s nobody’s fool, that’s for sure. Very little escapes her attention.


    I know some of her background. She is a native Houstonian. Grew up in a blue-collar family, started working right out of high school in a dentist’s office as a receptionist. Got a two-year diploma in office administration from a local Community College, which she then converted into a formal BBA from the University of Houston as a part-timer, taking night classes while she was holding down a full-time job and raising a family. She began working at our company as a customer service rep - one of the first handful of employees the Founders had hired themselves - about nine years ago or so. Since then, she has risen slowly up the ranks, gotten divorced, remarried, had more kids (I think she has four, two from each husband). And now she is my peer. Which, if one thinks about it, is quite an impressive feat of resilience and perseverance, of willingness to learn and grow. As also of kissing the right asses and making just the right amount of noise to be taken notice of.


    What she lacks, however, is class, as well as finesse - and intellectual heft (though she obviously has plenty of the physical variety). She is street-smart and tough, but she is also petty and extremely self-serving (come to think of it, a mirror image of Rudy; maybe that’s why he likes her so much). She was already a manager when I was brought in to be her boss and we’ve never gotten along. I would never have hired her to begin with if I had my druthers. (I didn’t want her in my team, and tried a few times to foist her upon other departments, but she refused to move and had Rudy’s and the Founders’ backing, so I was helpless in that regard. I don’t think any of the other department heads would have had her anyway.)


    “I stopped by,” she says, “to talk about space.”


    “Alright,” I say, “what about it?”


    She pulls up a chair and sits down.


    “We’ll be moving Paul’s call center guys into our area. So we have to make room for them.”


    My mind starts cranking.


    “Which means you want to re-locate Sumit and his billing team…”


    She nods. “My suggestion is we move them next to the Collections team, on the other side of the building, near Rob’s area. That way both your teams will be together.”


    “Let me think about it,” I say. “I’ll talk to Rudy and HR.”


    A stubborn look settles on her face. “Well, Rudy and I already discussed it…”


    Well, of course they have. I should have known.


    “I see. So, you’re not ‘suggesting’ the move, you’re just informing me of it.”


    She shrugs. “I guess so. I think Rudy already told HR to arrange it.”


    “In that case, all I need to do is let Sumit and his team know. Is that it?”


    Her bulbous face gets this lewd, gloating look. “There’s one more thing,” she says.


    “What’s that?”


    “You’re going to have to move as well. Rudy wants you to take over Derek Hackett’s old office, across from Fred’s.”


    The words hit me like a punch in the gut.


    Derek Hackett was a payroll manager who got fired for being a dead-beat last month. His office is even smaller than the one I have right now. It wasn’t actually an office to begin with. We had run out of offices a while back and had decided to convert one of the conference rooms into two offices to accommodate employees who were doing work which required discretion and privacy. It was not a “director level” office, was located on the inside wall of the floor, had no windows. It was smaller than a closet - a cubby hole. Being asked to move there is akin to being flogged in public.


    “Why do I need to do that?” I ask, hating the sound of my voice. It’s like a plaintive gurgle, a puerile gasp of lament.


    “Don’t you want to be near your people?”


    There is logic in that line of reasoning, for sure. But the look of exultation on her face tells me this was all part of the plan to put me in my place, to show me who’s in charge. Who enjoys Rudy’s blessings and who doesn’t.


    “I…I…guess that’s true…” I’m stammering like a moron now. “And what will happen to this office?”


    “I’ll be taking it. To be close to my team.”


    There it was. The final ignominy. The kick to the groin while I was already rolling around on the ground. Down for the count; writhing in pain.


    “Ah, yeah, sure, that makes sense,” I say trying to sound unperturbed. Inside, I’m dying a hundred little deaths – from shame, from degradation.


    “They will move you tonight, so I can be in here tomorrow. The rest of the move will happen over the weekend. By Monday we’ll be all squared away. Sounds good?”


    “Sounds good,” I croak.


    I want her to get out of my office so I can curl up on the floor, stick my thumb in my mouth and start bawling my head off, yelling “no fair”, “no fair” at the top of my lungs, like my daughter used to do when we would punish her for misbehaving when she was a little girl.


    What a day I’m having today. And it’s not even lunch time yet.


  




  

    Chapter Three


    Once upon a time, my wife and I used to be able to have real conversations. By real, I mean weighty, honest, soul-baring, heart-to-heart talks where we would share our deepest worries, our most cherished hopes, our biggest fears, or the most random and trivial of feelings without entertaining any second thoughts about the possible repercussions of expressing them. We never worried about the image we would be projecting of ourselves, the perceptions we might be evoking, because we knew it was just a means of strengthening the bond, the connection we had with each other.


    These days, we tend to shy away from such frank dialog.


    I don’t know why or how this came about. Or even when. The change just crept up on us, like a slowly rising tide. Of late, I’ve begun refraining from bringing up, or referring to, or seeking her advice on difficult and potentially intractable matters. On the odd occasion I’ve dared to mention such things – particularly, problems at work - the discussion invariably (and very quickly) devolves into a lecture on my shortcomings. “You should’ve said this, not that”; “why would you do it this way rather than that way?” It’s as if she’s developed this notion that given the chance, she would be better at doing everything I do. If only she was the one in my shoes, she seems to believe, things would have turned out differently, for the better, because she is so much more assertive, or quick on her feet, or more sensible than me.


    I’m glad she’s out tonight with her Book Club friends so I don’t have to worry about facing her. I can get defensive and fidgety around her when I’m trying to keep something from her and am prone to spilling the beans without wanting to. My guard slips inadvertently and I throw out loaded statements like “can you do the dishes tonight, honey, I’ve had a rough day”, or “you go to bed, I need to think through some things” and she smells blood and starts cross-examining me (she hasn’t forgotten her training as a paralegal – she was working as a legal assistant and studying part-time to take the LSAT when we got married, but put things on hold when she became pregnant with Josh, though she continued to work. After Jenny arrived, she quit her job and abandoned her career aspirations for good.)


    I decide to pour myself a stiff drink of Johnny Walker Black Label and settle down in the den in front of the TV to unwind. This turns out to be the wrong thing to do; almost right away all the shocking (and demoralizing) events of the day begin to re-play themselves in my mind.


    I can no longer deny the fact that I’ve reached a hinge moment in my job where I have only two choices open to me: stay put and resign myself to a state of permanent irrelevancy, or stand up and be counted – rescue my reputation by fighting my way back into contention. I know I can’t afford the former; I can’t sit on my butt and wait for something positive to happen; I have to somehow make it happen. If I don’t do that, the next logical phase after irrelevancy would be oblivion. The Founders don’t like firing people. (Derek Hackett was a rare exception; he was let go because he was compromising the company’s legal and financial integrity by botching various State regulatory filings etc.) Instead they assign non-performing (or low performing) employees to positions where all they do is shuffle papers. Positions that are dead-ends for their careers, cul-de-sacs of repetitive mindless, drudgery that afford no possibility of gain or glory.


    There’s a guy called Carl Upshaw in Sales who’s been consigned to this purgatory. He started as a Sales Manager (the Founders hired him in the early days of the company) but then as the business grew and he failed to keep pace with it he was pulled back from the field and into a sales back-office function. He now sits at his desk and enters sales leads into our deal tracking system and makes sure the sales reps are following up and updating the status of those deals until they are either closed or lost or set to ‘hold’ status (meaning the buyer is not ready to move forward yet).


    I don’t want to be that guy. I don’t want to be Mr. Irrelevant. That’s for sure. But how do I get myself back into the game? That was the sixty-four million dollar question.


    I did remember to send Paul a meeting request, shortly after the Mary Ann encounter, even though I’d been left feeling shell-shocked and brain-dead in its wake, and had then waited, on tenterhooks, until he finally responded toward the end of the day (by then I had begun to surmise that he was just going to blow off the request) with a note saying he was busy the rest of this week preparing for the monthly Business Review meeting (which I know is true, because Rudy had mentioned it to me) and then out traveling the following week. He proposed that we meet two weeks from today. Obviously, I didn’t reply to him at once, because that would have painted me as desperate in his eyes (even though he probably knows I am). It was when I was en route to Jenny’s school that I sent him an email, from my iPhone, to let him know that two weeks from today was perfectly fine by me and that I looked forward to talking with him then.


    But I know I’m chasing but a distant hope, trying to grasp the ungraspable. And the notion makes my stomach knot up with fear.


    Fact is, I’ve arrived at the stage of life, and of career, where with every passing day my future utility is becoming less attractive than my present value. I’m a forty-seven year old mid-level manager of modest accomplishments and limited skill sets who has an increasing need for financial remuneration. (I have a wife who wants to keep up with the Joneses, kids who need to be put through college, and an aging mother who will someday have to be placed in a nursing home.) The only way I can get a boost in my earnings is through a promotion, which, even if I was universally loved and appreciated at work would be improbable because upward movement in my department is predicated on Rudy getting fired or dying (sadly, neither outcome is very likely, at least as far as I know; Rudy is firmly planted in the Founders’ good books, and is as hale and hearty as a Texas longhorn), or by moving to a job at another company, which will be hard to come by and won’t pay too much more than I’m making right now (I do make a decent salary; to be fair to the Founders, they are magnanimous and generally don’t short-change their key managers, even though Rudy is stingy with the annual increments and bonuses for his department) unless it’s at a more senior level, which is also unlikely, again, because of my aforementioned modest accomplishments to date and limited resume. As well as advancing age. In another three years I will be 50 and fast approaching the upper limit of my sell-by date. There isn’t a whole lot that I have left to offer that is dramatically different from a plethora of other candidates who might be more accomplished - at least on paper- or, more critically, younger and hungrier and cheaper than me.


    What would happen if I were to lose my job or if I’m put in an untenable position and have to quit? (Frankly, I don’t have the balls, the strength of character, or the moral conviction to resign on principle; but I do have a fragile, unpredictable ego which can sometimes make me do things that are rash and reckless). The mind reels when I consider the downside, the perils inherent in that eventuality, and the fear strengthens and makes my knotted-up stomach send bile rushing to my mouth.


    How will I pay my bills, take care of my family? A job is not that easy to find in this economy. I would have to dig into my savings, drive up my credit card debt, get a second mortgage on my home – who knows perhaps I might even lose it…become destitute….


    Stop, I tell myself. This is not productive.


    But I can’t. The fear is irresistible and all-consuming, and it swirls around me and I feel as though there’s no ground beneath my feet…I feel as if I’m sinking…


    My cell phone starts beeping and I glance at the caller ID.


    It’s Laurie calling, and that surprises me. Normally, she doesn’t call when she is out. In fact, we don’t get to talk or see each other at all on Book Club nights. I make sure of that by going to bed early, so I don’t have to listen to her droning on and on about what her friends wore, what accessories they were carrying, and what they ate and drank and what they said and did, and how much better and luxurious and more promising their lives were compared to ours.


    “Hi honey,” I say.


    “Hi,” she says. “What are you doing?”


    “Nothing…watching TV.”


    “While your daughter is upstairs crying her eyes out?”


    “What? Jenny is crying? Why?” I am genuinely taken aback. I had no inkling of this.


    “What kind of dad are you? Didn’t you pick her up from basketball?”


    “Yeah. She wasn’t crying or anything…”


    I try to think back. I’d been so preoccupied with my own thoughts that I hadn’t been able to pay too much attention to her.


    “Well, she just called me a few minutes ago,” Laurie says. “Something happened at practice. Her coach benched her and she’s just crushed, the poor thing.”


    “I had no idea…she was quiet in the car, but then she doesn’t talk much to me these days anyway.”


    “She would if you made the effort. Seriously, Ed, I don’t know what’s up with you these days.”


    “Listen, maybe I didn’t really notice she was upset because I had things of own to worry about.”


    I cringe the moment I utter those words. I have betrayed myself again. Spilled the beans about my mental state, when I had resolved not to.


    “Oh God,” she says. “What happened now? Did Rudy do something mean to you again?”


    As expected, she has instantaneously latched on to my angst, and her tone is mocking, patronizing, as if she is dealing with an immature habitual whiner who routinely makes mountains out of molehills.


    “No, no, nothing like that,” I say, scrambling to cover my tracks. “We just had some billing issues and things got a little tense.”


    This wasn’t an outright lie. We did have that problem with billing, and IT did get somewhat testy when we kept insisting their system was the cause of it…


    “Fine, whatever.” she says. “Can you go talk to Jenny? She is in pretty bad shape.”


    “I will,” I say. “By the way, did she tell you why she was benched?”


    “She said the coach told her she is too slow and not aggressive enough.”


    “Well, he’s right, you know…”


    “He may be. But don’t go telling her that, for God’s sake. She needs support right now. Not honesty.”


    “I’m not stupid, Laurie. I know what to say and what not to say.”


    “Sometimes I wonder…”


    The way she said that, with such condescending acerbity, that it sets me off.


    “Then why don’t you cut your precious Book Club meeting short and get your ass back home so you can talk to your daughter. Why are you asking me?”


    “Don’t get dramatic, Ed,” Laurie shoots back, unfazed. “I’d come home if I thought I needed to. I had a good talk with her. I calmed her down. I’m just asking you to do your part and show some empathy. For your sake. So that she won’t think her dad doesn’t care about her. If you don’t want to do it, you don’t have to.”


    Everyone seems to be cutting me down to size today. First Rudy, then Mary Ann, now her.


    “I’m sorry…I…didn’t mean it that way,” I stammer back. “I’ll go see how she’s doing.”


    “Fine,” she says, and hangs up.


    I sigh in resignation, in submission. I can never win these battles. Not with her, not with anybody.


    I pull myself off the couch, take a long swig of my whiskey, and then lumber up the stairs to Jenny’s room. I pause for a moment before knocking, cock my ears. I can hear faint clicking sounds inside. She’s probably on her computer, doing her homework. I steel myself and knock. (I dread these sorts of conversations where I’m dealing with emotionally charged people trapped in fraught or tragic situations. They are usually unrealistic in their viewpoints, their stance is always self-serving or impractical, and they are never willing to compromise or admit to their own shortcomings or concede the incoherence or flaws of their arguments. I find it impossible not to blow up at them, to resist the temptation to grab them by their shoulders and shake them until they come to their senses, while yelling “get over it, life’s not fair” in their moronically petrified faces.)


    Jenny has not responded to my knocking.


    I try again. Still no response.


    “Jenny,” I call out. “It’s dad. Can I come in?”


    The door bursts open, and there she stands, the personification of all that is miserable and wilted and dead. Her eyes are red and swollen. Her face is drawn with pain and suffering. She looks shattered. As if her whole world has collapsed around her.


    “Are you okay?” I ask her.


    Her lower lip starts to quiver. She’s about to cry. There is such a stark look of anguish on her face that my heart just breaks. I feel a gushing of love and protectiveness and sorrow bubble up inside me. Who cares if she is not the fastest or the most attacking player on her team, if she can’t dribble and dash and dodge like Magic Johnson? The coach had no right to throw her imperfections in her face, to injure her frail, fledgling sense of self-esteem, to squelch her confidence, her faith in her ability, however limited he might think it is. I feel like taking her in my arms, consoling her, telling her everything will be fine, that I will go and talk to the coach, make him see the error of his ways, convince him to focus on her strengths, to put her back in the starting lineup.


    I step forward to embrace her. But she just shrinks away from me. Her face tenses and tightens, her lips unfurl into a grimace of distrust - or perhaps revulsion, I can’t tell.


    “I’m fine, dad,” she says. “I have homework to do.”


    I freeze with shock. I’m confounded, feel belittled. The gushing of love turns into a wave of melancholy. This is where things stand with me and my family. They treat me with such scathing indifference.


    I know I should talk my way into Jenny’s room, give her my undivided attention and listen to all her troubles and tribulations, offer advice and words of compassion and assuagement. But I know I will do no such thing.


    “OK, baby, I won’t bother you then,” I say, my voice hollow. “But I’m here if you need to talk to me. Alright?”


    Jenny’s face remains impassive, though I think I see her eyes flash with cynicism for an instant. She knows I don’t mean it, senses the lack of honesty in my words. I can feel my own phoniness oozing from every pore in my body.


    “Good night, daddy,” she says, and closes the door.


    There is only one word to adequately describe my family life – heck, my life in general: disappointing. Everything I do and say falls short, lets someone down.


    Slowly I make my way downstairs to the kitchen, pour myself a glass of water (purposefully keeping my eyes averted from the pile of dirty dishes in the sink), open the medicine cabinet, locate the bottle of Advil PM (which is a life saver in times like these) swallow a couple of tablets and trudge off in the direction of the bedroom.


    “Ed...” I hear a shrill voice cut through the deep, dark thicket of sleep I’ve been lost in. My wife’s voice.


    “Get up. It’s past 7:00.”


    I hear myself groan.


    “What’s gotten into you?” Laurie says. “Don’t you have to go to work?”


    I open my eyes and catch a glimpse of her as she moves across the room. She’s dressed in her gym clothes, looks fresh and feisty. There is a spring in her step. I wonder what’s gotten into her. The book club meeting seems to have charged her up pretty good last night.


    I struggle off the bed and drag my unwilling, complaining body to the bathroom.


    I go through my morning ritual of the three S’s (shit, shower and shave, in that exact order) still dazed by the residual semi-swoon of the Advil PM. By the time I get my clothes on and make my way to the kitchen everyone has left. Laurie has taken Josh and Jenny to school herself.


    A rare treat bestowed on me by my curiously high-spirited wife.


    I look at my watch. It’s almost 8. Just enough time to grab a cup of coffee to drink in the car. Who the heck knows? This might yet turn out to be a better day.


    I pour the coffee into a travel mug (I don’t remember making it last night, which means Laurie must have done so – another rare treat), and screw the lid on.


    On the way to the garage, my cell phone starts to beep. My first thought is that it’s Sumit calling to tell me about yet another emergency at work. I brace myself as I reach into my pocket.


    I see the display and realize it’s not Sumit after all. It’s Mike Thomas, my financial advisor. He handles my investments, such as they are. Over time I’ve managed to squirrel away a little bit of my bonuses and my salary toward a rainy day and my kids’ college education. Mike’s company – Fenworth Investments – handles that money. I probably have close to $250K (based on the last statement I got) in that nest egg now, against net contributions of close to $250K in the last 15 years or so. This means a net return of 0% over that period, thank you very much. Though I’ve been told I should consider myself blessed for breaking even, given all the turmoil in the financial markets in the past few years.


    “Mike,” I say into the phone. “What’s shakin’, my friend.”


    I like Mike. He is a gregarious, intelligent guy, who keeps his finger firmly on the throbbing pulse of the financial markets and always has sound recommendations on where to invest. We have even gotten together for drinks a couple of times and I have come to know him pretty well on a personal level. He’s in his mid-thirties, drives a flashy car (a late model Jaguar, from what I can recall), and spends a lot of time and money on pretty women with big hair, slender, heavily scented bodies and unbelievably large (perhaps surgically enhanced) breasts. I know this because one or other of them was always draped on his arm every time we had had drinks.


    “Hey, Ed…hope I didn’t catch you at a bad time.” He sounds strangely subdued, solemn, almost funereal.


    “It’s never a bad time for you, buddy.”


    A pause follows. He seems to be searching for words. He clears his throat.


    “Ahhh…I have some bad news, Ed.”


     “Yeah?”


    My heart has started to sink. When your financial manager calls and tells you he has bad news it can only mean one thing: total catastrophe.


    “I realize you’ve probably heard about this on the news already…but we’re following up with all of our clients to talk to them in person.”


    “Heard what?”


    “Kauffman Capital,” he says slowly, in a half-whisper, as if he is mouthing an expletive and doesn’t want people around him to hear.


    “What about Kauffman Capital…?” I ask, mystified.


    He pauses again. Then let’s out a small sigh.


    “I guess you haven’t heard then. Kauffman is a hedge fund based out of Boston, Massachusetts. We have invested several of our clients’ portfolios with them. They’ve been the gold standard on rate of returns for the past ten years. Averaging annual returns in the neighborhood of 20%.”


    “Ah-huh,” I mumble, straining to make sense of what he’s saying.


    “Well, yesterday the FBI raided their offices and shut them down. The SEC has put out a statement alleging fraud and tax evasion on a massive scale. The head of the fund has been arrested.”


    “And what does this have to do with me…?”


    He pauses again. “Your portfolio was heavily invested in Kauffman.”


    An alarm bell begins ringing in my head.


    “How heavily?” I ask.


    “On a net basis? About 70%,” he says.


    I’m dumbfounded. Speechless. My mind is frozen. I should be panicking. But I’m not. Because I can’t panic. I can’t do much of anything. Even breathing has become difficult.


    “Ed…you still there?” Mike asks. I’ve been quiet for so long it’s made him think he lost the connection. He probably wishes he’s lost the connection.


    “I’m here…” I somehow manage to say.


    “I’m sorry about this, Ed.”


    “So, what happens now?”


    He lets out another sigh – this one drawn out longer than the one before. “Well, at this point all we can do is wait for the dust to settle. Once the authorities are done with their investigation, we’ll be able to find out more. But I promise you we’ll stay on top of this and keep you and all our clients in the loop as and when we get more information.”


     “Is there a chance we’ll get our money back?”


    “We’ll just have to wait and see,” he says, with a distinct quake in his voice. I imagine him sitting in his chair – a thick, cushy leather chair behind a large mahogany desk next to a gigantic window which overlooks the Galleria area from his 23rd story office in the Williams Tower, one of the most expensive commercial locations in the city – squirming and fidgeting uncomfortably. “At this point, it’s hard to say…”


    Something explodes in my head – like a blinding, searing napalm blast. An explosion of frustration, outrage, and self-pity. How can this be happening to me? What did I ever do to deserve this? I have worked my ass off for my money. No one has paid me a dime without my having earned it, fair and square. I have kept my head down, my nose clean, and played by the rules. And this is the reward I get in return?


    “Wait. Did you just tell me it’s hard to say?” I hear myself snapping at him. “I’ve lost all my goddamned money. YOU made me lose all my goddamned money. And you don’t even know if I’ll get any of it back?”


    He seems to grunt with distress on the other end of the line.


    “Ed, I know this is not a good outcome,” he says. “But you are not the only victim here…there are many others like you. And we stand to lose a lot as well as a result of this. This is extremely difficult for us. Our success is predicated on how well our clients do…we pride ourselves on our ability to guide them toward safe and rewarding investment options…”


    “But this doesn’t RUIN you financially, Mike. I’m done here. Nearly all my life savings are gone. And I’ve got a kid starting college next year…”


    Mike is silent for a moment, as if he’s not sure what to say. And I find myself feeling bad for him. Having to call all your clients to break the news of the decimation of their savings and to face their wrath, to feel their pain and torment, is no walk in the park.


    “Hopefully you will not lose everything, Ed,” he says presently. “We will file all the requisite claims with the SEC and the courts and fight to recover as much as we possibly can on your behalf.”


    “Recover what – pennies on the dollar?”


    The line goes silent for a beat again and I think I hear him swallow and gulp with discomfort. “Like I said, I’m sorry about all this, Ed,” he says. “I truly am. We will do everything we can to protect your interests.”


    I can almost imagine the look of chagrin and shame on his face. I realize he is honest in his expression of regret. But my despair at my own situation prevents me from acknowledging his apology.


    “I gotta go, Mike.” I say. “I’ll talk to you later.”


    I need some coffee. Befuddled and bewildered by Mike’s wondrous revelations, I’d left my mug on the counter.


    I’m on Highway 59 North, just south of Chimney Rock Road, where I normally exit to get to my office. Except that I can’t bring myself to do that right now.


    I’d much rather call Rudy and tell him I have an urgent errand to run, or have to get something repaired back at the house, or have a dentist appointment to go to which I’d forgotten to mention to him, or, perhaps best of all, that I’m sick and can’t come in to work at all. Everyone takes a mental health day once in a while. And my mental health at this very moment would certainly justify my taking one.


    There’s a nice, big Starbucks at the corner of Post Oak and Westheimer, just a mile or two away from the office. Maybe I can grab a coffee there and hang out until I can get my bearings, pull myself together.


    I dig out my phone from my pocket and seek out and call Rudy’s number form my favorite’s list (I wish there was another name for the list of people who really aren’t your ‘favorites’ but you have to call often anyway not because you like them, but because you must). The phone rings a couple of times before Rudy answers. I will the call to go to his voice mail, so I can just leave a message; that would be much easier than actually talking to that unbearable man. But he picks up the phone at the fifth beep, dashing my high hopes.


    “Ed, where the heck are ya?” he says in his customary crusty Texas drawl. “I’ve been lookin’ for you all morning.”


    “Errr, sorry Rudy, I’m in my car driving, had a quick errand to run...”


    I’m doing it again, succumbing timorously to his overbearing, boorish attitude. I’ve just ruled out the possibility of taking the day off.


    “How far are you?”


    “I should be there in 30 minutes.”


    At least I bought myself some time to grab a decent cup of coffee.


    “I have a meeting starting with Chuck, Bob and Don in ten minutes.” He sounds irritated. Chuck and Bob are the Founders. Don is our legal counsel.


    I don’t reply. I’m at the intersection of Westheimer and Post Oak now and the light has turned green. I make a left. The Starbucks is up ahead. I can literally taste the coffee.


    “Here’s the deal, then…” he growls.


    “Yes?”


    “You’re going to New York.”


    “New York? What for?”


    “The Board’s been telling us to expand to other markets. Chuck and Bob think it’s time to pull the trigger. Paul is putting together the sales strategy. He’ll be there next week. We want someone to go and figure out the operational side of it. The meter data rules, the billing requirements, all of the back office stuff.”


    “Is anyone else going? Or is it just Paul and me?” My mind is working in full flow now, even without the coffee. Going to New York with Paul will be an ideal opportunity to spend some quality time with him, to establish a relationship, to show off my chops as a viable candidate for the open position in his team.


    “You, Paul…and Mary Ann, buddy,” Rudy says. “She will be looking into the customer service side of things.”


    I can almost hear the suppressed chuckle in his voice, picture the smirk forming on the edges of those thin, cruel lips of his. I suspect he has grasped the thought behind my question. He’s shrewd that way. He knows having Mary Ann with me in New York would throw a huge damper on my enthusiasm. And he’s right.


     “I’ll go ahead and make arrangements,” I say.


    He goes on to tell me about the goals for undertaking the trip, the meetings he wants me to arrange.


    “Figure out the timelines, the cost, whether we need Fred to do anything from an IT perspective. The whole shebang. Go it?”


    “Got it.”


    “We can talk more later.”


    “I’ll come find you.”


    “You do that. See you back at the ranch.”


    He hangs up. I slip the phone into my pocket. I’m parked in front of Starbucks. The cup of coffee beckons invitingly. So does the prospect of going to New York and working on this new project. Despite the presence of Mary Ann.


    I wonder if this trip will turn out to be the antidote, the panacea for the funk I’m in.


    It’s been a normal, largely uneventful evening at home so far. Laurie is putting out dinner, the kids are upstairs somewhere, doing whatever it is they do between coming home and sitting down to dinner.


    I try to gauge Laurie’s mood as I help set the table. I had held off calling her and telling her about the Kauffman debacle. It wasn’t a prospect I anticipated with any relish. And I’m still not looking forward to it, although she seems calm and peaceful enough, albeit somewhat preoccupied. Her movements, as she opens the oven and reaches inside, appear to be mechanical, unmeditated.


    I decide it’s now or never. The timing is not going to get any better.


    “I got a call today from Mike…” I say, as casually as I can.


    Laurie has pulled out a roasted chicken from the oven and is carrying it over to the dining table. She doesn’t stop, or flinch, or even look at me.


    “Yeah?” is all she says.


    “It wasn’t good news.”


    Laurie places the chicken on the table and shrugs. “I was wondering when he would call. I saw the news yesterday. I knew what was coming.”


    I can’t suppress my surprise. “You knew?”


    Laurie turns and walks back to the oven. “Yeah, the story was on CNN pretty much all day.”


    “You saw it? And you didn’t say anything to me?”


    She bends down and reaches for a tray of baked potatoes. “What was the point? I knew you’d find out sooner or later.”


    I stare at her in disbelief. “You’re not pissed we lost our money?”


    She shrugs again as she carries the potatoes to the counter and drops them into a bowl. “It’s nothing new, is it? When have we ever been lucky with money?”


    Her attitude is puzzling, uncharacteristic - not to mention worrying. She should have exploded with outrage. Instead she is shrugging off this tragedy as if it were nothing to worry about. I wonder what’s going on in her head. Is she genuinely taking our misfortune in stride, chalking it up to a freakish turn of events, or is there something deeper at play – a sense of giving in, an erosion of hope, perhaps, or a profound, overwhelming foreboding that good things can never happen to us, that meek and docile acceptance of our irreversible, permanent rotten luck is the only course of action available to her.


    I don’t want her to be disillusioned. I don’t want her to lose hope that things will turn around for us, that better days are just around the corner. But I’m also afraid to draw her into a debate about the way the things are presently.


    “We’ll be fine,” I say. “We’ll bounce back from this.”


    She nods absently and proceeds to call out to the kids to come down and eat.


    We sit down to dinner. There is little talk. We ask each other to pass this or that dish politely, steer clear of direct personal questions. We are courteous and accommodating. We praise the food Laurie has prepared. Toward the end of the meal while Jenny and Josh are clearing the table, I announce my upcoming business trip to New York.


    “I’ll be there most of next week,” I tell her.


    This seems to pique Laurie’s interest. She wants to know the precise dates and times of my departure and return. I tell her the itinerary is still in the works, but I will probably leave Sunday afternoon and return late Wednesday and she smiles and wishes me a good trip. Doesn’t ask me a single question about why I’m going, what I’ll be doing there, who I would be going with, where I would be staying.


    “Looks like I’ll be hooking up with Bart one evening while I’m there,” I tell her.


    “That’s good,” she says. “Can you do the dishes tonight if you don’t mind? I’m a little tired.”


    “Sure, honey,” I say.


    There is something going on with my wife, something is eating at her, distracting her. I don’t have the vaguest idea what it could be. And I’m not sure I want to find out.


  




  

    Chapter Four


    I may not have any friends in Houston, but I do have one in New York.


    Bart Johnson is one of my oldest friends. I’ve known him for over twenty-five years, going all the way back to our days at Iowa State University where we had been dorm-mates during my freshman and sophomore years. He was a Hotel and Restaurant Management major and one of the few kids I knew back then who was always pretty clear about what he wanted to do in life - and then went ahead and did exactly what he said he would. He had an intense hatred for Iowa - in fact the entire Mid-West - and everything it stood for. “The day they hand me my diploma, I’m getting the hell out of Dodge,” he’d told me. (There was genuine irony in that remark too, because he was from Dodge City, Iowa.)


    He had lived up to his word. Just hours after our graduation ceremony he had packed up his car with whatever clothes, books, tapes (CD’s still hadn’t caught on back then) and sundry other belongings he felt he needed to hold on to and hit the road. His destination was New York City – the most unrivaled of hotbeds of hotels and restaurants in the entire country, and therefore, the ideal place for him to launch his career. He had an aunt who lived in Brooklyn and his plan was to crash on her couch while he looked for a job. That was twenty-five years ago. Fast forward to today and he is a high-ranking VP at the Hyatt Corporation, drawing an impressive salary, managing a large chunk of Hyatt properties peppered all across the eastern seaboard of the United States. He lives in a posh apartment on the Upper East Side of Manhattan. He has two kids who go to private schools, and he has married well (which was another one of his vehemently stated goals in college); his wife belongs to a family flush with money and influence.


    We have stayed in touch over the years, exchanging emails periodically and calling each other on birthdays and Christmases and other occasions. I was best man at his wedding and our wives get along well also (they are “friends” on Facebook and Laurie is always showing me their pictures and posts – he takes a lot of vacations to some of the most beautiful places the world has to offer).


    I had decided to call him up from the car on my way home earlier to see if he would be in town next week and had the time to hook up on Monday evening. (He travels quite often - is sometimes on the road as much as three weeks out of the month, visiting the various properties he is in charge of.) As luck would have it, he had no plans to travel.


    “What perfect timing,” he said. “I was supposed to go to Boston, but the trip got cancelled this morning.”


    “That’s karma, bro” I intoned. “Now you know why it got cancelled.”


    He laughed. “Well, karma or not, you better get ready. I’m going to show you the time of your life, buddy. Think you can handle that?”


    Actually, I wasn’t sure if I could handle him showing me the time of my life. His idea of it is not what I would call wholesome. Because Bart is a bit of a womanizer. Ok, not “a bit”, a lot. Women are his weakness, his one burning obsession. He can’t get enough of them. Even when we were in college and he was going steady with his then girlfriend he always had something else cooking on the side. (To be honest he had more than one thing cooking on the side – much to my and everyone else’s envy.) And he hasn’t let up since. He still thrives on chasing women, winning their hearts, making conquests of them, and few can resist his potent charms. He does know his limits, though. He usually exits the scene before things get out of hand, with the result that, notwithstanding the awe-inspiring scale of his enterprise, he’s never gotten serious with anyone. Women are purely his hobby, fodder for his complicated ego, a source of entertainment, and perhaps exercise (he doesn’t do any other physical activity, from what I know – and I guess a man has to stay fit somehow). He remains committed to his wife (minus the sex part, obviously) professes to loving her more than any other woman on earth, and, from what he has shared with me, has no intention of leaving her, or being left by her. (He is also secretly terrified of her; with her family connections being what they are, she can squish him - and the extravagant, carefree life he has come to take for granted – under her heels like she would an irksome little bug if she so chooses.) He knows if she ever finds out about his serial dalliances with other women she would divorce him on the spot. And I think this sense of danger fuels his desire to cheat on her even more. For some people, living on the edge, under constant threat of discovery and ruination, would be too much to handle; to him, it was exhilarating.


    I don’t condemn or fault him for going after what he craves. But I don’t necessarily want to partake in the action either. I find the idea both unnecessary and frightening. Not because such behavior is morally repugnant to me, or that I’m possessed of an exceptionally lofty sense of loyalty toward my wife, but because I’d probably feel lost and wouldn’t know what to do or say if I were thrown into such a situation. I have no idea how to connect with women, how to draw and hold their attention, how to capture their interest. If they happen to be attractive, I’m put off even more. (My wife is the only attractive woman I’ve ever made the effort to pursue and seduce in any meaningful way, and even there, she was the one who eventually took the first step in the seduction department; I don’t think we would be married today if she hadn’t done that.) Pretty women seem to have this perpetual air of “you’re not good enough for me, how dare you even think about coming on to me” which I find unassailable, impenetrable, and not worth the trouble of trying to break through. It’s not as if they’re on the lookout for someone like me anyway. I’m no George Clooney or Tom Brady, and I’m not exactly made of money either. I therefore find it conducive to simply treat them like any other object (like a car, computer, printer, stapler, calculator or desk or chair) that I would have to interact with to get through my day. Which is not to say I don’t appreciate a good-looking woman. I do – as much as the next guy. But I realize that most women (the young, unblemished and desirable ones anyway) have no good reason to be interested in me.


    “Be careful there Bart,” I said. “Don’t turn my visit into an excuse for debauchery.”


    “Damn it, Ed,” he said. “One would think by now you’d have your priorities right.”


    “We meet, we have dinner, we talk about the good old days, we share funny stories about our kids, and then we go home. Or at least, you go home, I go back to my hotel room.”


    “So you can jack off to a porno and hit the sack?”


    “Exactly.”


    “They’re expensive – those hotel pornos. I’ll bring you one from my personal collection.”


    “As long as it’s in English. You lose the plot if you have to read sub-titles.”


    He chuckled. “Yeah, agreed, you wouldn’t want to miss the dialog…”


    We arranged to meet at the hotel where I would be staying and go to dinner from there.


    I’m looking forward to seeing him. He’s a funny, up-beat guy – and there is a lot of history behind us, enough to make an evening with him enjoyable and relaxing. Which, other than a different job, perhaps, is exactly what I need right now


    It’s Sunday afternoon. The whole week has just flown by. The Founders made an official announcement about the company’s plan to enter the New York market by early next year, and it kicked up a frenzy of breathless expectation and febrile excitement amongst the rank and file. The news that I would be accompanying Paul and Mary Ann to New York helped quell the rumor, which had been running amok in the office, that I was a washed-up has-been who had fallen out of favor with Rudy and was on his way out. It also finally put paid to the gratuitous outpouring of sympathy and fake goodwill which I was being unremittingly subjected to since Rudy hit “send” on that email about Mary Ann’s promotion. Business trips are a badge of honor in our company, a high-profile perk reserved only for those who senior management considers worth spending money on. The fact that I’ve been singled out to be the recipient of such an august honor has, for now, arrested further erosion of my status in the company. How long this situation will hold is anybody’s guess.


    I’m at gate C58 at the George Bush Intercontinental Airport. In line to Board United flight 1123 to Newark, New Jersey. And I’m beginning to think that there has been some sort of miscommunication. I seem to be on this flight by myself. Either that or something came up over the weekend and Paul has had to change his itinerary.


    The plan was to get to New York by Sunday so we could get off to an early start on Monday. We had meetings scheduled starting at 9 AM. First with a regulatory consultant (who assists out-of-state companies get past the Public Utility Commission’s certification requirements for an energy retail business in New York), then with an electric market consultant (who advises companies on matters of business strategy). These meetings were to be attended by all three of us: me, Mary Ann and Paul. Over the following two days each of us had individual meetings scheduled with experts and service providers in our respective areas of responsibility. So Paul was to meet with a marketing company and a couple of sales brokers, I was to meet with a technology provider and the New York grid operator to understand how the transactional, billing and financial side of the market could be best addressed, and Mary Ann was slated to meet with a consumer protection consultant and a Public Service Commission representative to get first-hand briefing on the do’s and don’ts related to consumer protection rights and customer communications protocols.


    I had not bothered to check on Mary Ann’s itinerary, but I did call Paul’s admin to find out which flight he was going to be taking, hoping to spend some time with him at the airport and then maybe sharing a taxi with him from Newark airport to our hotel (I wasn’t sure if I should go so far as to book a seat next to him on the airplane – I didn’t want him to get the impression that I was stalking him, although that is essentially what I intend to do on this trip). We were all going to be staying at the same hotel – the Hilton Hotel on Avenue of Americas between 53rd and 54th Street. Paul himself had sent an email out to Mary Ann and me, apprising us of where we should make our hotel reservations and what the first day’s agenda was going to be.


    And now here I am at the gate, at the back of the line to board the plane, and there is no sign of him.


    I hand my boarding pass to the attendant, who scans it and gives it back to me, and as I step on to the jetway I look over my shoulder one last time and see Paul rushing toward the gate. He is rolling his luggage behind him and struggling to keep the shoulder strap of his computer bag in place as he hurries towards the gate.


    Paul is a slightly built, youngish-looking man of medium height (he is probably in his mid-forties but looks no older than 35), and he dresses young too. His clothes are always trendy, and he wears them with flair and confidence. He has straight black hair which he sports gelled and neatly combed back over his head. He also wears glasses, which make him look thoughtful and mature (perhaps without the glasses he would look too hip for the corporate world - at least at the executive level - but with the glasses everything ties together). He is always calm and collected, always has a smile on his face. I have never seen him worked up, excited or agitated. His overall impression is one of measured reserve, but he is a heck of a salesman too – even though he doesn’t fit the mold. He is methodical, deliberate, a sound strategic thinker. And he is tough. He doesn’t allow dead wood to hang around in his team for too long.


    There used to be this guy, Hector Gonzales, whom the Founders had hired back when they’d first started the company, and he was a darling of the executive team. He was high-energy, talked loud and fast, was a vociferous cheerleader for the company, perennially positive and optimistic about the company’s future, full of praise and platitudes for the Founders’ vision and genius. Everyone thought he was one heck of a sales guy. Then in strode Paul three years ago as the new VP of Sales and Marketing and immediately saw through Hector’s bombast and brouhaha. He demanded concrete targets and plans, and when they weren’t forthcoming or weren’t adhered to, he put Hector on notice. Hector complained to the Founders. The Founders sat Paul down and asked him why he was being so hard on Hector. (There were also some muted accusations of Hector being subjected to racial discrimination, tacit murmurings of favoritism and impossible assignments – some of which perhaps Hector himself might have concocted.) Paul wasn’t ruffled one bit. He presented the Founders with hard data. Hector had missed his sales quota five quarters running. Despite the fact that Paul had pretty much let him pick his own targets. This is what he had told the Founders (I know this because the HR manager was in the room, and she had told Fred, who had then turned around and told me): “Hector is either a poor forecaster, or a terrible salesperson. One makes him a fool, the other a liability. Either way, he’s of no use to me.” The Founders had backed off. Hector was moved from Sales to Account Management (where he was responsible for contract renewals for a group of high profile accounts, and as it turned out, wasn’t very good at doing that either because most of those customers ended up ditching us and signing up with our competitors), which meant no more commissions, and therefore much less income, which eventually forced him to find another job.


    No, Paul doesn’t take kindly to empty bravado. He prefers substance over style, values consistent, well-thought out execution over intermittent flashes of brilliance. He is someone I can work with.


    I decide to wait for Paul. A few minutes later he comes ambling down the bridge. He smiles and greets me when he sees me there.


    “Good to see we’re on the same flight…”


    “Yeah, I checked with Sara.”


    “Is Mary Ann on this flight as well?”


    “I don’t know. She didn’t tell me.”


    “We’ll figure it out when we get there. What seat are you in?”


    We have entered the plane now, the last ones to board. I look down at my boarding pass.


    “I’m in seat 24C.”


    “I’m right here,” he says, pointing to the first seat in the economy section


    “Nice - plenty of leg room,” I say. “See you in New York.”


    “I have a car picking me up at the airport. You can ride with me if you want. You booked at the Hilton, right?”


    “Yes.”


    “Good.”


    He deposits his bag in the overhead luggage bin and sits down.


    The flight attendant comes up behind me.


    “Please take your seat, sir. We would like to have an on-time departure.”


    “Of course,” I say, and hurry down the aisle in search of my seat.


     “It’s always exciting to come to New York,” Paul is saying.


    We are in the car Paul has hired, plying through the ugly streets of Newark, New Jersey toward Manhattan.


    “I love its beat, its rhythm”, he continues. “You feel energized the moment you step into the street.”


    He turns to me. “You’ve been here before, haven’t you?”


    “Yes, I have,” I say. “I came to attend a friend’s wedding. And I agree with you. It’s certainly one of my favorite places.”


    I don’t really agree. I’d come here for Bart’s wedding almost a decade ago and had found the pace of the city, the attitude of its residents, its over-crowdedness a little unsettling, if not downright intimidating. It had felt vast despite being small, lonely despite being chock full of humanity.


    “What other places do you like?”


    It’s just an idle question from Paul, one of those “go with the flow of the conversation” types, which he probably didn’t even formulate consciously. In all likelihood the answer won’t matter to him, and he will promptly forget whatever I say to him. And yet, I find that I’m thrown for a loop. The fact is, outside of the cities I’ve been either born in, gone to school, worked in, or have had to visit in a professional capacity, I haven’t really gone anywhere. I guess wont of money and the demands of raising two kids (with all its concomitant restrictions on movement) would do that to you.


    I rack my brains to think of a couple of nicer places I’ve visited: Chicago comes to mind (I went there over one Spring Break with my roommate in college, which was 24 years ago – a late winter storm had hit the area and we’d been stranded there for three days); I’ve also been to Orlando (for the pilgrimage to Disney World which is compulsory and binding and enforced by writ of law, it would seem, for every family in the country with kids of a certain age), and that’s about it. But then it hits me, I did go to New Orleans a long time ago, for some kind of engineering conference when I was living in Kansas City. I vaguely remember having a good time there.


    “New Orleans,” I say. “And Chicago, to a degree.”


    Paul smiles.


    “Yeah, I like New Orleans too. It has so much character. Too bad it got hit with that hurricane. Lost so much of its charm.”


    “I haven’t visited it since,” I say. “They say it’s bounced back though.”


     “Yeah, it has,” Paul says. “But you can still see signs of the damage.”


    “Sad,” I say.


    The conversation lets up. I notice Paul staring ahead at the looming Manhattan skyline, with its towering buildings and glittering lights, their silhouettes reaching up to the sky, ramrod straight and audacious, as if challenging the gods in heaven themselves. It’s a stunning, magnificent sight, and I look on, fascinated.


    “We should be at the hotel by 7:30 or so,” Paul says, looking at his watch. “I did get an email from Mary Ann – she’s already there. I told her to meet us in the lobby around 7:45 so we can all go to dinner together.”


    “Sounds good,” I say, even though the prospect of having dinner with Mary Ann sounds anything but good.


    “You’re all set for tomorrow’s meetings?” he asks.


    I pat my computer bag, which is lying next to me on the seat, between Paul and me.


    “I’ve read through the Public Utility certification requirements and the market rules. They seem fairly straightforward, quite similar to Texas, except we have to deal with each utility directly and follow their guidelines instead of interfacing through a central clearing house, like we do in Texas.”


    “You’ve done your homework. Great.”


    “I try to prepare – as much as I can…”


    I see him nod in the semi-darkness of the car.


    “I have to say…” He begins, and then stops. I get the feeling he’s trying to pick the right words. And I wait, wondering if he’s going to say what I think he’s going to say.


    “You’ve got a pretty tough boss…” he says at last.


    “Tough would be a good way to describe him, yes.”


    “I happened to mention our conversation to him – about your interest in the open position in my team - and he seemed less than thrilled about the idea.”


    I’d been right. He did want to clear the air about his conversation with Rudy. I can’t help thinking that it’s quite laudable of him to try to do so.


    “It probably wasn’t very smart on my part, to come to you without talking to him first.” I say, wanting to let him off the hook.


    He scratches his jaw. “No,” he says. “The fault was mine. I shouldn’t have mentioned it. It ended up making things…awkward for you.”


    I shrug. “It’s okay. What’s done is done.”


    “Still. I feel I should apologize. It was bad judgment on my part.”


    “Paul, it’s okay. Really. I don’t think you did me any disservice by what you did. I wasn’t in Rudy’s good books to begin with.”


    “I appreciate that,” he says. “And to be honest, I should have levelled with you when you first approached me. The thing is…it’s going to be tough to bring you on board in Sales.”


    “I-I understand,” I say, doing my best to sound professional and unperturbed, despite the onset of a sick, hollow sensation in my gut which makes me feel as if I might throw up.


    “It’s not the end of the world, you know,” I hear Paul say, and his voice sounds to me as if it’s coming from far away.


    “You’re good at what you do,” he goes on. “And if you can pull off this New York project, who knows…sky may be the limit. Right?”


    “Sure.”


    I’m regretting sharing a ride with Paul now. I had thought it would give me a chance to bond with him. Instead, all I’ve succeeded in doing is to provide him with an early opening to re-set my expectations. What a fool I’ve been. His opinion of me had already been shaped, cast in stone, as it were, chiseled, hammered and molded into an immutable form, thanks to the negative press Rudy had been giving me for years. I had never stood even a ghost of a chance with him. His conversation with Rudy might very well have been more of an exercise in bias confirmation than anything else.


    “Let’s still get together next week, though” Paul says. “And explore our options. We already have the meeting set up. I might have some more feedback to share with you by then.”


    He is trying to salve my wounds, is feeling guilty, compunctious. Or perhaps he’s just expressing pity, the kind we show toward the meek and the downtrodden hanging out at busy intersections and under bridges, looking for handouts.


    “That would be great, Paul,” I say.


    And I was expecting this to be a path-defining, career-rejuvenating trip.


    One of the blessings of being a trained corporate professional is that you learn to compartmentalize things. The irritating conundrums of life, the painful personal battles and grueling inner dilemmas can be packed up and thrust into a less accessible corner of the brain, so that focus can be centered on more important things: the commercial issue at hand, the sexy, new business idea being discussed, or the operational problem being tackled. Feelings, emotions and sentiments can be switched off, tragedies and calamities can be shelved. You get into this zone of numb, dispassionate, one-dimensional perception. You exist in the moment, see only what’s in front of you, care only about whatever is playing out before you.


    That’s how I’m getting through my day today.


    From taxi ride to taxi ride, carrying us from one long-winded, interminable discussion to the next, I have stubbornly refused to let my mind wander to the dark side, kept myself away from the place in my head where all my fears and woes have been secreted away.


    That’s not to say I haven’t been interested in what’s being said around me, that I’ve only been going through the motions. Strange, and perhaps tame, as it may sound, a part of me is actually enjoying these discussions. I like solving operational, technical problems. They get my juices flowing. (I hadn’t done anything original and new for so long I’d forgotten that they did.) I enjoy developing project plans, defining timelines, deliverables, and tasks, assigning resources, identifying redundancies and dependencies, establishing links and critical paths between tasks and activities. Nothing rings my bell harder or louder.


    So it hasn’t been too difficult to stay engaged and engrossed, despite the state of mind I’m in, following the conversations closely, asking pertinent questions where appropriate. And over the course of the day, as I’ve listened to the experts and the consultants pontificate and expound and carry on and on about the most abstruse and esoteric aspects of their respective areas of specialty, the dim outlines of a market strategy have begun to take shape in my head. I can see a way forward, a plot for the story. I just need to sit down and commit it to paper.


    The only question is, given the present scheme of things, will it matter? Will anything I do change my situation, gain me some semblance of advantage, as Paul had so graciously hinted the night before? Or have Rudy and Mary Ann’s nefarious designs already sealed my fate?


    One thing is certain: Mary Ann can’t contain her exultation over her new position. And she’s trying really hard to portray the impression that she deserves it. She was loud and gritty before her promotion. Now she is raucous and bludgeoning. She has been trying to hog conversations all morning, butting in where she doesn’t need to, making points that are unnecessary, poorly argued, or patently asinine. She’s taking great pains to ask questions, plenty of them, as if she’s afraid if she doesn’t do so, she will appear ill-informed, unprepared, dense, or insignificant.


    Inexplicably, Paul has remained supportive, indulgent, even encouraging of her strident questions and tasteless grand-standing, as if he’s mollycoddling a child, trying to gently goad and encourage a wobbly, bumbling, newly born fawn to get up on its feet. And Mary Ann, in turn, has been disgustingly, nakedly ingratiating and reverential toward Paul. She has deferred to him in every argument, complimented him on even his most banal observation or comment, and has been quick to align herself with every point of view he has expressed, without waiting to consider its merit.


    I wonder why Paul can’t see through this sycophantic, obsequious charade of hers, like he saw through Hector’s false grandiosity.


    Even now, as we head back to our hotel, the three of us packed into the back-seat of a cab, our full quota of meetings for the day finally exhausted (along with our bodies and minds), Mary Ann is waxing inane about how well Paul defined this or that point, how incisive his observations were, how even the experts were stumped by the issues he was bringing up.


    “I feel like they were constantly trying to veer off topic on purpose, kept talking about things we weren’t interested in or that weren’t relevant, and you saw through their game and kept them honest,” she concludes.


    Paul is listening to her with a proud, self-congratulatory smile on his lips, his eyes gleaming with pleasure, as if Mary Ann is reciting a sonnet, an ode to his intellectual prowess.


    “Yes, well, these guys can get deliberately chatty,” Paul says. “Because they’re being paid by the hour. The less information they give us in that hour, more hours we have to pay them for to get it out of them.”


    “I thought you were just awesome,” Mary Ann adds.


    “Thanks,” Paul says.


    Then he turns to me.


    “You’re being very quiet, Ed. What are your thoughts?”


    “I thought you were pretty awesome too, Paul,” I say.


    Paul chuckles. “Why, thank you for that,” he says. “But I was asking about the material we covered in the meetings. Not necessarily my performance.”


    “Oh that,” I say. “I thought the regulatory stuff was very useful. Cleared up some gaps in my knowledge. The sales side of it is a different matter. From what I heard it seems like it’s a tough market to penetrate. Customer acquisition is going to be a challenge. But the operational strategy, which I own – I think I’ve gotten pretty good grasp of that.”


    “Agree with you on customer acquisition,” Paul says. “Hopefully my meeting tomorrow with the marketing firm will shed some light on how to address that.”


    Mary Ann stirs in the seat. She leans her hefty frame across Paul (who is sitting between us), leers at me, and says: “Aah, what makes you think it’s your strategy?”


    “Sorry?” I say.


    “You just said you own the operational strategy…”


    “Am I missing something? I’m the one who’s been tasked to submit an operational plan for the market…”


    “That doesn’t mean you own it. And as far as I know, it’s a short-term assignment. Until we bring someone in to lead New York operations. That’s what Rudy told me.”


    I’m taken aback at this revelation. The sick feeling in the pit of my stomach from last night returns.


    I look at Paul. “Is this true?”


    Paul shrugs. “There was a discussion about it, for sure. I don’t know if anything’s final yet. I wouldn’t worry about it too much if I were you.”


    I can tell he’s hedging, trying to defuse my anxiety. And I feel that now familiar sense of defeat creeping back up on me, a bleak foreshadowing of being done in, yet again, by Rudy’s (and Mary Ann’s) evil machinations.


    “I’m surprised you didn’t know…” Mary Ann says, though I can tell she knew I didn’t know.


    “Let’s talk about dinner plans, guys,” Paul says, changing the subject.


    “I’m down with that,” Mary Ann says, all sweet and smarmy again. “Where should we go?”


    “I’m going to ask to be excused,” I say.


    “What, you can’t wait to get cracking on that strategy document?” Paul says.


    I force myself to laugh. “Not really. I have an old college friend I’m meeting for dinner tonight.”


    “Your loss,” Paul says. “I was thinking about taking you guys to the world-famous Peter Luger Steak House in Brooklyn. I told Chuck and Bob I’ll be splurging a bit tonight, and they told me to go for it.”


    “That does sound tempting,” I say. “I can always cancel...”


    “Not at all,” Paul says. “You go on ahead with your plans. Let’s meet for breakfast in the lobby tomorrow morning at 7 so we can map out the rest of the day.”


    Meanwhile, the taxi has brought us to our hotel. Mary Ann opens the door and gets out. Paul reaches for his wallet to settle the fare. As I open my door and start to slide out of the cab, Paul grabs my shoulder.


    “You’ve got to stop being so defensive and uptight around Mary Ann,” he whispers. “I know you’re put off by her promotion, but you should try not to make it obvious.”


    I can’t believe I’m hearing this. She’s the one who’s been acting like a spoiled brat, being uppity and flippant and needlessly throwing her weight around all day long, and I’m the one getting flagged for a foul?


    “I didn’t realize that,” I say. “I’ll try not to come across that way. I really have no problem with her promotion.”


    Paul pats my arm sympathetically, chidingly. I slip out of the cab with my tail firmly lodged between my legs. Like a chastised little puppy dog.


  




  

    Chapter Five


    Now that I’m on my own, with nothing in my external environment to occupy my attention, my mind is beginning to dwell again on all my recent foibles and missteps and blunders. Sure, I can blame misfortune all I want for my problems (the Kauffman debacle was pure chance, the fact that I have a mean boss is pure chance) but my own shortcomings have been equally, if not more, complicit in my predicament.


    A case in point is the conversation I had had in the cab last night with Paul on the way to the hotel from the airport. I get nauseous every time I think about it. I can’t help but see myself as a doddering ignoramus.


    When Paul had said he didn’t think he could find a place for me in his team, I should have asked him why, should have challenged his stance. I should have said something like: “Paul, I know you have reservations about my credentials for the job. I know if you hire me Rudy will probably try to push back and put hurdles in our way. But the truth is I believe it’s absolutely the right move, not just for me, but for your department and for the company. I know I can do the job. I can do it better than anyone else. Because….” at which point I should have gone on to state my qualifications for the job: my industry experience, my organizational skills, my attention to details, ability to forge a closely-knit, motivated, loyal, efficient and effective team, etc., etc.


    But I had let the moment pass without so much as a half-hearted attempt at pressing for whatever advantage I could have mustered.


    “I understand.” That had been my lame, faltering response. I had been unable to think on my feet, to make something out of nothing. No wonder Laurie feels she can do better in my shoes than me.


    I shake my head ruefully and take a sip of the scotch I’ve been nursing. I’m in the hotel bar, waiting for Bart. It’s around 6 o’clock, and he is running late. I’ve just received a text from him to that effect, and he hasn’t cared to confirm when he will arrive.


    I shake my head again. How did I become this blunted, hesitant person? Have I always been this way, or did something happen along the way that made me lose my aggression, my drive?


    “Who died?” A voice cuts through my mournful pondering - a woman’s voice.


    “Excuse me?” I say, turning, not without some irritation, in the general direction of the voice, roughly to my right. And I’m forced to do an immediate double-take.


    The owner of it is a vivacious, striking redhead. Probably in her mid-forties. Her eyes are the most unusual shade of blue I’ve ever seen, like turquoise, if I were to hazard a comparison. And she’s regarding me with a playful smile on her glossy, red lips. She’s seated on a bar stool two spaces away, her legs crossed at the knees, leaning in my direction.


     “I said, who died?” she repeats.


    I feel embarrassed all of a sudden. She’s obviously been watching me mope and mumble and mentally flagellate myself for who knows how long. It must have been quite a spectacle to behold.


    “Do I look like someone died?” I reply, and attempt to work up some semblance of a smile, because I don’t want to appear rude, even if I have no desire to talk to her. (For one thing, I’d rather be alone right now, and for another, she’s a woman, and therefore off-limits, and an incredibly good looking one to boot, which makes her even more off-limits.)


    “It’s like you’re at a funeral,” she says.


    “It’s just my face, I guess. I always look like I’m grieving.”


    She chuckles. “Well, I apologize for disturbing you.”


    “Not at all,” I say.


    That should do it, I think to myself. End of conversation. I prepare myself to go back to my dark, gloomy inner world.


    “So, what are you up to tonight?” I hear her say.


    I gaze sideways at her again, thinking: why does this woman keep talking to me? How do I get her to stop? But I also can’t help noticing - as I look more closely at her - that there’s something sincere and inviting and ingenuous in the way that she is smiling, the way her wondrously colored eyes seem to sparkle and glow. I can’t bring myself to tell her off.


    “Just waiting on a friend,” I say.


    She has a glass of wine in front of her and she lifts it and takes a sip in a gesture that is fluid, nearly balletic, in its execution.


    “You’re not from here,” she says.


    “No. I’m from Houston. Visiting on business.”


    “And things haven’t gone well. Hence the long face?”


    I shrug and grin. “Sometimes they do, sometimes they don’t. Isn’t that how it goes?”


    Her eyes turn a shade darker, a metallic, cobalt hue spreading over them. And I get this strange sensation that she is not so much looking at me but through me.


    “Yes…that is usually how it goes.” she says.


    “So what are you doing here?” I say, trying to deflect her scrutiny (it’s starting to make me self-conscious).


    “Oh,” she says, moving one of her hands in a smooth, circular gesture, her eyes never leaving my face. “I’m waiting for a client.”


    A client. I’d be darned. 


    But then I hear her chuckle and say: “No, Ed. Not that kind of client.”


    Damn it all, she really is seeing right through me. I’m embarrassed yet again…


     “I’m not sure what you mean.” I say.


    “Oh, come now,” she says. “Don’t play coy with me. I knew the minute I said the word ‘client’ what you were thinking. Although, I’m a little too old for that kind of thing anyway, don’t you think?”


    Am I blushing, I wonder? I hope not.


    “Touche,” I say. “You got me.”


    She laughs. “It’s alright. Client can be a loaded word.”


    I take a big gulp of my scotch. I feel like such an idiot.


    She leans toward me and says: “Mind if I sit next to you. It’s a little loud here. I can barely hear you.”


    “Of course,”


    She picks up her drink, gets up and props herself onto the stool next to mine. I get a good look at her as she does this and can’t fail to detect the shapeliness of her figure – her body is supple, strong and curvaceous in all the right places. She may be middle-aged, but she is certainly well-preserved.


    “I’m Rebecca, by the way,” she says and extends her hand for me to shake, which I do.


    “Ed Kaminsky.”


    My cell phone buzzes and I glance at it. It’s a text message from Bart: “Just leaving work. Be there in 30 mins.”


    “That’s my friend. He’s on his way.”


    “My client should be ready to see me soon also. He’s in the lobby downstairs, talking to his boss.”


    “I hope you’re charging by the hour,” I say, grinning.


    She giggles. “He usually doesn’t keep me waiting. And he knows I don’t do house calls either, so I’m sure he feels bad about it.”


    “House calls. So what are you then, a doctor of some kind?”


     She raises an eyebrow. “Do I look that grave and serious?”


    “No. But you mentioned house calls...”


    She picks up her glass of wine and brings it to her lips. “I do readings.”


    “Readings?” I ask, intrigued. “Like poetry?”


     She throws her head back and laughs heartily.


     “No, Ed. I’m neither a doctor nor a poet. Nor am I a lady of the night. I do psychic readings.”


    I can’t believe my ears. This elegant, well-groomed, very sane and normal looking woman is a psychic?


    “A psychic?” I say. “Wow.”


    “Why? What’s wrong with being a psychic?”


    “Oh nothing,” I say quickly – a little too quickly. “It’s just that, well, you don’t look the part at all.”


    “Not all of us have frizzy hair, dress up like gypsies and carry a crystal ball around with us, you know.”


    I grin. “Yeah, not seeing that crystal ball probably threw me off…”


    She laughs again. She has an easy, ringing laugh, which makes me warm up to her all the more.


    “So – how’s it like – being a psychic?” I ask her.


    She seems to think for a second before answering.


    “I guess it’s like any profession. It has its moments. Its ups and downs.”


    “Profession. Then you do this…full time?”


    Her lips spread into a whimsical, mocking pout. “Are you implying that one can’t make a living off of being a psychic?”


    What a crass and vulgar thing to say, I tell myself. I’d be offended if I were her.


    “Pardon me – that was very rude of me…”


    She makes another elegant gesture in the air with her hands. “I don’t mind – trust me it’s not the first time someone’s said that to me.”


    She reaches for her wine and takes a small sip.


    “I’ll tell you though,” she says. “When I first started doing this I didn’t think there was any money in it either. I hung on to my day job, just in case – which by the way was in physical therapy, so your doctor remark maybe wasn’t too far from being true.”


    I ask her whether it was tough, making the transition from part-time to full-time. She says, not really, that it took her a while to get her name out there.


    “It started with a trickle, a client here, another one there. But eventually word began to spread. Pretty soon I was earning enough money to quit physical therapy.”


    “That’s great. I didn’t know there was so much…demand.”


    It’s truly beyond me as to why anyone would want to consult a psychic. The whole thing is nothing but a farce, a gimmick. A con job. As far as I’m concerned one is better off flushing one’s hard earned cash down the toilet (or investing it in a Kauffman-like hedge fund). Though I have to admit Rebecca does not strike me as someone who’d be out to swindle people.


    “If you think about it,” Rebecca says, “a lot of people are looking for some sort of guidance, or validation, or sometimes just reassurance, that their lives are headed in the right direction. That good things will come if they stay the course. If you saw my client list you’d be shocked.”


    “Yeah?”


    “Yep. It runs the gamut – all walks of life - politicians, sportsmen, actors, businessmen, CEO’s, you name it. Even housewives. And students, although they can barely afford my fees. But you know who my best clients are – the ones who keep coming back over and over again? The Wall Street crowd – the M&A guys, the hedge fund managers, the stocks and bonds traders. I guess it’s because they’re so insecure about what they do.”


    “Huh,” I say. “And who’s the most famous client you’ve had, if I may ask?”


    She reaches over and slaps my arm lightly. “I can’t tell you that…I have to respect my clients’ privacy. But the guy I’m meeting today, he is the head of a very well-known Fortune 500 company. I’m sure you’d know his name if I told you.”


    “I’d be darned. And what exactly do you do for your clients?”


    “Let’s see,” she says. “I can do tarot readings, palm readings, auras. But mostly I answer questions people have about their choices, I help them get over their doubts and their fears about the tough decisions they’re confronted with.”


    “And do you talk to dead people? You know, like channeling or whatever it’s called.”


    “No, I’m not a medium. I can’t channel people – alive or dead.”


    “Ah. Interesting.”


    “No it’s not,” she says, smiling. “I can tell you aren’t interested in this stuff at all.”


    “You darned psychics,” I say. “There’s no fooling you…”


    We both laugh.


    “Seriously, though,” she says. “Being psychic is really not that big of a deal. Most people have the ability. They just don’t know they do.”


    “Oh, I know I don’t. I’m pretty sure of that.”


    “I wouldn’t be so sure…” she says.


    “You’re saying I could be psychic?”


    She shrugs, picks up her glass, realizes it’s empty and puts it down.


    “Would you like a re-fill?” I say. “I’m ready for one as well.”


    “Sure…why not?”


    I wave to the bartender, a bored-looking Italian guy with a pinched, Al Pacino look about him – the early Pacino, like in Dog Day Afternoon – and point to our drinks. He nods and reaches for the bottle of Black Label on the shelf behind him.


    “Sorry, you were saying…” I say.


    “I was saying that being psychic is not as unusual as a lot of people think. It’s just about harnessing your instincts. You do have gut feelings about things, don’t you?”


    “Who doesn’t?”


    “Exactly. And that’s what psychics have – gut feelings. Only they’ve learned to cultivate them, enhance them, shape them into something more than just vague sensations.”


    “And how does one learn to do that? I mean are there schools that teach you to do it?”


    “There are. I attended one for a while. But it’s more of a case of learning by doing. Just like any skill, the more you use it, the better you get at it. Though I will concede that not everyone is blessed with the same capacity. And there are many varieties.”


    “Huh,” is all I can say. I’m getting a little uneasy about the conversation now. It’s veering into the realm of the weird.


    The bartender brings our drinks and hovers. Rebecca reaches for her bag.


    “Put them on my tab,” I tell him.


    “Thanks,” she says. “You didn’t have to do that.”


    “No problem at all. Besides, I owe you. You pulled me out of my foul mood.”


    She picks up her drink.


    “Cheers,” she says.


    We clink glasses and drink. She looks around the bar and points to the seating area.


    “What do you say we go grab a table? I want to show you something, if you don’t mind.”


    “Sure.”


    We get up and I follow her to an empty table in a less crowded section of the bar. I notice that she is almost my height, and her legs are muscular and toned, like a dancer’s. She is certainly a beautifully put together woman.


    “You’re not going to read me, are you?” I ask as we settle into our seats.


    “Oh, I already have,” she says, setting her drink down on the table and crossing her legs.


    “I should’ve known,” I say. “Dare I ask what you’ve learned?”


    “Can’t resist knowing, can you? Even though you’re a skeptic.”


    “Don’t skepticism and curiosity go hand in hand?”


    “That’s true.”


    “So, tell me what you read…”


    “I will,” She says, pauses, uncrosses her legs and leans toward me, her eyes serious, business-like now, and yet again I get the feeling that she is seeing right through me.


    “I sense that you’re at a crossroads in your life,” she says. “Career, family, marriage, money, everything is in flux. You’re not in a good place. You feel you haven’t fulfilled your promise, your talent has gone unrecognized. The world hasn’t treated you fairly, doesn’t realize your worth. You wonder if you’re doomed to be a failure, if everything you’ve done so far has been pointless, in vain. You’re concerned about your future. And you want to make some changes, but don’t know where to start.”


    She has said all this without taking a breath, in one single, uninterrupted flow of words, as if she had previously memorized them.


    “That’s not bad,” I tell her.


    But I think to myself: this is all pretty generic stuff, would apply to most of us…


    “This impasse you’re in at work,” she continues. “You can sort it out. All you have to do is understand your own strengths. If you can convince yourself of your own abilities, learn to trust yourself, others will follow suit. The man you’re afraid of, the woman who makes you angry. The people who think you’re not good enough. I wouldn’t worry about them. Their opinions aren’t important. Only your response is.”


    I pick up my scotch and down a big mouthful of it. Now that was a little too close to home to be generic…but still.


    “The truth is, I see no reason why you can’t achieve whatever it is you seek.” she goes on.


    This was good to hear, even if I don’t quite believe it. Or believe her. Or believe that I should let myself believe what she’s saying. Because she couldn’t possibly know my life. Such things aren’t possible.


    “Except,” she goes on. “You’ve got to figure out what it is you really want.”


    “Oh, I’m pretty sure I know that,” I say. “I want what we all want. Money. Power. Acclaim. What else is there to strive for?”


    I’m half joking but a shadow crosses Rebecca’s eyes, turning the turquoise in them to that hard cobalt again. “Maybe. But are you sure that’s not what you think you want?”


    I laugh. “Let’s just say if you were a genie, those would be my three wishes.”


    In response, she reaches forward and pats my hand. “No matter,” she says. “I’ll let you work your own way through that dilemma. For now, let me show you what I wanted to, before we run out of time.”


    I tell her there’s no dilemma in my mind that I’m aware of, but I’m up for her showing me whatever it is she wants me to see, and wonder if this is where she makes the pitch, reveals the hand she’s been playing. Maybe our entire conversation was a ruse, a set-up leading up to this very moment: her offering me the ultimate solution – miracle pills, a book, a 5-step self-help plan or some other magical tchotchke – that will remove all my obstacles, ease my troubled mind, and make a brand new man of me.


    I watch as she picks up her bag and begins to dig and move things around in it. Presently she pulls something out: a couple of glass beads tied to strings, the kind you can buy at a hobby store. I had seen my daughter make bracelets and necklaces out of them when she was in elementary school. She leans over and hands one of the beads to me, keeps the other for herself.


    I stare at her dumbfounded. “What am I…supposed to do with this?”


    “I want you to hold it like this…” she says, gripping the string between her thumb and forefinger, with the bead dangling down, her elbow on the table, the arm poised at a forty-five degree angle.


    “Are you serious?”


    “Yes. Like this.”


    I shrug and proceed to follow her instruction.


    “Good job. Now, what I want you to do is concentrate on the bead, as hard as you can. And make it move.”


    “What?”


    “Without moving your hand, or rotating your arm, make the bead move.”


    “I don’t get it…why am I even doing this?”


    “I told you all of us have psychic abilities. So do you. And this is a demonstration of that.”


    I can’t help but snigger. “I can tell you without a shred of doubt that I possess no such ability. Heck, I’m not even a people person.”


    “You’re a reserved person, I know. But, trust me, detachment is an advantage for a psychic,” she says. “It only makes you better. Sensitivity isn’t good, because it gets in the way, hinders seeing people in the harsh glare of truth. I had to learn that the hard way myself. Now please - do me a favor and give it a try, can you?”


    “And how exactly do I make it move?”


    “With your mind. Like I said, just focus on the bead, block everything out, and ask the bead to move.”


    I’m not buying any of this. To me it’s all senseless mumbo-jumbo. Airy-fairy stuff only the superstitious, the naïve or the simple-minded take seriously. There’s no way I can make that bead go. It’s ludicrous to even think I can.


    But I decide to play along. Just for grins and giggles, as Rudy would say. I sneak a furtive peek at my phone to see what time it is. Where the hell is Bart?


    “Now give it a try, please…” Rebecca says.


    Eschewing my skepticism, I stare at the bead, center my entire attention on it. Sweep aside the clutter and clamor of my thoughts. Block the world around me from impinging on my mind. The various layers of reality - the bar, the people, Rebecca, even the table we are sitting on - begin to peel off and fall away (I’m good at blocking things out, have been doing it all day, so I’m definitely in practice). Lights diminish, smells evaporate, sounds fade. I begin to lose the sense of my own body - its perception slips from my consciousness like finely powdered flour passing through a sifter. And suddenly all I can see, all I’m aware of, is that plastic bead – even my hand and the thread it hangs from no longer exists for me - just that little oval bead, and the insistent, irresistible need to make it move.


    And then the unthinkable happens. The bead shudders.


    I push on with my mind. It trembles again, flutters. And then, incredibly, starts to move. Haltingly, hesitantly, like a bulky, unbalanced pendulum, it swings back and forth once, twice, and stops. I ask – order it – to move again; and, to my amazement, it obliges. Keep going, I say to it. Don’t stop. It obeys yet again, begins to swing back and forth.


    Then out of the silence that surrounds me I hear Rebecca’s voice. “Make it go clock-wise.”


    Go clockwise, I tell the bead, firmly, as if it didn’t have any say in the matter. For a moment, the bead resists, comes to rest. I summon all my strength and will it to move. And it starts rotating again, slowly, in a clockwise motion.


    Faster, I say to it. Move faster.


    The bead follows my command. It picks up speed as it goes around, spinning faster and faster, until the string goes taut between my thumb and forefinger and I have to clasp it harder to stop it from flying out of my hold.


    “Now anti-clockwise,” I hear Rebecca say.


    I focus harder. The bead is circling like a crazed goldfish in a bowl. Go the other way now, I say to it. Anti-clockwise. The bead doesn’t like that command, it starts to slow down. Don’t you dare stop, I yell at it silently. But my mind seems to be losing the battle, the bead is barely moving now. I feel like giving up. A sense of exhaustion is creeping into my thoughts. I’m losing my focus, can see things in my peripheral vision. The sounds of people talking, moving, laughing, are beginning to tug at the edges of my awareness.


    I take a breath, block everything out again and make one final thrust.


    Now, I say to the bead, with every ounce of will I can throw at it. Move. Anti-clockwise. The bead quivers, and leaps into motion, in the direction I’d desired it to go, and keeps going, no longer evading my command. I can do whatever I want with it, and it seems to know that, has given up fighting me.


    “You can stop now,” Rebecca says.


    The silence crashes away. The world rushes in. The bead stops. I become my body again.


    I look up at her. I’m both confused and elated.


    “So,” Rebecca says. “I would say you passed that test.”


    “That was…unreal,” I say.


    “You’re better than I thought. Your aura told me you could do it, but that performance was beyond my expectation.”


    I palm the bead and lean back in my chair, feeling drained. “But what does it mean?”


    “It means you have the gift…”


    “The gift?”


    “Yes, the gift of a second sight, as some call it.”


    “You’re saying I’m psychic?”


    She grins. “You have psychic ability. It’s not fully realized yet. But you have tremendous potential.”


    “I - I don’t know what to say…”


    “I know. It can be pretty mind-blowing, when you first realize you have it.”


    “This is…I don’t know…a little too crazy for me to believe.”


    “I have one more thing to tell you,” Rebecca says. “The guy I’m meeting is going to be done in five minutes.”


    “You can just sense that?”


    She giggles. “No. He texted me when you were busy with your bead.”


    “Ah.”


    “This is important,” she says. “You must take what I say seriously.”


    I promise her I will.


    “I won’t go into explanations,” she says. “They are not important, and you’re too much of a realist for me to convince. So I’ll cut to the chase.”


    “I’m listening…”


    “This gift, you mustn’t underestimate its power. It can be a potent force. But if it’s misused, it can have consequences….”


    “What sort of consequences?”


    “Tragic ones,” she says.


    There is an ominous note in her voice. It sounds like something a character in a horror movie would say just before the axe murderer or the evil spirit strikes him dead.


    “I’ll be careful with it.” I say. “Though at this point, frankly, I don’t even know what to make of it.”


    “You’ll find out, if you work at it. And it will be a huge waste of talent…if you don’t.”


    I take a deep breath, my mind in a whirl of thoughts. “If I do want to use this gift…where do I start?”


    “Practice,” she says. “You already know how to make a bead go in circles. Start from there. Lead with your mind. Open yourself up to new feelings, new sensations. Look beyond words, listen to people’s thoughts. Don’t ignore visions – if they present themselves to you.”


    I’m even more confused now. What does she mean? Listen to people’s thoughts. Open up to new sensations. It’s all gibberish to me – so much bunk.


    She notices the look on my face.


    ‘I’m sorry,” she says. “That’s all I can really tell you. Everyone’s gift is a little different. It’s hard to know how yours will express itself, until you begin to experiment with it.”


    “I guess I understand.” I say, not understanding at all and suddenly losing interest in the whole business. Who cares if I can play God with a bead? It didn’t really mean anything – there’s a huge difference between being a bead turner and being a psychic. If there really is such a thing.


    “I should get going now,” she says, rising to her feet. “It was really nice meeting you.”


    Had she sensed my disenchantment?


    I get up too. A question leaps out at me. “This gift,” I say. “Will it let me see the future?”


    A look of sadness appears in her eyes. “No one can see the future, Ed. Not even psychics. Because it doesn’t exist. Only possibilities do. Everything is entwined with our choices – and our future changes with each one we make. But if you just trust yourself to do the right thing, I promise you, you will reach your true destination.”


    I nod absently. She regales me with that skewering, incisive gaze of hers one more time, and then swivels around on her shapely, dancer’s legs and walks away, leaving me standing in the middle of the crowded bar, the bead she had taught me to spin still clasped in my hand.


    There are so many varieties of talents I could have been born with. I could’ve been an artist, say (preferably a musician, or an actor, although I do appreciate painters, writers and poets as well, even if what they do seems to involve a lot of sitting down and thinking and painstakingly buffing and polishing what they’ve thought up), or a scientist (someone capable of imagining a profound new theory about the way the laws of the universe operate), or even a more run of the mill inventor or tinkerer or software developer with the vision to build something unique and of lasting value for society in general (and as a by-product, making me some money). Heck, I would even take being good with numbers as a special skill; I could come up with a cool new stock evaluation methodology, or a nifty little tax accounting treatment to help save desperate billionaires even more money than they already do with all the loopholes that have deliberately been woven into the tax system rigged to benefit them in the first place.


    But what I’ve ended up being saddled with is this meager and wholly superfluous “gift” of small-scale, light weighted psychokinesis. I can make a plastic bead suspended from a string go around in circles (both clockwise and anti-clockwise, mind you).


    That’s my lot, the prize granted me by providence. What a joke.


    Twenty or so years ago when I was in New Orleans (the same trip I had mentioned to Paul), a couple of my colleagues and I had been walking around in the French Quarter when we had chanced upon a place called Bottom of the Cup Tea Room, which (as we found out later) is a famous and renowned local institution known for psychic readings. It was late in the evening and all three of us were duly inebriated. My colleagues thought it would be a hoot to go in and have their fortunes foretold. I was not interested in that, was dismissive of the idea even in my intoxicated state but ended up going inside with them anyway. My colleagues were quickly ushered in to see their psychics (I think the price ranged from $20 to $30 for a 15- and 30- minute session respectively) and I took a seat in the waiting area. The receptionist at the front desk soon started making small talk with me: what did I do, what I was doing in town, how come I wasn’t interested in a reading, etc. Like I said, I was comfortably drunk, and therefore feeling bolder and sociable than usual so I didn’t mind talking to her, perhaps even made some flirtatious comments (she was a cute girl, if my memory serves me). At one point in the conversation she had asked me something very unusual, which I had forgotten, but is coming back to me now. Did I, she had asked, practice any mind control techniques? I had stared at her in befuddlement and said something like: I have no idea what you’re talking about. She had laughed and said she was a psychic-apprentice (I’d been surprised that there was such a thing) and in sensing my mind had noticed how structured and disciplined it was which made her wonder if I was into meditation or yoga, or some other form of mental training. I had replied that I was not, and that even though I happened to be an organized and fastidious sort of guy, I had never consciously made any special effort to, as she had put it, control or discipline my mind. She had told me that I certainly had the ability to focus and channel my mind, and if I wanted to further strengthen that skill, I should consider doing certain mental exercises which she’d be glad to recommend if I was interested. Not wanting to be rude (and to continue chatting her up) I had told her I would definitely be interested, and she had pulled out a piece of paper and written some things down and given it to me. I had tossed it into the trash upon getting back to my room that night, without even glancing at it, and that had been that.


    And now it is twenty years later, and my mind is strong enough to do all kinds of torturous things to a bead on a string. Who knows, if I had stuck to those exercises the pretty receptionist had suggested, I might be capable of moving mountains today! Or at the very least, I’d be able to take a swig of scotch from my glass without using my hands, which would be, as my children say all the time (about things in general, not glasses of scotch) a pretty awesome thing to do.


    “Hello dreamer.”


    I hear Bart’s voice behind me and then a slap lands on my shoulder. I look up and there he is, dressed in a stylish charcoal grey suit, no tie, his blonde hair gelled back and neatly trimmed in the manner typical of jet-setting New York executives. There’s a big grin on his face.


    I get up and we hug.


    “Sorry I’m late. We had a freaking fire drill break out at work at the last minute.”


    “No worries,” I say.


    His eyes wander to Rebecca’s wine glass, its rim smeared with lipstick stains. “Hmm. I see you’ve already got the party started,” he says, winking. “Where is she? Powdering her nose?”


    “She had to run. But not before we’d had the pleasure of conducting one of the weirdest conversations I’ve had in a long time,” I say.


    “Come on,” he says. “You can tell me all about it over dinner.”


  




  

    Chapter Six


    Bart is in a happy place.


    He has a job he loves. One he is good at. One that makes him a generous amount of money, allows him to travel, see new places, meet new people (and seduce more women). His relationship with his wife is not perfect, by his own admission, but it’s mostly good, and even has its odd moments of glory. His kids are doing well in school, he plans to send them to either Princeton or Harvard when the time comes, and he can afford to. His financial future is secure. His wife already has a trust fund in her name and will inherit even more money when her father dies (he is sick with lymphoma currently, going through chemotherapy). His only fear, other than being caught cheating with another woman by his wife, is that someday he might lose his sexual potency and be forced to fall back on Viagra or Cialis to maintain his erections (not that he hasn’t already tried Viagra, purely as an experiment, or so he told me, and admitted he would vouch for the efficacy of the drug wholeheartedly based on the results).


    “You know, I’ve been very lucky,” he says. “Things couldn’t have turned out any better for me.”


    “You’ve earned it, bro,” I tell him.


    We are at a Japanese restaurant called Ageha Sushi in Hell’s Kitchen (9th Avenue between 51st and 52nd Streets). I’m not much of a sushi eater (raw fish tends to turn my stomach), but Bart wants me to expand my culinary horizons and sample something other than steak and potatoes. I have to say I like the place. The food is good (though I’m staying away from the raw stuff), the décor is comfortable and elegant, and the service is fast and friendly (I would happily give it 4 out of 5 stars if I were posting a review on Yelp, which, incidentally, I did happen to consult on my phone on the way over here: the average rating was 4.7 out of 5 stars).


    Bart grabs a piece of raw Tuna from his platter of sashimi and lobs it effortlessly into his mouth. His prowess with chopsticks is quite impressive. I’m using a fork.


    “Enough about me. How are things with you?” he asks, his mouth working on the fish.


    “Let’s see,” I say. “My job is desperately boring, not to mention my boss hates me. I just lost some major coin in that Kauffman Ponzi scheme I’m sure you’ve heard about, my family continues to be demanding psychologically and financially, what with college tuitions for both kids looming ahead. And my wife and I haven’t slept together in at least a couple months. Other than that – everything’s just peachy.”


    Bart chuckles. “What else is new? Every time I talk to you, you’re going through some sort of deep and harrowing crisis.”


    “Yep,” I say. “Unfortunately, that does appear to be my specialty. Along with a bit of psychokinesis, it would seem”


    “Psychokinesis, eh?” he says. “Now that is something new.”


    And I proceed to tell him about my encounter with Rebecca – how she had approached me at the bar, revealed she was a psychic, talked me into a bizarre bead-twirling experiment, and then informed me that if I tried hard enough I could be a psychic as well, just like her.


    Bart is amused by the story. I’ve been telling it in a sort of haughty, scoffing manner, as if I had been nothing but a detached, incredulous spectator in the proceedings. But as I relate the incident it occurs to me that I’d been quite engaged, and in fact, fascinated by everything that was happening.


    “And at what point did she ask for money?” Bart enquires. “I’m assuming that’s where this story is heading.”


    “That’s the thing. She had no angle. No money was asked for or changed hands.”


    He sits back, smacks his forehead in mock consternation.


    “Then, damn it, man. You blew it. She was clearly after your hot body.”


    I laugh. “That’s highly unlikely.”


    He looks me over. “You’re right. You’re not attracting anybody – not with those jeans you’ve got on.”


    “What’s wrong with my jeans?”


    “When did you buy them – the early nineties?”


    “Mid-nineties. And they’re very gently used.”


    “I rest my case,” he says, picking up his cup of sake and raising it to me.


    I laugh and realize that I’m actually having a great time. The dark mood of previous week is lifting.


    “You remember Andy Crocker?” Bart says.


    I look up from my plate. I’d been examining my hand roll, suspiciously scouring its entrails for any traces of uncooked fish-like substances. “You mean Andy the Weasel?”


    “The same. Except now he’s a rich weasel. A died-in-the-wool, Bill Gates-style tech entrepreneur.”


    “Good for him.” I say.


    Andy the Weasel, from how I remember him, was a skinny, pimply-faced kid, with a mane of floppy, dirty blonde hair (and when I say dirty, I mean to imply the opposite of clean, not the color), chronic bad breath and an awkward, geeky demeanor. He went to school with us at Iowa State and used to live in the same dorm as Bart and me. He was painfully shy and withdrawn, had few friends and generally kept to himself. We called him a weasel because on the few occasions he went out with us he never seemed to have any money and tended to mooch off Bart and me for food and drinks. I knew Bart got along with him (or at least he pretended to; Andy had a good looking sister whom Bart had the hots for and I always felt he kept Andy around because he thought he could get to her through Andy – which never happened) but I had no idea he was still in touch with him. Andy had been a Computer Engineering major and the last I’d seen of him was at our graduation. I remember him telling me he’d landed a job in Peoria, Illinois.


    “The reason I bring him up,” Bart says, “is because of what you just said about your job.”


    I’d determined the roll was safe to eat and had just taken a bite. It tasted odd – rich and fatty – but not half bad.


    “Yeah?” I say.


    “He’s just launched a software company – out in Dallas. And he’s looking to build a new team.”


    “How do you know this? I can’t believe you’ve stayed in contact with that guy all this time.”


    Bart suddenly looks sheepish. “You remember Susan, his sister?”


    “Yes…”


    “Well, I sort of had a crush on her back in the day.”


    “I know. And I believe she didn’t let you come anywhere near her.”


    He smiles slyly. “That was then…”


    “You mean, you…? When? How?”


    He waves his chopsticks with a dismissive arcing flourish. “It’s a long story. Suffice to say, I friended her on Facebook a few years ago – through Andy, of course. And that simple, innocent act eventually created the opportunity to meet. Persistence really does pay, I suppose.”


    I find myself howling with laughter.


    “So, you finally bagged the one that got away…”


    “Actually, bedded would be more accurate…not that it was easy. I’d be the first to admit that.”


    “You never freaking cease to amaze me, Bart.”


    “I never cease to amaze me either,” he says.


    “So, how did it happen? Inquiring minds need to know.”


    “Well, we exchanged messages for a couple of years. Just harmless, friendly stuff. Nothing racy. Then it turned out she was going to Las Vegas for a conference, and I said I was going to be there as well. We arranged to have dinner together – and the rest is history.”


    “I’m assuming you weren’t really planning to be in Vegas until she brought it up.”


    “Business trips can crop up anytime,” he dead-pans. “Especially in my line of business. Even if Vegas is about 2,000 miles from my territory.”


    I shake my head in wonder. “Unbelievable.”


    “Yeah, I know, I feel the same way. She’s an awesome gal, though. Divorced mom of two. Working for an advertising agency out of Milwaukee, Wisconsin. And she still looks great. Incredible body. Very sweet too. I wish I could spend more time with her.”


    “I’m sure you can manage that.”


    “No. It won’t be fair – to her, or my family.”


    “Wow. So there are some feelings there. Intriguing.”


    “Of course. You can’t do what I do without feelings,” he says. “It’s the key to the whole enterprise. Women can sniff out insincerity from miles away. But anyway, I wasn’t talking about her, I was talking about Andy.”


    “Yes. His new venture. By the way, what is this stuff – it’s incredible.”


    “It’s the Twister Roll, with sea eel,” he says.


    At the mention of the eel I immediately return the half-eaten roll to the plate and reach for the Sake. Bart can only grin and shake his head.


    “Anyway,” he says. “My thought was, if you want to make a career change maybe it’s worth getting in touch with him. Who knows, there might be some synergy there…and he’s not too far from Houston either.”


    I think this over. I’m not entirely thrilled at the prospect. I have no idea what Andy’s like now, what his goals are, what opportunity, if any may exist at his new company. Whether joining a start-up is worth the risk – the failure rate is high and I can’t afford to be looking for work at age 50. But I’m on an emotional high, what with the swinging bead incident still fresh in my mind and the strange but surprisingly good food and the strong sake doing wonders for my body.


    “Why not?” I say. “There’s no harm in talking.”


    Bart nods. “Exactly right.”


    “Can you put us in touch?”


    “You’re not on Facebook, so I’ll connect the two of you through email, and you can go from there.”


    “Sounds like a plan.” I say.


    Bart reaches for the sake bottle.


    “Another re-fill?”


    “Amen to that, brother,” I say, holding out my cup.


    I’m walking down 57th Street, past 5th Avenue. It’s a cool, breezy night. The sky is clear, the moon is out, and the streets of New York are alive and rippling with energy even at this late hour (it’s just past midnight – which isn’t exactly late for New York, if you think about it).


    Paul was right. There is a sense of electric vibrancy and adventure about this city. Why hadn’t I noticed it when I was here before? Was it because Laurie and the kids were with me?


    In any case, I feel energized, elated right now, aware only of the present moment, which seems pivotal, memorable somehow, replete with uninhibited possibilities. The past, if it even exists, is just a fog of blurred memories, inconsequential, and evanescent. And who knows what lies ahead? Who the hell cares?


    Somewhere at the back of my mind I realize, of course, that this exhilarated, hypnotic optimism is just an aberrant, passing fancy, a product of the Sake and Bart’s infectious high spirits and humor. Two days from now, back in Houston, the old, familiar feelings and sensations, the same day-in day-out reality of what I do, who I am, will come rushing back.


    But at least I can cherish the pleasure of this instant, however facile and temporary it may be.


    Bart has learned to savor every second of every day of his life. He is hell-bent and determined to have fun, to make the most of every situation. He eats as if it’s his last meal, drinks as if he’s never going to drink again, looks at a woman as if he will never get to set eyes on another, and he probably makes love to them as if it’s his last chance to ever have sex. He makes them, and more importantly, himself, feel that he exists only for them. I’m sure that’s the way he is when he is with his family, and when he is at work. It’s an admirable trait, a wonderful delusion to immerse yourself in. And I’m grateful it has rubbed off on me, even though it’s just for a few hours.


    I’m a block away from my hotel and quicken my pace. I have a full day ahead of me: I will be journeying to Rensselaer, New York – 150 miles from Manhattan - to visit the offices of the New York Independent System Operator (the regulatory body which oversees the electric grid in New York). I’m actually excited about this mini-trip within the trip. It will help shed further light on our market entry requirements. And it will save me the pain of spending another day in Mary Ann’s toxic company.


    Presently I’m at the hotel entrance, where the atmosphere is one of frantic hustle and bustle. People are going in and spilling out in animated clusters, chatting loudly, laughing. Taxis are driving up and dropping off giggling, giddy (and intoxicated) passengers. On the opposite side of the street there is a food cart with a long line of patrons waiting to be served. The smell of Mediterranean food is in the air. I pause for a moment, take in the sights, the sounds and the aromas wafting in the air, hoping I can capture them all in my memory forever. Then I go through the revolving doors and enter the lobby, which turns out to be equally vibrant. A security guard comes up and asks me if I’m a guest. I produce my hotel room entry card. He nods and waves me toward the elevators.


    I ride up to my floor with a group of six German tourists. They are in their twenties or late teens. Three couples. All of them very affectionate, very boisterous and clearly drunk. The girls wrapped around their boyfriends, laughing and fooling around and exchanging deep, wet kisses, whose smacking sounds echo noisily in the elevator.


    I step out on the 16th floor, leaving them to their merrymaking. I’m feeling tired now, and no longer looking forward to waking up at 6:30 the next morning (which will be 5:30 AM to my Houston-time attuned body).


    I reach my room, slide the key in the lock and push the door open. The first thing I notice is that night service has turned down the bed and put a chocolate mint candy on the pillow. A nice touch. Then I see an envelope on the floor. I bend down and pick it up. It has my name and room number on the outside. I open it and find a business card with a small yellow sticky note attached to it. The card is Rebecca’s, there’s a small, smiling picture of hers in the upper left corner, in the manner of real-estate agents’ cards. “Rebecca Marr” it says, “Psychic Readings, Personal Advice, Life Counseling.” I turn the card over to read the sticky note. It’s written in a neat, tightly scrawled long hand. “It was good meeting you. Call me if you ever have questions.”


    There’s an arrow at the bottom of the note, indicating I should turn it over. I do. On the back, there’s a one-line message.


    “P.S.”, it reads, “call your mother tonight.”


    I slide Rebecca’s card in my wallet along with my room key, toss it on the bed, and start undressing.


    Calling my mother is not an undertaking that comes naturally to me. She and I enjoy (if that’s the right word) what I would call a complicated relationship. That’s not to say I don’t care for her. I mean, she’s my mother, and I love her. And I’m her son, and she loves me too, I’m sure. But I can’t quite bring myself to say that we’re cozy and thick with each other.


    I do make the effort to maintain regular contact with her. We exchange obligatory calls on birthdays and other special occasions. I visit her for Thanksgiving or Christmas every other year or so and make it a point to send her cards and the odd bouquet of flowers on Valentine’s and Mother’s days. But all these points of connection, to be honest, feel more or less contrived, and specious – at my end for sure if not hers. (I do, however, accept my responsibilities to her as a son. I’m ready to take care of her in her years of infirmity, should that need arise. I only hope I would have the economic wherewithal to carry out that task.)


    It’s not the sort of relationship I would have predicted I’d end up having with her when I was growing up. I used to be close to her, more so than my father. (He was a mechanical engineer and worked at the power plant in Des Moines, thirty miles away from our home in Perry; he would leave every day at 6 in the morning and didn’t return until after 8 PM or later and worked 6 days a week, with the result that I don’t remember spending much time with him or seeing a lot of him; but I do recall that he was a kind, albeit serious and somewhat austere, man, and he was a good father and, I presume, an even better husband – he and my mom were college sweethearts, the only people they had ever dated or slept with.) She was primarily a home-maker, and therefore a more definitive presence around my sister and me (other than us, her only other vocation in those early years was her religion – she considered it her calling and taught Bible Study to kids at her church). It would be fair to say that it was mostly due to my mother’s earnest and assiduous nurturing that we grew up feeling protected and well looked-after.


    But everything changed just as I was getting into college. Calamity hit us. My father passed away. (He was only forty-two, younger than I am now – a tragedy that becomes more and more palpable for me as I grow older.) His death was a huge blow to all of us, but especially, it seemed, to my mother. Her personality, her entire attitude shifted almost overnight. She’d always been a bit over-zealous in her mothering, but in a courtly, dignified way. After dad’s passing she suddenly morphed into this needy, suffocating person who wouldn’t leave me and my sister alone, become agitated or despondent even at the slightest hint of disobedience or independence from us. She meddled in everything we did, questioned us ceaselessly about our comings and goings, and hovered around us like an obsessive-compulsive bodyguard.


    My sister, as devastated and vulnerable as she was at the time, and as young and impressionable as she was, could not resist my mom’s overbearing intrusiveness. She became completely dependent on her - to the point of being unable to think for herself. My mom put words in her mouth, ideas in her head, clothes on her body, and guided and informed every aspect of her behavior. I, on the other hand, became a rebel. Not in the sense that I turned to sex, drugs and rock and roll for my salvation, adopted a life of crime, or tattooed my body and became a devil worshipping hell’s angel biker (I don’t think I’m wired for any of those things, the very thought of indulging in them makes my flesh crawl with anxiety.) It was just that I turned away from my family. I became my own man, began to resent my mother’s need to influence my life.


    Going away to college provided me the perfect opportunity for escape. From there on, it was easy to find an excuse to stay away from home: I had a big test coming up that I had to study for, was too busy with my job, was going out of town with my dorm friends, etc. And as time passed and I landed a job and got married and had kids, the excuses continued to flow. To the point where by now we’ve all gotten immune and used to this separation, this distance between us.


    It isn’t as if my mother needs me to be around anyway. She can carry on perfectly well without me. I don’t think I add any real value to her life. She has a vast and devoted support system around her (she lives just a few blocks away from her brother, my Uncle Bill; my sister, Beth, lives in Des Moines, just 45 minutes’ drive away; and her sister Marge is in Sioux City, which isn’t that far either; and she has plenty of friends as well, is never without the company of one or the other of them.)


    She also has a job, of sorts. Being religious in spirit, she’s always been drawn toward social work, has been volunteering at homeless shelters, food drives and fundraising campaigns through her Church for as long as I can recall. Recently, however, she’s become more formally affiliated with a local charitable Foundation by taking on a full-time role with them. I don’t know exactly what that role entails, but I’m glad that she has it. The work keeps her occupied and gives her something meaningful to do.


    I think over the years I’ve purposely (and resolutely) relegated myself to little more than a shadowy, perhaps somewhat disappointing, presence on the periphery of my mother’s life. If I were her, I would have written me off as a lost cause a long time ago. But she hasn’t. She refuses to give up on me. She continues to find ways to remain relevant and involved in my life. Continues to be persistent in her desire to draw me closer to her. She remains, as ever, earnest and assiduous in her mothering.


    My last conversation with her had taken place about a month ago. Here’s how it roughly went:


    Me: Hi mom, it’s me. How are you?


    Her: Eddie (she calls me Eddie; I hate being called that and have successfully barred everyone but her and my sister from doing so), I’m so glad you called, son. It’s been so long since I heard your voice.


    Me: I’ve been meaning to call mom, just been so busy you know, with work and all.


    Her: Is everything alright at work? You’re not having any money problems, are you?


    (Mom’s always had an enduring curiosity about my financial condition – and she’s constantly offering to lend a hand, should I need it.)


    Me: I’m fine mom. Money is fine. The job is fine. Everything is A-OK. Nothing to worry about.


    Her: You don’t sound fine. I can tell from your voice. (A pause.) How’s Laurie? Is she taking good care of you?


    (My mom is not a fan of Laurie. The two haven’t gotten along since they first met each other. I can’t say for sure, but I have a feeling she’s always thought Laurie isn’t the right person for me.)


    Me: Laurie is fine too, mom. And yes she’s taking good care of me. How are you doing?


    Her: Oh, the same. I’ve been waiting for your call. It’s been ages since we talked.


    Me: It hasn’t been that long, mom. I called you on your birthday, just about a month back.


    Her: You left a message, Eddie.


    Me: I kept getting your answering machine. You really should consider getting a cell phone. That way you’ll be easier to reach.


    Her: I’ll think about, Eddie. I just don’t understand how to make these things work…


    Me: (Changing the subject) So, are you ready for the quilting competition this year? It’s just around the corner, isn’t it?


    (That’s the other thing which keeps my mom busy: quilting. It’s a huge and important part of her life. Every year she competes for Best of Show honors in the Quilting Division of the Fabrics and Threads Contest at the Iowa State Fair – it’s one of the most talked-about competitions of its kind in the country. And it is a safe subject to broach with her – it will hold her interest.)


    Her: Yes, it’s almost here. But I’ve been so busy with the Foundation, I haven’t done much work. I don’t know if I can participate this year.


    (I worry that not only does my mother spend a lot of time and energy on her charity work, she also donates a lot of her money to it as well. Probably more than she can afford. I want her to save as much of it as possible, but it’s her money, and she believes in the cause, so I can’t dare say anything about it to her.)


    Me: That’s great, mom. I’m glad you’re staying busy. But don’t work too hard. You’re not a spring chicken anymore – you need to take of yourself.


    Her (laughing – she has this sweet, melodic laugh which is like a young girl’s): I may be an old woman, but I’m still fit as a fiddle.


    Me: I’m just saying, mom. You’re putting in way too many hours at this charity lately. You ought to take a break – speaking of which, Jenny was saying the other day maybe we should have you over for Thanksgiving. Would you like that? It will get you out of the cold weather over there.


    Her: I would like that very much. But make sure you ask your wife’s permission…I don’t want to burden anybody…


    (There it was again. That tacit animosity toward my wife.)


    Me: She would love to have you, mom.


    Her: I’m serious, Eddie. Make sure you ask her. I know you haven’t asked her.


    (She can always read me like a book.)


    Me: I haven’t – but I’m sure she won’t object.


    (In reality, I was anything but sure. In fact, I was certain Laurie would blow her top when I did ask her. But it would have to be done – albeit at the right time, and tactfully, though I’m not sure when that would be…)


    Her: I won’t argue with you. If you say she’d like me to come, I’ll believe it. But I wish she would talk to me once in a while, I haven’t talked to her since last Christmas.


    And so on and so forth…you get the picture…talking to her can be a challenging experience.


    But Rebecca wants me to call her. Right away. The instruction is clear and there’s a sense of urgency about it (she had written it in all caps). However, I’m hardly in the mood to do so. Besides, the hour is late (she’d be asleep) and I have to be up at an ungodly hour tomorrow.


    I will call my mom, but it will have to wait until I’m back in Houston.


  




  

    Chapter Seven


    “When am I gonna get the real lowdown on your trip to the Big, Bad Apple?” Fred says. “I heard through the grapevine that you were out painting the town red with an old college buddy of yours.”


    I pick up my sandwich and take a bite. It’s the day after my return from New York, and we have gotten together to have lunch and discuss the various IT systems options for supporting the New York market. (We’re at a place called Kenny’s and Ziggy’s – a New York style deli near our office, which Fred loves. Their sandwiches are humongous – the amount of meat in them could feed a small country, or at the very least an entire, reasonably populous city; I prefer to stick to their breakfast menu which is available 24 hours. It’s one of the few delis in Houston that serves kosher food and is very popular with the Jewish community – especially the older generation. Half the clientele in the place at any given time of day would comprise older Jewish men and women, and such is the case today: the average age of patrons in attendance here, if I were to take a wild guess, would be somewhere around 70.)


    “I wouldn’t call it red.” I say, cutting into my egg-white omelet. “Maybe more like beige, or a lighter shade of taupe.”


    Frank snorts with mirth. He is a tall, wiry man with dark, piercing eyes and a shaved dome of a head.


    “Fair enough,” he says. “At our age that color tone is about the best we can do.”


    We take a few more bites of our food then he asks: “So, tell me, hot-shot, is this project a harbinger of bigger and better things to come, or what? The whole office has been buzzing with rumors and speculation along those lines.”


    I sigh, shake my head and relate to him the exchange I’d had with Mary Ann in the cab.


    Fred frowns. “I don’t get it,” he says. “They send you to New York, ask you to bust your ass putting the operational plan together, and then tell you, ‘by the way, you may not be the one running the show once you’ve done all the hard work’. Go figure.”


    “The worst of it is, it came from Mary Ann. Not Rudy. Makes me feel like I was being played. Used.”


    “Rudy keeps doing this kind of shit,” he says. “It’s so freaking counter-productive. And the only reason it’s happening is because - of what – that Rudy didn’t like you talking to Paul about some job?”


    I pick up my glass of iced tea and sip through the straw. “I don’t think it’s just that. Rudy has never been happy with my work. He thinks I’m a mediocre performer.”


    “And Mary Ann is exceptional? Gimme a break. All she does is moan and groan and take all the credit for things that people like you and I do in the background.”


    I shrug. “It is what it is. The squeaky wheel gets the most oil.”


    “I guess so,” Fred says.


    He takes the final bite of his outsized salami sandwich (I can’t believe he can put away the whole thing) and wipes his mouth.


    “So…are you going to confront Rudy about this?” he asks.


    I consider his question. As I see it, there really isn’t a lot I can do about the situation, other than hang in there and wait for Rudy to come to me and tell me I’m off the project.


    To Fred I say: “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”


    He shakes his head with sadness.


    “You ready to talk about the billing process for New York?” he says.


     “Yep. Let’s do it.”


    I crack open my notes folder with all the scribbles and jottings from the meetings in New York, the various ideas which had come to me during the discussions. And I turn off my emotional switch and dive into the world of market rules, technical requirements and systems specifications. It’s a world I can appreciate - a world without people, and their egos and needs and weaknesses. A world of numbers and facts and absolutes. It’s a place I’m comfortable in, where I’m effective and competent.


    After we’ve finished talking and we’re ready to leave, I open my wallet to pay the bill and notice the business card Rebecca had left for me in my hotel room.


    It occurs to me that I still haven’t gotten around to calling mom.


    Earlier in the morning I had decided to adopt the somewhat uncustomary role (from Lauire’s perspective) of considerate husband and ardent family man by volunteering to pick up Jenny from her basketball practice after work. It was a gesture of goodwill and generosity, an attempt at balancing the scales of family obligations after my 3-day absence from home. My wife was pleased as punch and more than willing to take me up on the offer.


    She had been lively and chirpy when I had gotten home the night before. Either the time apart had made her heart grow fond(er) of me (probable, but unlikely), or she had taken advantage of my absence to organize another fun-filled girls’ night out (very possible, though she hasn’t mentioned it).


    She asked me if Bart and I had gotten together.


    Sure, I told her. We had a great time.


    “I hope you guys did something fun. It would’ve done you good to be a little naughty, you know,” she said.


    “What do you mean ‘naughty’?”


    “Like hanging out at a club, meeting people there, something like that.”


    “And by people, you mean women?”


    “Sure, why not? I know how Bart is.”


    “Is that what you do when you go out with your friends – flirt around with strange men?”


    “I wish,” she said, giggling. “Have you seen the ladies I hang out with? No man would come anywhere near those frumpy old maids.”


    “Yeah well, as it turns out, Bart’s not how he used to be. He’s a happily married man. He and I were on our best behavior. Had a great dinner at a nice restaurant, drank some good sake, and that was that.”


    She shook her head and “tut-tutted”, feigning disappointment. “I expected more from Bart,” she said.


    I didn’t mention the encounter with Rebecca. The whole thing was so outlandish I felt it wasn’t worth bringing up. I’d come to see it as one of those crazy, inexplicable situations that arise every once in a while and which, after they’ve passed, make you scratch your head and wonder how on earth you got yourself mixed up in them in the first place.


    And now I’m on my way back from work, en route to Jenny’s school gym. The traffic is heavy as usual and I’m easily looking at a thirty- to forty five-minute drive into Sugar Land. I reach out to turn the radio on (I like listening to Marketplace on NPR during the commute) and then pull back. Maybe I should just bite the bullet and call mom. The timing couldn’t be better. I’m stuck in traffic. There’s nothing else to do, and the compulsion has been at the back of mind all day (or at least ever since my lunch with Fred).


    I get my cell phone out, find her number and press ‘dial’. The phone rings, and rings. There is no answer and I get her voice mail (she has one of those auto-attendant, robotic greetings set up and it annoys me every time I hear it). I’m in two minds whether to hang up and dial again or leave a message. It is unusual for her to not be at home at this hour; she is a stickler for schedules and by now she should have been back from her work at the charity and getting ready for dinner.


    I opt to leave a message.


    “Hello mom, this is Ed,” I say into the machine. “Just calling to say hi. Hope you’re doing alright…I’ll call back later.”


    I’m about to hang up when I hear a click.


    “Eddie, Eddie, are you still there?”


    It’s Beth’s voice. She sounds breathless, as if she’s been running.


    “Beth? What are you doing there?”


    I hear her catch her breath sharply and I begin to wonder if I might have been wrong about her being out of breath.


    “Is everything OK, Beth? Are you crying?”


    Beth utters a sound like a stifled hiccup. “It’s mom, Eddie,” she says. “Oh God…” The words catch in her throat and she starts sobbing in loud, choking gasps.


    “Beth. Please. Tell me what’s going on…”


    But she keeps on sobbing, can’t bring herself to speak. Then someone takes the phone from her.


    “Ed, this is Joe.” (Joe is my brother-in-law, Beth’s husband of 20 years.)


    “Joe, why’s Beth crying like that? Where’s mom?”


    Joe is silent for a long time. And it becomes glaringly apparent to me that something has happened to my mother. Something terrible.


    “Joe, talk to me, man,” I tell him. “Is mom OK?”


    More silence. Then he says: “Your mother’s in the hospital, Ed. She’s had a stroke.”


  




  

    Chapter Eight


    For the second time this week, I’m on a plane, flying out of Houston. Except this is a trip I’d rather not be taking.


    My mother is in a coma. The prognosis is not encouraging. Doctors don’t know whether she will ever come out of it. They have no idea what condition she will be in even if, through some miracle, she does.


    The details of how and when she ended up in this state are somewhat sketchy and based only on conjecture and second-hand accounts. She had had dinner at my Uncle Bill’s house last Sunday (when I was flying to New York). She had complained of a headache and feeling out of sorts during the meal and according to Uncle Bill was having trouble concentrating on the conversation going on around her. He had suggested that she get some rest and tried to convince her to spend the night at their house. But mom being mom, she had refused. She was driven home by my Uncle around 9 PM. The next morning (Monday, just as I was getting ready for my first meeting in New York) Aunt Sandy (Uncle Bill’s wife) had called her to see how she was doing. She was better, she told Aunt Sandy, but felt weak and nauseous. Aunt Sandy asked her to take it easy for the day and promised she would call back later, which she did around 6 PM (while I was in the Hotel bar, having a drink). Mom had sounded tired but insisted she was fine. She said she’d received numerous calls from colleagues at the charity and was feeling well enough to go back to work the next day. As it turned out, she never did. Tuesday morning, Aunt Sandy rang her again, just to make sure she was up and about. There had been no answer. An hour later, she tried again and still got no reply. She then called the charity, thinking she might be there, but was told mom hadn’t turned up, that they had been calling her at home as well and getting her voice mail. At this point, Aunt Sandy got worried and drove out to mom’s house, where she found her in her bed, unconscious and unresponsive. She had called 911 first, then Uncle Bill, and then Beth, who had immediately dropped whatever she was doing and rushed to Perry.


    The doctors in ER had quickly determined that she had suffered a brain aneurism, perhaps a series of them, starting with Sunday night, and had rushed her into the ICU, where they were able to stabilize her vital signs but could not revive her. The last stroke had been too massive, and too much time had elapsed between the onset of the episode and her arrival at the ER.


    She is still in the ICU, and still breathing (albeit with the aid of a respirator) but there is no telling how long she will be able to hold on before her body begins to shut down. It can be hours, or it can be days. At some point we, her family, may have to decide how long we want to continue to keep her on life support. For now, we are hoping against hope that she will pull through. Somehow.


    My sister is inconsolable. My mom’s entire family is in shock. Her friends, the people in the community who knew her, her co-workers at the charity, have begun gathering at her church to pray for her.


    And me? How do I feel about all this?


    I’m angry at myself. I’m ashamed.


    When my Aunt had found mom, comatose, at death’s door, in her room, all alone, two days ago, she didn’t even think about calling me to make me aware of my mother’s condition. She had only called my sister. And what did my sister do after she talked to my aunt? Well, I know what she didn’t do. She didn’t call me either. It wasn’t that she didn’t do it right away; she didn’t do it for roughly 36 hours after finding out. In fact, she never got around to calling me. I was the one who had called and had only caught her at mom’s house by accident. There’s no telling when she would have called me. Or whether. Though she did say she’d tried my cell a couple of times and gotten my voice mail. She was too upset to leave a message, she claimed.


    I don’t blame Beth for acting the way she did. She was in a panic, was reacting to things without processing them fully. Her emotions were raw – they still are. She was, and continues to be, in a tenuous, fragile state of mind.


    But I also know there’s another reason Beth hadn’t reached out to me (or hadn’t tried hard enough to): I had maneuvered myself so far away from her and my mother’s lives that it was a secondary concern for her. Somewhere at the back of her mind she had concluded that I wouldn’t be bothered about my mother’s condition.


    But that’s not the most tragic part. What sickens me to my stomach is the fact that I might have been able to save my mother’s life.


    Based on the timeline of the events that led to her being taken to ER on Tuesday, she would have been alive and still communicative between late Monday evening and the early hours of Tuesday morning, because according to the doctor attending to her, her stroke probably occurred six to eight hours before she was finally brought to the hospital, which had been around 10 AM Tuesday. I had found Rebecca’s note in my hotel room at roughly 11:30 PM Central Time Monday, which meant if I’d called her between then and roughly 2 AM the next morning I would have been able to talk to her; or I might have been able to figure out she wasn’t well.


    If only I’d looked past my own convenience, I might have saved her. Failing that, at the very least, I would have heard her voice, one final time before she slipped into a coma she may never come out of.


    I don’t know if I’ll ever get to hear her talk again.


    Beth and I are on our way to Perry from the Des Moines International Airport. I wanted to rent a car and just meet everyone at the hospital, but Beth wouldn’t hear of it. She wanted to pick me up and bring me there herself.


    “It will give us the chance to talk alone,” she said. “Besides, why go through the hassle and expense of getting a rental?”


    I tried to point out that I preferred to be independent, and not be an inconvenience to anyone. In response she had offered to just let me use her car.


    “There are plenty of cars here. You can use mine.”


    I gave up arguing. It’s no use when she’s made up her mind about something.


    Now we are in her car – a white Toyota Camry - driving past farms, corn fields and meadows and watching the sun set against a glorious, orange and azure sky. I had forgotten how clear and vast and vivid the sky is here compared to Houston, the air so clean and pure.


    “The doctor says she’s not in pain, probably never felt any” Beth says. “It’s like she went to sleep and just forgot to wake up. It’s a blessing to know that.”


    I turn away from the window and press my hand on hers. “Yes, it is.”


    “I’ll always remember her as the active, spirited woman she’s always been. She was always smiling, always full of life, always positive. There was never a day she was depressed or miserable.”


    “There’s no chance of recovery at all?” I ask.


    Tears jump to her eyes. “The doctors don’t think so,” she says, her voice hoarse.


    I feel sorry for my sister. She was close to my mother, loved her, understood her and appreciated her for who she was – more so than anyone else. No one would call my sister a kind and gentle creature – she is far too blunt, forceful and strong-headed a character to be ever mistaken for one. But that’s exactly how she was with mom. When she was young she relied on mom for emotional support, for setting the boundaries and priorities of her life, but then as mom got older, began to lose some of that hard edge of hers, Beth became the mother, the anchor, the ever-present companion my mother knew she could always fall back on. That’s quite a transformation for a young girl who after the loss of her father (whom she doted on) was completely lost and broken, who was insecure and anxious and had no clear idea about what to do with herself. It’s a testament, as well, to the incredible, tireless effort my mother put into supporting and rehabilitating her when she was suffering.


    The irony is she has managed to turn things around for herself without too much going for her either by way of looks (I know: it’s a harsh assessment; but it’s true nonetheless, for she too has inherited my father’s rounded, sloping build, and her face, though pleasant to look at, is by no means beautiful – plus, over the years, she has put on a bit of weight which gives her even more of a homely appearance) or by way of education (she has a degree in Education and has been a middle school teacher for almost fifteen years now – which is a noble profession, no doubt, but hardly one which can be considered lucrative). In a sense, she has been remarkably lucky: in her early years she had my mom to lean on, and then later she was able to find a man who shared her values and with whom she was able to build a comfortable, albeit unassuming life. Joe is a good man. He has remained tolerant of his wife’s idiosyncrasies and her flaws (not to mention her growing frumpiness) and has even been gracious enough to be a stand-in son for my mother on occasions when she needed one.


    Or perhaps it’s not that she is lucky. Maybe she’s honest about who she is, and a good judge of what it takes to live a happy life. I wish I had turned out more like her. I’m too restless, too wound up. There’s always been something inside me that makes me strive for and seek a life beyond the typical. I’d told Rebecca I wanted money and power and acclaim, but I wonder if there’s something else I crave besides…though what exactly, I can’t say. And I would like to take the time to sit and reflect and ponder over the quandary if I weren’t so damned busy struggling to survive and keep my head above things all the time…


    I hear Beth crying and press her hand again with real affection. “You were wonderful with her, Beth. Kind. Compassionate. Her constant companion through the good and the bad. I’m sure she knew that and loved you for it.”


    Tears stream down her cheeks. “She means so much to me,” she says. “I don’t want to lose her.”


    “I’m sure you mean a lot to her too.”


    It’s a rare moment of closeness between us, something we haven’t shared in a long time. We have come to treat each other with a certain measure of restraint and reserve. We have become circumspect and formal around each other, as if we were polite acquaintances rather than brother and sister. When she had met up with me at the airport earlier, she had been unsure about how to approach me. I was in the baggage claim area, fumbling with my phone, looking for her number so I could call to let her know I had arrived. Then I heard her call my name. I looked up and there she was, wearing this confused expression, a jumbled mix of agony and ambiguity. She didn’t seem to know whether to hug me (whether I’d actually be comfortable with that physical contact) or to just offer to shake my hand. I had sensed her quandary and walked up to her and put my arms around her. She had hung on to me, sobbing softy into my shoulder, her body shuddering. I had bent down and kissed the top of her head (I can’t remember the last time I’d done that, maybe at my dad’s funeral).


    There was a time when such intimacy between us was neither unexpected nor out of the ordinary. We were quite close when we were growing up. Perhaps she had even looked up to me as a big brother - a wise, dependable confidant. But that connection was severed in the confounding aftermath of my dad’s death, and my subsequent move to college, after which we never really tried to reconstruct it. Whether it was due to the geographical distance between us, or just plain lack of need or desire, I can’t say. What I can say is that neither of us must have missed it much. For otherwise we would have felt compelled to work at it. To be honest, I’m not sure if I want to work on it now any more than I did before. But I do know that I want to be here with her right now, not just because it’s the right thing to do, or that my mother would have expected me to, but because she is the only person in the world I can lean on and share this painful moment with.


    “I’m so glad you’re here, Eddie,” she says suddenly, echoing my own thoughts.


    “So am I.”


    She purses her lips as tears well up in her eyes again.


    And then her phone begins to ring. It’s in her bag which she had tossed in the back seat. She wipes her eyes with the sleeve of her shirt and turns around to reach for it. The car veers crazily to the left. Someone honks at us from behind.


    “Oh my God,” she says.


    “Allow me,” I say, and grab the bag and hand it to her.


    She rummages inside and locates the ringing phone.


    “It’s Uncle Bill,” she whispers to me, as she presses ‘talk’.


    “Hi Uncle Bill,” she says into the phone.


    She listens.


    “Yes, he’s with me. Let me put you on speaker.”


    She removes the phone from her ear and presses a button.


    “Can you hear me, Uncle Bill?”


     “Loud and clear,” uncle Bill’s strong, booming voice rings out. He’s an ex-marine and has never lost the physical bearing or the vocal intonations that go along with that background.


    He asks me how I’m doing.


    “I’m fine Uncle Bill. How are you?”


    “Fine, fine. Good to have you here. Wish the circumstances weren’t what they are.”


    “I do too, Uncle Bill” I say


    “How far are you guys?” he asks.


    “Fifteen, twenty minutes maybe,” Beth says. “Why? Is anything wrong?”


    Uncle Bill clears his throat. “They told us just now that your mom’s not doing so well. They are suggesting we take her off life support and move her to the hospice. As soon as you guys get here, we’ll have a decision to make…”


    In the end the decision was made for us. Mom had developed thrombosis, and it had traveled to her lungs, causing a pulmonary embolism. Her body could no longer draw in enough oxygen to keep going. She was slowly suffocating to death.


    A couple of hours after we arrived at the hospital she was moved to the hospice. Beth, Joe, Uncle Bill, Aunt Sandy, and I were by her side. The scene was mournful, sad, moving. Beth held her hand and couldn’t stop crying. Even Uncle Bill, forever stoic and unemotional, had moist eyes and a perturbed, gloomy look on his face.


    I kept my emotions in check, choosing instead to focus on the IV my mom was attached to, supplying little droplets of nutrients that temporarily sustained her crumpled, dilapidated body. She looked frail, almost childlike, lying in that bed. I had barely recognized her when I’d seen her. She was no longer the person I remembered her to be. It was almost as if the weight of her being, her essence had drained out of her, leaving in its wake a shriveling, crumbling shell.


    Our vigil at her bedside went on until ten o’clock.


    I looked around the room. Everyone was exhausted, overwhelmed.


    “Why don’t you guys go home and get some rest,” I said. “I can stay here with her.”


    Beth shook her head. “I can’t. She might go any minute…”


    “You need the break, you’ve been here for two days,” I said. “I’ll keep an eye on her. If things take a turn for the worse - I’ll call and you can come back.”


    “What if I can’t get here in time?” Beth protested, sobbing again.


    Uncle Bill agreed. “The nurse said she’s just a few hours away at the most…”


    I looked Beth in the eyes.


    “The truth is,” I said. “I would like to spend some time alone with her. If you don’t mind.”


    That seemed to do the trick. They relented. Uncle Bill patted me on the shoulder, Joe shook my hand, Aunt Sandy and Beth took turns hugging me and then they all left.


    And now here I am sitting next to my dying mother, the room darkened, silent except for the soft beeping of the vital signs monitor.


    She is deathly pale. Her breathing is shallow, labored. And seeing her reduced to this vanquished, wasted state, I feel a jagged, trenchant pain pierce my heart. I wonder if my mother is still somewhere there in that withered body.


    My mind begins to wander – toward what lies ahead.


    Beth has already made the requisite phone calls to mom’s friends and other members of our extended family, informing them of her imminent passing. Uncle Bill has started planning the funeral. Tomorrow he and I will go to a Funeral Home to pick a coffin and make memorial service arrangements. He wants to host the wake at his house. I’ve spoken to Laurie. She is planning to fly in Friday evening, after picking up the kids from school. The kids will stay back; they have tests coming up next week that they need to prepare for, and, besides, we can’t afford their tickets.


    Everything is topsy-turvy, out of control. Work aside, my mother’s affairs will now also need to be sorted out, her estate will have to be put in order, debts and liabilities will require paying off. Beth and I haven’t the faintest idea whether she had a will, or how much money she had in the bank, or even where she banked and how many accounts she had. It will take significant amount of time and energy to ferret out these details (which I don’t have) and money will have to be spent on getting things in order (which is also in scarce supply, as far as I am concerned; and Beth and Uncle Bill aren’t made of money either). Uncle Bill has graciously offered to pay for the funeral and all other related costs, but Beth and I have talked about it and we will not let him do that on his own – it’s neither fair nor appropriate; at the very least, we believe, the expenses should be split three-way among us.


    On top of all that, there is the small matter of Rudy and Mary Ann breathing down my neck.


    Rudy was (or pretended to be) sympathetic and understanding about my having to bail out of work right after returning from New York to be with my dying mother.


    “You go and do what you have to, bud,” he said. “We’ll all be praying for your mom’s speedy recovery.”


    But I know I have an assignment to deliver. The business isn’t going to wait on me. There are tight timelines looming and important decisions to be made. Dollars and cents are involved. Careers are at stake (albeit mostly mine). I’ve already received an email (I have been periodically, surreptitiously, checking my email on my phone, despite everything going on) from Mary Ann asking me to send her my notes from the meetings in New York, the unwritten message being that if I’m not in a position to produce a plan, she will take over its preparation. I have no intention of letting her do that and have ignored the email for now. (Although Rudy wasn’t copied on her email, nor has he sent one to me directly on the subject, I know she is doing this at Rudy’s behest.) At some point, over the next day or so, I will have to respond to her, and buy some time by telling her I don’t have access to my computer or my notes, even though I do. I brought them with me but have not been in the frame of mind to work on anything. Even on the plane, where I was hoping I would have an uninterrupted two-hour window to sketch out a rough outline of my plan, I couldn’t bring myself to even fire up the computer.


    I lean back in my chair – a comfortable, reclining type that one can easily fall asleep in – and close my eyes. I need to wall myself off from my emotions, the messiness of my life. I must concentrate on where I am, why I’m here, and what I need to do. I’ve come here to be with my mother in her final hours. That was why I had sent everyone away. (It hadn’t been a lie; I guess I still have a small kernel of sentimentality about my family buried somewhere deep in my psyche.) I mustn’t allow myself to ruin this opportunity to say goodbye to her, to pay my respects, to somehow make amends for pushing her away from me while she was still alive.


    She was a wonderful mother to me. A constant soothing, comforting presence in my life (up until I left for college at least). She was there to take care of me when I fell sick (I had my tonsils taken out when I was five and I remember her staying in the hospital with me, watching over me with this worried expression on her face, as if she could sense my fear and distress; then I had to go in for an appendectomy when I was eleven and again she was by my side in the hospital, holding my hand and running her fingers through my hair as I woke up after the surgery, assuring me everything was fine and I would soon be going home), to say kind and encouraging things when I was sad or not doing well in school, the gentleness with which she would help me accept every small failure and sorrow I encountered (like the time I was dropped from the High School baseball team - I thought my whole life depended on being in the team; little did I know that that was just the beginning of the series of let-downs and disappointments and failures I would face over the ensuing years), the way she used to treat me to my favorite things (malt shakes, mint chocolate and cherry vanilla ice creams, sci-fi movies and video tapes of my favorite music bands) whenever I asked. She pampered and fawned over me - more so than my sister.


    She did all this, and that’s what I remember her for, but I never took the time to scratch below the surface, to get to know her, to discover the person she really was beneath the persona of the mother.


    She loved to knit and quilt, I know that; she was devoted to God and the church, I know that as well; she enjoyed teaching kids about Christ and the bible - I happen to have first-hand experience of this, being one of her students in fifth grade; she also liked to travel, especially to religious holy sites and had organized Church tours to the Vatican, Israel, Turkey and England; she liked to help those in need and was a generous contributor to the charity she was involved in; she volunteered at food drives and homeless shelters; she liked to spend time with her grandchildren (my sister’s kids, not mine – I don’t think my wife and I gave her the chance to build a close relationship with them) and has helped establish college funds for them (something which makes me feel a little left out, particularly now that I’ve lost my modest nest egg.)


    But that is all I know about her. I don’t know anything about her feelings, her dreams, her regrets, her fears. Was she truly happy with her life? What did she want out of it? Did she find what she was looking for? Would she have done anything differently? Did she miss dad? Was she content being by herself after his death, or would she have preferred to find another man to share her life with? Why hadn’t she done that? Was it due to lack of opportunity, or her absolute devotion to my dad? Was she proud of my sister and me? Was she disappointed in us (or to be more precise, with me; there’s no reason for her to be disappointed with Beth)? Did she still love me -despite the distance I had purposefully created between us, the barriers I had erected? Did she know why I had done that? Had she forgiven me for all my faults and misdemeanors, my deliberate transgressions, my rejection of her?


    It is too late to find out now. She is no longer able to answer these questions. And the irony is I doubt if I would’ve had the guts to ask them if she was sitting in front of me, awake and sentient, ready and able to reply. The answers might have been too hard to take.


    I lean over and take her hand in mine. It feels like plastic, lifeless as a mannequin’s. The skin is paper-thin, gnarled, spotted, the veins standing out like roots of an old tree. This hand was beautiful once, with long graceful, tapering fingers and manicured, slickly polished nails.


    I wonder how she felt about getting old. She used to be a pretty woman, with lustrous blonde hair, large, luminous grey-blue eyes, which always seemed to sparkle with kindness and love, and a petite, delicate figure. There are pictures of her when she was in her twenties and early thirties, and she looks like an angel in them.


    Did she like being beautiful? Did she like getting dressed up in nice clothes and going out with my father? Was he nice and caring toward her? Did he love her?


    Letting go of her hand, I run my fingers through her grey, thinning hair, like I remember her doing to mine all those years ago after my appendectomy. Her forehead is cold and clammy. I quickly check the heart monitor. It’s still showing a steady beat; she is still breathing – laboriously, haltingly, but breathing nonetheless. I pull up the covers closer around her and sit back in my recliner. The clock across the wall strikes 1 AM.


    I’m tired, my back is hurting, my shoes feel too tight, my head is so heavy it may as well be a lead balloon. I shut my eyes, just to rest them for a while, find myself drifting off to sleep, and shake myself awake. But it’s a losing battle. The fatigue is overpowering, I can’t fight it any longer. Next thing I know I’m hurtling toward oblivion.


    Something has awakened me…a voice…a movement…


    I sit up with a start and check my mother’s cardiac monitor. It is still chirping, attesting to signs of life.


    Then I hear it again - the faintest of sounds, like a soft whisper, or a muffled gasp. I look at mom. Her lips are moving, as if she were speaking to someone in her dream, reminding herself in her slumber of a certain task she had to do when she woke up. I reach over and take hold of her hand. It seems to tremble a bit in my grasp, and then I see her legs kick suddenly under the covers. For a second I think: she’s waking up! But then I realize these are just reflexive muscle spasms. The nurse had warned us about them. Her body is protesting, trying to shake off the yoke of the cruel, unrelenting stasis which has been forced upon it. I collapse back in my chair, close my eyes again, waiting for sleep to claim me.


    But now I can’t sleep. My mind is racing a mile a minute, darting from one thought to the next. I think again of my mother, on the brink of death, unaware that it’s even coming (or does she know it is? How does that feel?), I think of Beth back at my Uncle’s house, tossing and turning, expecting my call any minute, of Rudy, asleep in Houston, dreaming that I’ve failed to submit my assignment and that he has at last found an excuse to be rid of me. I think of Josh and Jenny, snuggled peacefully in their beds, oblivious of the financial disaster their family has fallen victim to, which is probably going to force them to take on student loans to pay for college – loans that will take decades of toil for them to pay down. I think about the folly of investing in Kauffman Funds. I think about the folly of my thinking such thoughts…


    I take a slow, deep breath, force my mind to clear, chase away the negative emotions, and a sort of calm, impermeable numbness begins to settle in. It’s a relief – to find this tranquility – I haven’t felt this peaceful in a long time and I let myself sink in as far as I can, luxuriating in the soothing stillness of my mind. Soon I enter a sort of void – a cavern of placid blankness. And this peculiar feeling comes over me – that my body has disappeared, become a shadow, a figment of my imagination, a vague hint of something I might have possessed in another world.


    And then something flashes before me in the void, a burst of light, pulsing and throbbing, bright as a hundred moons…


    Moments drift away, or perhaps hours, and the blinding whiteness grows and deepens, and I start to wonder where or what it is that I’m seeing when suddenly the silvery haze parts along its center, cracks open like the unfurling wings of a butterfly, revealing a vast doorway… and I know instinctively that I must pass through it, that this is the entire gist of the experience.


    I feel a tremor run through me – but a tremor of what, I wonder: fear, foreboding, panic? But I have no time to dwell on that question. I cross over – and find myself in a room.


    A room I know well.


    The fading floral wallpaper, the scuffed and worn tan carpet, the dark cherry wood molding on the ceiling – it’s all strikingly familiar. It’s my mother’s bedroom.


    I can see that the room is not empty. My mother is lying in her bed, an arm draped across her eyes, and as I look on, she rolls to her side - weakly, waveringly, her body shaking ever so lightly – and reaches for something on the nightstand next to the bed.


    It’s a struggle for her, this simplest of tasks – and it’s excruciating to watch. It goes on for what appears to be an eternity, and then, slowly her outstretched arm stops moving, goes limp, slips off the stand. Her body slumps, as if caving in on itself. One of her legs slides off the edge of the bed and hovers, stiff, inert, in mid-air.


    I realize I’m witnessing my mother’s final moments before her stroke… not just imagining them, but seeing them exactly as they ticked away. It’s as if I’d traveled back in time somehow and was there in the room with her, in the flesh.


    It occurs to me, with the visceral jolt of a thunderbolt, that I’m experiencing something extraordinary. And unimaginable.


    I’m seeing visions.


    I brace myself. Focus with all my might on the scene before me…


    But it’s already begun to fade. Darkness has flooded in. The dazzling brilliance is no more. And the beeping from mom’s life support machine reminds me that I’m back where I was, sitting by her side.


    Mom’s hand has slipped from my grasp.


    What had she been trying to get to on the nightstand? The phone? To answer my call -that never came?


    “I’m sorry, mom” I hear myself whisper. “I wish I knew what you were going through…there’s so much about you I’ll never know…so much I wish I knew…”


  




  

    Chapter Nine


    She didn’t make it to sunrise.


    Around 5:00 AM the beeps on her cardiac monitor grew fainter, the size of the zigzagging hills, electronic renderings of her fragile heartbeat, became smaller and narrower. Her breathing too became shallower than before, turned into short, spasmodic gasps. I touched her hand and found it ice cold. I checked her pulse and could barely feel any.


    I knew the moment had come, even before a nurse burst into the room minutes later to tell me she was slipping away and that I should start preparing.


    I called Beth and Uncle Bill, and they made it there in no time. By then the nurse had disengaged the life support machine. The beeping and wheezing of the various contraptions she’d been plugged into had ceased.


    She took her last breath just after 6:00 AM. It echoed gently like a delicate moan, a suppressed sigh, and it reminded me, inexplicably, of the sound she used to make (with an accompanying emphatic shake of her head) when she was expressing annoyance at something somebody had done or said. And then she was gone.


    Beth collapsed by her side, her body wracked by convulsive sobs, Joe kneeling next to her, his arms around her, trying to console her; uncle Bill stood at the foot of the bed, trying to stay composed, periodically flicking away tears which kept forming at the corners of his eyes.


    I left the room in search of a cup of coffee. I couldn’t stand the despair in the room, the sense of death and tragedy which hung thick and heavy in the air.


    That’s what I’m doing right now: having coffee in a little cafeteria in the back of the hospice. It’s cold, austere and impersonal, but it’s quiet. I can sit here in solitude and take stock of things. It’s been a long night, full of unexpected twists and strange goings-on.


    For a split second I consider calling Laurie to let her know my mother has passed, but quickly change my mind. She’d be getting ready to go to her gym class and take the kids to school. Why intrude into her busy morning schedule? Besides, I know she doesn’t really care. Sure, she will act aggrieved and sympathetic for my sake, for the sake of propriety. But deep down, she didn’t give a damn. To her my mother was just an annoyance, a nuisance she had no choice but to put up with because she happened to be her mother in law. She didn’t know her. She certainly never liked her. Why tax her acting skills unnecessarily – she will be exercising them to their fullest extent when she arrives here to attend the funeral.


    I will break the news to her later in the day, when I have a better handle on what’s going on in my own head…which, if I were to offer a description, would probably resemble the insides of the Large Hadron Collider – with thoughts and emotions of conflicting hues firing about and smashing into each other like exploding bursts of quarks and plasma.


    I was still rattled, perplexed by what I’d experienced last night by my mother’s bedside…


    Was it a surreal hallucination, the product of a tired, dizzy mind? Or was it a legitimate psychic vision, brought on by a genuine and rare gift? The kind Rebecca had foretold I possessed.


    “You okay?”


    My wife is regarding me with a set, almost worried expression on her face. (Maybe I had her pegged wrong, I think to myself. Maybe she does care, if not about my mother then perhaps about my feelings; and I find myself engulfed in a heady glow of love, which, almost instantly, turns into the warm tingle of desire. I wonder if I can parlay her compassion into something more spirited – a round of lovemaking preferably, even if it’s of the sympathy-sex variety...)


    “I’m fine, honey,” I say.


    She reaches over and takes my hand in hers, holds on to it for a moment, and just as I’m beginning to get used its tender warmth, the comforting sense of affection it bespeaks, she releases it abruptly. I sigh and turn back to the window next to me, commence gazing out into the murky, cloud-strewn nothingness outside.


    We are flying back to Houston. It’s late Sunday evening. My mother’s funeral was earlier today – a wistful, moving affair, marked with heartbreaking tears and eloquent farewells from Beth, my aunt and uncle, my mother’s friends and her pastor. I had said a eulogy as well, which, I was told later by Uncle Bill and Beth, had choked up everyone in attendance.


    “Your mom’s funeral…it was so touching…so beautiful,” Laurie says, and I turn to look at her in surprise. She really has her empathy radar amped up. (Who knows, the sex may not be too far-fetched a notion.)


    “Thanks, love,” I say.


    “You’re welcome…” she says. Pauses for a moment, then asks: “So, how much did it set us back?”


    I look at her sharply. “Jesus, Laurie. This is hardly the time to talk about money. We just lowered the poor woman into the ground, for crying out loud.”


    She shrugs. “Is it a crime to be concerned about money? Especially after losing all our savings?”


    I shake my head in frustration. There is something heartless and calculating in the way that my wife looks at things. It’s good to have this sort of hard-nosed, no-nonsense perspective behind me when it comes to handling difficult situations and making tough fiscal decisions, but she has a tendency to take it a little too far. I wonder if it’s just a habit, a reflex action, or the symptom of a deeper character flaw. In any case, most of the time, it pisses me off.


    “If you must know, we’re splitting everything three-way, between Beth, me and Uncle Bill,” I tell her.


    “You didn’t give me a number.”


    “I don’t know – a couple grand? I’ll find out when all the bills come in.”


    “OK, so a couple a grand there. Then the travel. My ticket was $800. Yours about the same, I’m guessing. Plus miscellaneous expenses. That’s already four grand – and we haven’t even included hospital bills. So maybe close to five thousand, when all is said and done?”


    “Sounds about right,” I say. “And very much justified, as far as I’m concerned.”


    The terseness of my voice seems to irk her. She leans back in her seat with a sulking look on her face. I go back to staring out the window.


    “Your sister, by the way, was fussing about the kids not coming to the funeral,” I hear her say. “Doesn’t she know what last minute tickets cost? She really thinks we’ve got that kind of cash lying around?”


    So much for the air of kindness and empathy she had put on earlier. She’s back to being her usual pungent, acrid self. (So much, also, for the sympathy sex I was thinking I’d be able to get out of her tonight.)


    “I don’t think she was fussing, Laurie,” I say. “She just wanted the whole family to be present, that’s all. She had a valid point. I think the occasion called for that.”


    “You don’t know your sister. She loves getting under my skin.”


    “Are you fucking kidding me? Her mom had just died – and you’re saying she was deliberately trying to irritate you?”


    My voice is low, but there is real venom in it. I’m tired of her griping about my family. Every time we meet them she starts finding insults and innuendoes in the most innocuous of things that were said and done to her.


    She gives me a dirty look. “Don’t you dare use this kind of language with me. I’m not one of your flunkeys at work.”


    “Then behave like a decent human being. Don’t disrespect the dead by bringing up money. And stop feeling insulted by every little thing my sister says to you.”


    “Why are you getting angry at me for?” she snaps back. “I’m not the one who lost our money – and I’m not the one passing snide remarks about not bringing their whole family to some funeral.”


    I fix her with an icy glare. “That’s enough, Laurie.” I tell her under my breath. “You’re irritating me now.”


    Laurie’s breath rattles in her throat with fury, but she is so astonished by the ferocity of my retort that she can’t seem to find anything to say. She expels another indignant snort, reclines her seat, and twists her body as far away from me as she can.


    I bend down and reach for my computer bag which I had stowed earlier under the seat in front of me. It’s time to forget the state I’m in, set aside all the trauma and anxiety of the past week. And get on with the task of compiling that goddamned New York strategy document. Everyone in the entire company seems to be clamoring for it.


    I’ve been getting regular email reminders (first from Mary Ann and then finally from Rudy when I failed to reply to Mary Ann’s emails) that it absolutely, positively has to be completed by Monday close of business (which means tomorrow evening). The Founders are aware of my family situation, as Rudy had put it in one of his more compelling emails, but they want it in their inboxes by then, one way or another. So if I’m not able to meet that deadline, which he said would be “perfectly understandable”, then “it’s imperative” (he actually used that word; I don’t think he’s ever used it before in any context, probably had to look it up in the thesaurus) that I send all my notes to Mary Ann and Fred so they can start working on it, in case I can’t. I sent a reply back from my phone before boarding the plane saying I will get the first draft of the plan out to everyone by 5 PM tomorrow.


    There’s no way in hell anyone else’s name but mine is going to be on that document. I’d sooner be hung, drawn and quartered than let that happen. All I need is about three hours of uninterrupted time to pull it together. I have about an hour and a half on my hands right now. So I can get a head start. Tomorrow I will go in to work early and finish it off.


  




  

    Chapter Ten


    I’m lounging in wait in the hallway outside Paul’s office. His door is shut and through the narrow glass panel between the door and the wall I can see he is talking to Ben Dupree, one of his sales managers. I’m here for the meeting I had scheduled with him a couple weeks back - the one he didn’t want to cancel out of politeness.


    So much has happened since then that it’s nothing less than shocking it’s still on our calendars and neither one of us has attempted to cancel it. I wonder if there’s any sense in going ahead with it. After all, its outcome has already been determined.


    Paul’s office door opens and Ben steps out.


    “Hey, Ed. Sorry to keep you waiting. He’s all yours now,” he says.


    “No problem,” I reply, and step toward Paul’s office. Ben puts a hand on my arm.


    “I heard about your loss,” he says. “My condolences.”


    “Thanks, Ben.”


    I have a lot of respect for Ben. He’s one of the few old-school salespersons left in the company – the type that believe in building relationships and understanding the needs of potential customers instead of behaving like manic scalp hunters. And he does a bang-up job of it, hits his numbers month on month, year on year. What he isn’t good at is advertising his achievements, and because of that he’s never been perceived as a star performer by the powers that be. Modesty has no place in our company.


    “Ed. Good to have you back…” Paul says as I walk into his office. He is standing behind his desk, hands on hips, shirt sleeves rolled up, looking spry and immaculate as ever.


    “I didn’t even know you were in the office today.”


    “Flew in last night.” I say.


    I see him peek at his watch. He shakes his head in dismay. “Oh crap,” he says. “It’s almost 2:30…”


    “Is anything wrong?”


    He scratches his earlobe absently. “I hate to do this to you, but I got myself double-booked for this time slot – I thought you were still in Iowa.”


    I feel a wave of despair clutch at my gut. Despite the fact that just minutes ago I’d been debating the need for this meeting anyway.


    “Ahh, OK, in that case...” I say. “Did you want to re-schedule…?”


    “Sure, sure,” Paul says, coming up to me. “Let’s try to get together in a couple of weeks.”


    I nod. “Whatever is convenient…”


    Paul pushes an errant lock of hair away from his forehead and wraps his arm around my shoulders.


    “By the way, my sincerest condolences on your mom’s passing,” he says and begins to walk me out of his office.


    “Thanks,” I say, falling in step with him, and realize that I’m being gently but firmly escorted out of his office.


    “I lost my mom recently as well,” he says. “I know how difficult this must be for you.”


    He is marching me down the hallway now, toward the reception area, guiding me on with his arm, and even though my office is in the opposite direction I continue to walk with him.


    “Had she been sick?” he asks. “Or was it – sudden…”


    I proceed to tell him about the stroke, the coma, the thrombosis, her sudden capitulation to it all, and he tightens his hold around my shoulders.


    “That’s tough,” he says. “My mom had cancer, so we got the chance to say our goodbyes, but it was painful, watching her go so slowly… and she suffered so much too.”


    Presently, he stops, removes his arm from my shoulders. His demeanor has turned serious, grim. It’s obvious he’s still haunted by his mother’s passing, and the thick, unmistakable shadow of grief in his eyes pulls me out of my rueful introspection.


    “We were very close, my mom and I,” he says. “I think about her all the time. It might sound strange, but sometimes I feel that she’s still around, watching over me…”


     He laughs an embarrassed laugh.


    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to go all weird on you…”


    “Not at all, Paul. I know exactly what you mean.”


    He sighs. “Mothers are amazing creatures, aren’t they? They make you feel they’ll never stop loving you, never stop looking out for you…even when they’ve passed.”


    “Yes, they are.”


    Paul smiles a fragile little smile and gives me his hand to shake. “Let’s meet up soon,” he says. “My apologies again for the last-minute cancelation.”


    “Yes,” I say, reaching for his hand.


    I feel jolt of energy when our hands make contact. A literal jolt - as if electric current has rippled through my body. And then a blinding flash of vivid whiteness explodes before my eyes. I blink hard and pull my hand away, surprising Paul with the abruptness of the act. I barely notice the strange look he gives me as he treads off down the hallway.


    And I stand where he has left me, unable to move. Unable to believe.


    I’ve seen visions again.


    Blurred, sputtering, smudged pictures, like camera snapshots of objects in motion. But as I grasp and tease at their hazy edges, they pan into view, sharp and cogent.


    There’s one of Paul and an older woman, his mother in all likelihood, their eyes scrunched against the sunlight around them, looking out at a majestic view of what appears to be the Rocky Mountains from a balcony, their arms around each other, smiling happily.


    Then the scene changes and I see Paul at his mother’s bedside, his head resting on hers, holding her in a close embrace, squeezing her to him. I watch as she gasps suddenly, shudders in his arms…


    Paul really did love his mother - in the most sincere and devoted way possible. I had witnessed the clearest exposition of that fact.


    My mind lost in a dull trance, my body suddenly feeling hefty and cumbrous, I turn around and trudge wearily back to my office.


    As strange as it may seem, I have no choice but to face the undeniable fact that I do possess some measure of psychic ability. Just as Rebecca had hinted I might.


     It’s only a fledgling ability at the present moment, clearly. I’m not quite adept at practicing the art yet, for sure, but I’m capable, nevertheless, of invoking some semblance of genuine, 100 percent legitimate, extra-sensory awareness. It’s a notion which I’m still trying to wrap my head around. But it’s real, and it’s happening.


    And I have no control over it. How does it get switched on? How do I tune it, hone it, so it can be more effective, more reliably pliant to my needs and intentions? I haven’t the faintest clue.


    I’m not a dummy. I know how potent a skill it can be. If I can somehow learn to harvest it, wheedle it into doing my bidding for me, it can bring a huge advantage. Exactly what form this advantage can take is not yet apparent, but seeing glimpses of a person’s life, both past and present, can prove to be of great benefit in any exchange, any relationship.


    For instance, imagine how expedient it would be if I could find out, proactively, what sort of evil, nefarious schemes and traps Rudy is thinking up for me. I could perhaps come up with a way of foiling them before they can cause me any harm.


    Or, the benefit I can gain if I can glean the things Rudy has said to Paul about me. Maybe I can come up with a strategy to counter Paul’s concerns about hiring me.


    But I’m getting ahead of myself. I don’t even know what I can do with this “gift”, as Rebecca had called it. All I can do is salivate and rhapsodize over the mind-boggling possibilities it raises - as I sit in my office and work on my New York strategy document.


    The Founders are expecting to receive it any minute now.


    I was in front of my computer at 7:00 AM this morning and got to spend a good couple of hours on it before anyone found out I was even there. (That’s probably the only good thing about being consigned to this little pantry of an office– if I close the door nobody can tell if I’m here; unlike all the other offices there is no glass panel next to the door.)


    Sumit was the first one to discover I was holed up in here. (He was smart enough to spot the tell-tale, thin strip of light under the door.) He poked his head in right around 9:30 and proceeded to come in and sit down and offer his sympathies for my mother’s death. I listened politely to all his kind words and when he finally left, I shut the door again and jumped right back into the task. But it was no use. The word was out that I was back in the office, and everyone wanted to stop by and commiserate with me. I sat back patiently and let them all have their say.


    Even Mary Ann dropped in and was quite courteous in expressing her condolences. She couldn’t resist inquiring about the assignment that was due later in the evening, and coyly offered to help if I felt “I needed an extra pair of hands to get the job done by the deadline”. I told her I had it under control.


    In any case, the official close of business is but an hour or so away, and I’m just about done reviewing and revising my handiwork. The hard copy is spread out on the desk before me, marked up with my final edits. I need another 30 minutes to apply the changes to the electronic version and it will be ready to send off.


    I stretch, crack my knuckles and pull my laptop closer toward me. My fingers fly across the keyboard, adding words, correcting spellings, deleting points that don’t make sense or appear redundant. I stop, re-read the document and smile to myself in satisfaction. It’s reads like a masterpiece. It’s time to entrust it to the big, bad world of senior management scrutiny.


    I compose a brief email apologizing for the delay in circulating the document and thanking everyone for their patience, address it to the Founders and copy Rudy, attach the document to it and hit send.


    Then I sit back in my chair, prop my legs up on the desk and take a deep breath. Mission accomplished! In the nick of time. Despite all the hurdles and diversions. Something to be proud of.


    I glance at my watch. I need to pick up Jenny from her basketball practice. (Her coach has had a change of heart and has reinstated her in the starting line-up; the entire family can breathe easier now – although Jenny’s dour disposition has not shown any sign of improvement). If I leave now I will be stuck in traffic. I should probably hold off until 6, and hope I can be there by 6:30. (It’s a curious truism of Houston rush hour traffic that if you leave at 5 it will take you an hour or more to get to Sugar Land on a typical day; however, if you leave at 6 you can be there in less than thirty.)


    In the meantime, I can run some performance reports and see if things have been running smoothly in my absence.


    I take my feet off the desk and turn to the computer, and as soon as I do, the door to my office flies open and Rudy comes storming in with the speed and ferocity of a projectile launched from a cannon. He slams the door shut behind him with a severity which sends the entire room and its contents shaking and rattling. I find myself clinging to the edge of my trembling desk.


    “What kind of a stunt did you just pull?”


    Rudy’s voice is like the growl of a wolf – an enraged wolf. His leathery face is redder than I’ve ever seen it.


    “Sorry?” I say. “I don’t think I read you, Rudy.”


    Rudy subjects me to a stare which would stop a deranged elephant dead in its tracks.


    “I see,” he roars and. “So now you’re going to pretend you have no idea what I’m talking about…”


    “I-I really don’t…” I start to say. And then it hits me – not Rudy’s fist, though he looks like he’s quite prepared to plant it on my chin – but the realization that I’ve just committed, what amounts to, at least for Rudy, the most reckless and unforgivable of errors of judgment anyone working for him can ever commit. I’ve breached protocol. I sent out an email to the Founders without his prior review and approval - which is his most sacrosanct rule of organizational hierarchy. One that he enforces with despotic, uncompromising rigidity. I’ve flouted that rule with utter impunity. Now there will be hell to pay.


    “Let me spell it out for you,” he says. “That freaking email you just sent…Am I not in charge of this doggone department anymore? Am I not supposed to sign off on EVERYTHING you send to Bob and Chuck? Has that changed somehow in your mind? Or do you not understand what EVERYTHING means?”


    I can’t think of an answer. Nor am I sure he wants one. So I just sit tight, mute and dumbfounded, staring at him with wide, watchful eyes, just in case he does decide to go through with that punch.


    “Go on. I asked you a question,” he says.


    So he does want me to say something. I open my mouth. But all I can manage is: “Rudy, I, uh, well…”


    “I..uh..what, Ed? Talk to me, man, don’t blather like a fool.”


    “It was just a mistake…” I blurt out. “I know the rules. I would never do this deliberately. You know that…”


    Rudy takes a threatening step closer toward me. I dig myself deeper into my chair. His imposing frame towers over me like one of those giant grain silos I’d seen recently in Iowa.


    “You wanna play this game with me, buddy boy,” he drawls and points a finger the size of a banana in my direction. “I can play it till the cows come home. First you go to Paul behind my back, then you ignore my calls and emails about the deliverable everyone is waiting on, and now you pull this dirty trick. Let me tell you somethin’. You want a pissing contest? Guess what, you got it. Let’s see who can out-piss who.”


    “It won’t happen again, Rudy,” I say, because I’m not sure what else I’m supposed to. “I promise. I don’t want any sort of contest. Pissing or otherwise.”


    That seems to rile him up even more. “You better watch out, Ed. You don’t want to mess with me.”


    Then he turns on his heels and marches out of my room, slamming the door behind him with yet another resounding thwack which reverberates in my office like the report of an M16 rifle.


    I’m feeling like an abused puppy again. (It’s becoming a hauntingly familiar feeling.)


    Will there be no respite from Rudy’s constant bullying and harassing? Will I always be his whipping boy (or puppy, as the case may be)?


    Things hadn’t been so bad with him in the beginning, when I first took up this job. We had gotten along fine – if to get along means permanently swallowing your pride and sublimating your will to someone else’s whim and fancy. Because that’s what working with Rudy entails. I’d figured that out early on in the game and was perfectly fine with it. I did what he told me to do and maintained a low profile. He loved me for it. I was a model employee: I followed orders, kept my nose close to the grindstone and made no untoward demands, like higher pay or fatter bonuses, or time off for vacations. (I couldn’t afford them anyway.)


    Then about two years ago the situation turned on its head – and through no fault of mine. Rudy decided we needed to swap out our billing system. The one we had (and still do), was home-grown, designed and built by Fred and his team, and wasn’t good enough in his opinion. It was too basic, rudimentary, lacked critical features and capabilities that an innovative company like ours required. I was the first person he mentioned this to.


    “The thing is, Ed, we need a system that can scale with our growth, is flexible enough to support the kind of creativity our marketing guys are looking for.”


    I nodded in response. “I agree, boss. Let’s look around and see what else is out there.”


    He grinned knowingly and said he’d already looked around and there was one product he felt would fit the bill perfectly (no pun intended, bud, hehehe, he had said, amused at his own wit). “Bring those guys in. Take a gander at what they have. Kick the tires, peek under the hood. I’m sure you’ll like it. I had the chance to see it at the tech conference I went to last month. I think it’s tailor-made for us.”


    “I’ll bring them in,” I said.


    At which he grinned some more, then leaned in close to me and said: “This whole thing is highly confidential. Keep it under wraps. We don’t want Fred to find out. Not yet. I don’t want him getting his tighty-whities up in a wad for no reason. If you know what I mean.”


    I assured him I knew what he meant and that I would keep my mouth shut.


    The very next week I brought in the software company he’d spoken of to take a look at what they had. Their demo was impressive, and I agreed with Rudy that it was a pretty nifty looking system. But was it the panacea, the mother of all systems we were expecting it to be? I wasn’t sure. Still, I was ready to go along with Rudy’s directive, even if it meant a lot of heavy lifting, level-of-effort wise, what with all the data that would need to be converted over to the new system and the large amount of testing we would have to do after the migration to make sure nothing was broken or skewed.


    I told him I accepted his recommendation. He nodded approvingly and patted my shoulder.


    Then the very next day, without a warning, all hell broke loose.


    I got a somber sounding call from him at 8:30 in the morning, asking me to come to his office right away. I went, shaking a bit in my boots, knowing something horrible had happened, but having no inkling of what it could be.


    He began reading me the riot act the moment I walked in. He was so angry he couldn’t form complete sentences. Spit flew out of his mouth with every word he uttered. After a couple of minutes of hearing him yell and howl (and shower my face with his saliva) I deduced that he was accusing me of telling Fred about the new billing system. As a result of which, Fred had become incensed, outraged, and was demanding to know what the heck was going on behind his back.


    “You’ve gone and put the whole company in a tight spot,” he said.


    I tried to tell him I hadn’t said anything to Fred, that I hadn’t breathed a single word of it to anyone, hadn’t even said the words out loud for my own ears, in the privacy and seclusion of my own office, but he wouldn’t listen.


    “Who else could it be? You think I’m an idiot? You’re his pal, you go drinking together, have lunches together. You’ve got his back. You think I don’t see that?”


    I kept professing my innocence, kept repeating I had nothing to do with Fred finding out, but to no effect. “Why don’t you ask him who told him?” I said. “He’s a big boy. He’ll tell you.”


    “Yeah right. As if he will,” Rudy yelped.


    In the event, after haranguing me with all manner of insults and invective for another half an hour, he finally sent me away. And things have never been the same. To this day I have no idea how Fred found out what Rudy was planning, whether someone actually said something to him or whether he somehow sniffed it out himself. (But I do have a theory about who could have implicated me in this whole business, who could have planted the idea in Rudy’s head that I was the one who’d told Fred: Mary Ann. She detested me as much back then as she does today. She wanted to undermine me and cozy up to Rudy. It stands to reason that having my ass chewed out by Rudy would’ve been tremendously satisfying for her. Heck, she may even have told Fred herself and then gone and blamed me. Who knows?) I never asked Fred about it – and he never brought up the subject either.


    And now here I am still smarting from that incident. Rudy continues to treat me like a pariah, a red-headed stepchild. He refuses to trust me. Never misses a chance to rub my nose in the dirt, to portray me as a nincompoop and a deadbeat, especially in front of the Founders. He won’t give me raises beyond the annual cost of living adjustment and holds back my bonus whenever he can. Yet he won’t fire me; or maybe he can’t fire me – because I do run a tight, smooth, orderly ship. My department’s performance is top-notch; we always meet our goals and objectives. He can find no excuse to dismiss me for cause.


    Sending that email to the Founders is going to make matters worse for me, even though it was an inadvertent oversight on my part. Rudy will come after me with everything he’s got. And I’m yet to devise a plan to hold him at bay. I wasn’t being a wiseass when I’d told him I had no desire to get into a pissing contest with him. I’d meant it. It’s not the kind of fight I want to pick. Because there’s no way I can win it.


    But there is one potentially beneficial upshot of sending that email. I have opened myself up to the Founders’ scrutiny without Rudy’s negative spin muddying the waters, obscuring their view. For once, they can see my work in the raw, unfiltered. If they approve, it would provide my career with a much-needed shot in the arm. (If they don’t, I’m screwed – which wouldn’t necessarily be any different from the current state of affairs, though admittedly it may hasten my demise). In the event that I do end up finding favor with the Founders, it would become just a tad bit more challenging for Rudy to continue to slander and besmirch my work. He won’t be thwarted, for sure, but he would have to slow down in the pursuit of his agenda, would be forced to bide his time. Thereby giving me the breathing room I need to find a more permanent solution to his growing hostility toward me.


    The Founders’ response to that email is now of critical importance. My career – my livelihood – hangs in the balance. I feel my stomach tighten and flutter with nervousness all at once.


    My phone buzzes in my trouser pocket. I wrestle it out (I’m on the road, driving toward Sugar Land) and look at the caller id. It’s Bart calling. I press “talk”.


    “Hey Bart,” I say.


    “Dude, I’m so freaking pissed at you.”


    “Oh God. What did I do now?”


    “You didn’t bother to tell us about your mom… not nice, man….”


    I immediately realize my mistake and apologize to him, tell him it all happened with such dizzying, mind-numbing speed that we didn’t get the chance to inform everyone we should have.


    “Kath saw Laurie’s post on Facebook the other day…and we were shocked…”


    So that’s how he’d found out. Good old Facebook. The digital glue that binds our entire social fabric. Or the modern-day equivalent of the squawk box. Take your pick.


    “I’m really sorry man,” I say. “I should’ve told you.”


    “It would have been an honor to be at her funeral. She was an awesome lady.”


    “Thanks, Bart.”


    He asks what caused her death. And I give him the entire backstory. We then spend some time reminiscing about her, how she was always nice to him on the few occasions he got the chance to meet her.


    “And I still remember those care packages she used to send you back in college,” he says. “How we would beg you to share her home-made fruit cake with us.”


    That makes me smile. “It was definitely one of her specialties.”


    “Must be rough for you and Beth. Let me know if I can do anything,” he says.


    “Thanks, buddy. I will,”


    By now I’ve come upon the Sweetwater Boulevard exit on 59 South, which will lead me to Jenny’s school. I look over my shoulder, switch on my turn signal and change lanes, and hear a prolonged, urgent honk of a car.


    I swear and swerve back into my lane.


    “You okay there buddy?” Bart asks.


    “Yeah, I just about mowed down a little Toyota Prius.”


    “Before you end up killing yourself, let me tell you the other reason I called.”


    “Yeah?”


    “I talked to Andy the other day.”


    “Andy?”


    “Andy Crocker, man. The guy who’s launching that start-up in Dallas…our old buddy from Iowa State. We talked about you hooking up with him, remember?”


    Of course. Andy Crocker. Bart had offered to get the two of us together.


    “Yes, yes. You said you were going to send him an email.”


    “Well, I did better. I called him yesterday. He remembers you, wants to meet.”


    “OK…” I say, drawing out the ‘kay’ part a bit.


    “What, now you’re having second thoughts about this? All you have to do is talk to him, man. There’s no obligation.”


    “Fine,” I say. “I’ll talk to him. I don’t know what good it will do.”


    “Jesus, Ed. Don’t sound so goddamned negative,” he chides me. “I’ll text you his number. But make sure you call him. I really think this will work out for you. He wants to build the business and flip it. If you can get some equity out of the deal – which I think you can - you could hit the jackpot. Walk away with a nice little chunk of change in a few years.”


    “I’ve never hit a jackpot in my life,” I say. “I wouldn’t hit it even if I was the only one playing.”


    Bart chuckles. “That may be. But Andy has before. He could do it again. And you could ride his coattails to fame and fortune.”


    “Or drag him down with my dead weight…”


    “Jeez, man. Think glass half-full.”


    “If you insist,” I say.


    “I do insist,” he says. “Watch for my text. Ciao.”


    I disconnect the line. Jenny’s school is just down the block. The knots in my stomach have eased a little. Could Andy Crocker’s start-up be the light at the end of the tunnel I’ve been waiting to see?


  




  

    Chapter Eleven


    I find myself smack, dab in the middle of yet another deflating, spirit-sapping evening at home.


    To start off, Jenny was morose and downcast when I picked her up from her practice. I greeted her with a cheerful: “Hello, baby. How are you?” She gave me blank look, threw her book bag and her basketball gear in the back seat and hopped into the passenger seat without so much as a word of acknowledgement.


    “You okay, sweetie?” I asked her, after she’d buckled herself in and I had gotten the Beast moving. “The practice was good?”


    I was thinking: she didn’t get thrown off the team again, did she?


    “It was fine,” she said automatically.


    We drove on in silence for a few minutes.


    “So…anything exciting happen at school today?” I said, venturing to start a conversation again.


    “It’s school, dad. Nothing exciting happens in school.”


    “Yes, of course. What was I thinking,” I said, not without sarcasm.


    Another long pause followed.


    “Your Aunt Beth was asking about you when we were in Iowa. Why don’t you send her a note about grandma?”


    “Do I have to?”


    “Well, she’ll appreciate you sending it.”


    “She hardly knows me. I hardly know her. I hardly even knew grandma.”


    I looked sharply at her. “That’s not the point. We’re talking about good manners here.”


    “Is it good manners to be fake?”


    I wasn’t going to win this argument with her, I realized that, but I didn’t relent.


    “It’s good manners to be thoughtful of other’s feelings. Which is what you’ll be trying to show: that you’re a considerate person. Just send her a note, OK?”


    She was quiet for a beat then turned to look at me with moist, flashing eyes.


    “You’re always telling me what to do…what if I don’t want to?”


    I almost threw my hands up in exasperation - and would have if I didn’t have to keep them on the steering wheel. What was going on with her? She had turned into a virtual powder keg of raw emotions, ready to explode in rage or tears at any moment.


    “Come on. You’re exaggerating now, and you know it. But it’s alright, if sending a two-line message to your aunt is too much effort for you then fine, don’t do it.”


    She looked at me bitterly. “You didn’t even take us to the funeral.”


    “We couldn’t, baby. It happened so fast. There was no time to plan.”


    “Mom said we couldn’t afford to.”


    “Yes, that was a factor too. I won’t lie to you. It costs a lot of money to buy plane tickets at such short notice.”


    Jenny pursed her lips and clenched her jaw as if she was getting ready to cry.


    “Are we really broke now?” she asked.


    “Who says we’re broke?” I asked, my voice a note higher than I would have liked.


    “Mom says we lost all our money.”


    Now why in the hell would Laurie say something like that to the kids, I thought to myself. Granted they were not little children anymore, but why subject them to unnecessary stress.


    “We didn’t lose all our money. We lost some of it – well, a lot of it, but not all. We’ll be okay. I’ll make it back.”


    “Will I be able to go to college?” she asked in a little girl’s voice.


    That was too much for me to bear. I reached out and tousled her hair gently, like I used to when she was a little girl.


    “Sure you can. Why? Are you worried about that?”


     “I don’t know,” she said, shrugging and squirming away from my touch. And just like that, the little girl was gone, the cynical teenager had returned.


    “Well, you shouldn’t be. We can afford it.”


    She shrugged again. And we drove the rest of the way home without anything more being said.


    And things didn’t get any better when we got there.


    The dinner was awkward. I kept trying to make lively, jovial conversation, to lighten the mood, but all I got in return were sullen, monosyllabic responses, flustered eye rolls and biting, caustic ripostes. Jenny remained mired in her funk and didn’t say much, Laurie kept spacing out as if she were somewhere else (or wanted to be somewhere else) and Josh kept glancing at his phone and exchanging text messages. (At one point I asked him who he was texting. “No one, dad” he said. “Then tell no one I said hi”, which I thought was quite a witty comment, but he just looked at me with bored, tired eyes and retorted “Ha, ha, very funny, dad”, and promptly went back to texting.) Ultimately, half-way through the meal, I gave up on the effort and we ate in silence, the clanging of forks and knives against the plates the only sound echoing in the house.


    I helped my wife clean up after dinner and then flopped down on the couch to watch a little TV. Around 9 o’clock Beth called to inform me that she and Uncle Bill had begun looking into mom’s personal effects and had hired an attorney to handle the probate process.


    “You sure she hasn’t left a will?” I asked her.


    “No. But we haven’t found one either,” she said.


    I told her to let me know what I could do to help. I could take some time off work and fly out there for a few days. I also reminded her about the expenses for the hospital and the funeral. She said Uncle Bill would be emailing the invoices to both of us in the next day or so.


    At one point in the conversation she broke down and started crying. “I miss her, Eddie,” she said. “I can’t stand being in that house and going through her things knowing she’s not around anymore.”


    I did my best to console her. “Think of all the wonderful things she did for you – for everyone in the community. How enthusiastic and joyous she was about life. Try and follow her example. That’s the best way to keep her memory alive.”


    Beth couldn’t stop crying, and finally Joe took the phone from her.


    “She’s taking this really hard. Cries constantly. Hasn’t been sleeping well either,” he said.


    I told him it might be a good idea to take her to the doctor and get a prescription of sleep aids. He said he would think it over. “You know how she is about taking meds.”


    I’ve just gotten off the phone and it’s nearly ten o’clock. The kids are up in their rooms, sequestered there with their homework and their laptops. My wife is in the bathroom getting ready for bed.


    I decide to go to the study – to do some web-surfing on the computer. And check my email again. (I had been checking it on my phone, hoping to see a response from the Founders, but hadn’t seen anything come through.)


    I connect my laptop and wait for the email to refresh. There are ten new messages, most of them daily billing status reports. Then I spot the one I’ve been waiting for: from Founder Bob. The time stamp shows it was sent at 9:45 PM.


    I open the message nervously.


    “Ed,” it reads. “Your plan looks good. We need to get together and discuss in more detail. I will have Jessica set up a meeting for the four of us. Thanks, Bob.”


    A feeling of triumphant euphoria sends my mind reeling. I jump off my chair and pump my fists.


    I’ve hit the bull’s eye. Founder Bob thinks my plan ‘looks good’. Coming from him, that’s a huge compliment. Eat your petty little heart out, Rudy Taylor.


    It occurs to me that I should send a reply back to Founder Bob, to thank him, and also to get the point across that I’m up and checking emails even at this late hour, as any dedicated, hard-working company-man would be.


    I sit down and start to type. “Thanks, Bob,” I write. “I will work with Jessica tomorrow to get the meeting scheduled on our calendars.”


    Then, almost as an afterthought, I add:


    “Rudy – Since you didn’t get a chance to review the plan earlier, pls let me know if you have any feedback to share with me prior to our meeting so I can update the document accordingly. My apologies for not sharing this draft with you ahead of time.”


    It’s a backhanded comment. A thinly veiled dig. Ostensibly I’m telling Rudy I’m sorry for what I did. But by so doing, I’m also driving home the point that he has had nothing whatsoever to do with my plan. That it was crafted entirely of my own individual effort.


    I’m sure Rudy will see through this chicanery, take it as a shot across the bow, and will begin to plan a counterattack. But for the moment, I don’t care. I have won this battle.


    Just like that, my cheerless evening has turned into a memorable one.


    I waltz into the bathroom, my feet barely touching the ground, my head in the clouds.


    I find Laurie brushing her hair. For a change, she is clad in her cherry red, satin nightgown - the sexy, short, slinky one, not the ugly, white, cosmetics-stained, terry-towel one I abhor. Her shapely, muscular legs are exposed all the way up to her thighs, her feet are bare, the nails polished a bright red, and her breasts rise and fall as she weaves the brush through her hair, the nipples straining against the thin fabric of the gown. She looks sexier than I’ve ever seen her before. I steal up behind her and wrap her in my arms.


    “You look beautiful,” I whisper in her ear, and kiss her neck.


    I feel her body tense, recoil from my touch.


    “And where’s all this affection coming from?” she says.


    “I’ll show you where it’s coming from,” I say, and take her hand and place it on my groin, let her feel its hardness.


    She draws her hand away and disengages from me. “Whoa, whoa,” she says. “Down boy. I’m not in the mood.”


    I will not be easily discouraged, I tell myself. My day is peaking. I want it to end on a soaring note.


    “Are you sure?” I say.


    I reach out and pull her to me again, grab her face softly in my hands and press my lips to hers.


    She wrestles herself free. “No, Ed. There’s too much on my mind.”


    Then she turns back to the mirror and begins brushing her hair again, leaving me standing there, high and dry (or rather, hard and dry), feeling like a complete fool.


    “Whatever,” I sneer at her. “Have it your way.”


    I stomp over to the toilet, yank out my engorged penis and relieve myself, making sure to spray a healthy quantity on the lid, which I have not lifted. Laurie can go fuck herself. Then I zip myself up, flush the commode (I may be vindictive, but I’m not a filthy animal) and walk back over to Laurie.


    “By the way,” I say. “What the hell are you doing telling the kids we’re broke?”


    Laurie puts the hairbrush away and picks up her annoying electric toothbrush.


    “I didn’t use the word broke. I said we lost our money. Isn’t it the truth?”


    “Technically, yes, but you can’t throw these kinds of words at them without some sugar coating. Poor Jenny thinks we can’t afford to send her to college anymore.”


    She catches my eyes in the mirror. “Well, can we?”


    “Technically, no,” I said. “But things are looking up at work with this New York project, and even if nothing comes from that, Bart is hooking me up with a buddy of ours from college. Andy Crocker. He’s launching a start up in Dallas.”


    I see her lips part in a mocking snarl in the mirror. “Andy Crocker? That dork? Are you serious?” she says.


    “He’s launching a tech company. He’s no longer a dork. It could be a great opportunity – with some equity involved.”


    Laurie throws her head back and laughs, turns around to face me.


    “What a joke,” she says. “You think working with Andy is a great opportunity? I know him. He was a cheap little twerp in college and I’m sure he’s an even bigger cheapskate now. He’ll want you to work for nothing.”


    “We’ll see,” I say, somewhat crestfallen at her reaction. “It’s plan B anyway. Plan A is to take advantage of the New York project. I think it can be the start of something big here for me.”


    Laurie looks at me evenly. “Gimme a break, Ed,” she says. “Remember what you told me when you took this job five years ago? ‘There’s a lot of growth potential here, Laurie,’ you said, ‘It will build my resume, will be a great launching pad for a bigger career move down the road’. You remember all that? And what happened? Nothing. You’re still at the same job, making about the same amount of money, and there’s been no big move to another company.”


    There’s no acrimony in her voice, no derision, not a hint of any emotion; she is talking matter-of-factly, like a TV newscaster reading a mundane story on the 5 o’clock news. But even without the absence of malice her words are painful, stir something dark and resentful inside me.


    “Might I point out to you,” I shoot back at her, “that the whole economy is in the shitter these days? Millions are looking for work. Engineers are flipping burgers. MBA’s are teaching kindergarten kids. Instead of bitching about things, you should be thankful for what we have. But you won’t do that, because you’re not out there busting your ass every day trying to earn a living. Why don’t you get a job - see what it really takes to put food on the table?”


    Laurie doesn’t react to my harangue. Instead she just shakes her head, turns back to the sink, switches on her electric toothbrush and begins brushing her teeth.


  




  

    Chapter Twelve


    “There is a backlog of 150 bills, boss.” Sumit says. “We have to fix them and run them manually because IT can’t help us this time.”


    Sumit is giving me an update on the various issues he’s been dealing with in my absence. (He wanted to do this yesterday, but I had told him off because I was busy finishing up my assignment for the Founders.)


    “On top of this,” he continues, “there is some kind of flu virus going through the office. I had four people call in sick during the week.”


    At this point he coughs and lets out a simultaneous sneeze, turning his head to the side and raising his arm to cover the lower half of his face.


    “Sorry, boss…” he says.


    He’s been sniffling and wheezing since we began talking and I’ve been observing him with growing worry. The guy is the sheet-anchor of my team, its resolute backbone. I can’t afford to have him go down sick. Even for a day. It will set us back a whole week.


    I ask him how he’s feeling. He starts to answer but is stopped short by yet another sneeze. I give him a moment to recover. Then I say: “These customers who haven’t gotten their bills, some of them are going to call in to complain. Have you told Mary Ann about this?”


    Sumit breaks out one of his more protracted Indian nods.


    “Boss,” he says, “do you know what Mary Ann will do when she sees this list?”


    I get this vision in my head of a volcano exploding, spraying hot, molten lava in all directions.


    “I see your point,” I tell him. “But can we target getting these bills out today? I don’t think we have a choice.”


    Sumit scratches his jaw. “I’m sorry, boss,” he says. “But I have too much work to do. Everything is piled up. I’m short two people today also.”


    I feel bad for him. He doesn’t like falling behind in his work and hates it even worse when he’s called out for it.


    “You know what, don’t worry about it,” I say. “I’ll own this list. I’ll correct the data myself and get the bills generated.”


    His face lights up at my words.


    “You sure boss?” he asks. “You haven’t forgotten how to do this?”


    “It’s like riding a bike, Sumit. If you’ve done it once, you never forget.”


     He’s beaming with happiness now.


    “Thanks boss,” he says. Then his face grows serious again. “One more thing, boss…”


    “Now what…” I say.


    He clears his throat, as if apologizing beforehand for what he’s about to ask me to do.


    “Can you,” he says, “also talk to Mary Ann, boss? About the late bills. Since you’re handling them…”


    I can’t suppress my laughter.


    “I’ll be delighted to take that upon myself as well,” I say. “Although if I can get them all done today, it won’t be necessary. Which is strong incentive for me to make it happen.”


    He smiles and nods his head – a regular nod this time, not the Indian variety.


    “Makes sense, boss.”


    “Now run along so I can get cracking.”


    “Yes sir,” he says and gets up, letting out a deep, raucous cough as he does so.


    “And Sumit,” I say.


    He turns around.


    “For God’s sake, don’t get sick. We can’t afford it this week.”


    The Indian nod returns. “No, we can’t,” he says. “I will go home and drink some hot Joshanda.”


    “Hot what?”


    “Joshanda. Indian herbal cure for the flu. I can bring some for you also. Works like a charm.”


    “Ah…no.” I say. “Appreciate the thought though.”


    He chuckles and steps out, shutting the door behind him. I turn my attention to the task I’ve taken on. It’s going to be tedious, time-consuming, and mentally draining work. A dirty job, as they say. But it must be done. The good news is, I really do know my way around all the twists and turns it involves.


    A couple of hours into it, I realize I’m enjoying myself. There’s something cathartic about the experience. You get an instant and heady dose of gratification when you wade your way through the jumbled mass of data, find the missing or mangled piece of the puzzle, re-shape it and slot it into place, and then watch the billing algorithm churn through its magical iterations and produce the desired result – in this case, an invoice. It would be nice if real life would allow for this sort of methodical, logical correction of wrongs, re-construction of order from random chaos. But life’s bad data is largely irreparable, it’s code seemingly impossible to unscramble.


    I stick to the job for the next four hours – breaking only for a quick bite, a sandwich which I’d had delivered from Jimmy John’s. (I like their delivery service; they are fast and there are no minimum order requirements. And they get it to you within 10 minutes. God bless them.)


    By 4 o’clock I’ve just about cleaned up the entire list – have but a half a dozen bills or so to go. Sumit will be sending the day’s batch to print in about 30 minutes. The mail pick up guy would be in by 5 to take them to the central post office in downtown Houston. I roll up my sleeves and get myself pepped up for the final push to the finish line.


    My office door opens and Fred peeps in.


    “There you are,” he says. “I didn’t know if you were still around.”


    “I’m here,” I say. “Gotta get some bills out before I go. What’s up?”


    He walks in and looks around.


    “You need to make this room a little more hospitable, buddy, as plain and shitty as it might be. Add some color, put up some pictures or something. It’s like a freaking morgue in here.”


    “Come on, don’t insult morgues,” I quip.


    He laughs.


    “The reason I came,” he says, “is that Paul and the marketing guys are taking me and a couple of my developers out for drinks. I thought I’d check with you to see if you can join us.”


     “Yeah? What’s the big occasion?”


    “Oh, we just released some brand-new features in the CRM system they’ve been wanting for a long time.”


    “Ah. So it’s a celebration.”


    “Guess so. You’re coming?”


    I peer at the computer screen. I have four bills to go. The time is 4:15. And I’m not picking up Jenny tonight.


    “Sure,” I say. “But you think Paul will be fine with it?”


    Fred grins. “It’s my party. I can invite whoever I want.”


    “In that case, let me know where and when…and I’ll see you there.”


    “Good decision,” Fred says, with a cheeky gleam in his eyes. “Now you can spend some more time sucking up to Paul.”


    I grab a sheet of paper from the desk, crumple it into a ball and toss it at him. He turns and scampers out of the office. The weapon sails through the air and lands near the door.


    “I’ll see you in a bit,” I hear him say from the hallway.


    It turned out Fred and the rest of the crew was going to a place called Queen Vic – a pub about five miles from our office. I know the spot: it has great ambience, decent food, reasonably priced drinks. And its clientele mostly comprises people like us: professionals, congregating there for a quick pick-me-upper, bookended between the horror and abasement of work and the drudgery and boredom of home. (Ok, maybe I’m being flippant, and presumptuous; not everyone feels that way. But I have a feeling many do.)


    Paul was pleased to see me when I showed up. “Ed, what a pleasant surprise,” he exclaimed and motioned me to sit by him. I took that as a good sign. Fred winked at me as I took a seat.


    But it wasn’t Paul I ended up spending the evening talking to (or sucking up to, to use Fred’s brazen terminology). It was Dana McCord - a petite, curly haired blonde, with features and mannerisms reminiscent of Meg Ryan in the movie “When Harry Met Sally” (which, by the way, happens to be one of my favorite movies; I know, it’s a bit of a chick flick, but I enjoyed it when it first came out and still do whenever I catch it playing on one of the myriad, nameless cable channels, though I must admit the cultural references and fashions depicted in it seem dated and quaint now). She has only been with the company for three months, having been brought in by Paul to be the Director of Marketing – a position that did not exist in our company until then. She has since launched a number of brand-building initiatives which have made us more visible in the market, and, as a result, excited and impressed the Founders. I had met her once in passing on the day she had joined our company. Paul had brought her around to my office to introduce her (it is customary at our company that when a Manager or Director level person starts their first day at work they are paraded around the office and introduced to all their peers – within and outside their own department – as well the peers of the person taking them around, and, finally, the immediate supervisor of the person taking them around – meaning their boss’ boss.) But I hadn’t seen much of her since.


    “Dana, you remember Ed Kaminsky?” Paul had said to her after I sat down next to him. “He’s our Director of Ops. And he’s leading the charge on the New York market.”


    Dana was sitting across from Paul, talking to one of Fred’s developers, Tyler Hafner, a young, long-haired, rather seedy looking guy, who is considered one of the rising stars of the IT team.


    “Of course,” she said, turning to me. “Good to see you again, Ed.”


    We’ve been talking ever since. She’s been telling me about the various product and pricing ideas she wants to roll out for the New York market and is picking my brains on whether or not they can be implemented form an operational perspective. (“I’ve been meaning to run these thoughts by you for some time,” she said.)


    Over the course of the last couple of hours most of the people in our party have left. Paul and Fred had been the first ones to excuse themselves, citing family dinner commitments (I had previously called Laurie and told her I would be going out with some people from work and would be home late; there had been no questions asked, no concerns expressed, and I had a free pass for the night), followed shortly by the two marketing people who worked with Dana. Tyler and another developer whose name I didn’t know had hung around, though they’ve been mostly talking among themselves.


    Our waitress waddles over to us. “Do you guys need another round of drinks?”


    “Yes, we do,” I say and look across the table to see if Tyler and his buddy from IT would like a re-fill as well, but they’re no longer there. Dana and I are the only ones left. We’ve been so absorbed in our conversation that we haven’t even noticed.


    “Let me buy you a drink,” I say to Dana.


    “No, no, you don’t have to…” she says.


    “Please. I insist. What are you drinking?”


    “Vodka tonic,” she says.


    “Come on. That’s so dull. Let’s get you something more exciting.”


    She laughs. “I’m not an adventurous drinker. What do you have in mind?”


    I stop and think for a second.


    “Bring her a cocktail. Something with rum.” I say to the waitress.


    “Why rum?” Dana asks me.


    “Because you look like a beach person.” I say.


    She smiles and nods. “I do like the beach.”


    “We have Queen’s Park Swizzle,” the waitress tells us. “It has Lemon rum, crushed ice, lime and mint. Topped with Angostura Bitters.”


    “Done.” I say. “And I’ll just have another scotch. Black Label on the rocks.”


    “Wait a minute,” Dana says. “If I’m doing a cocktail, you better too.”


    The waitress casts me a listless, impatient look. She’s not exactly the friendliest purveyor of her profession. It’s obvious she’d rather be doing anything but this.


    “Fine, make that two,” I tell the waitress. She nods blandly and goes away.


     “Do you know what Angostura Bitters is?” Dana says.


    “Not really. But it sounds like someone who’d be working in our company.”


    We both laugh. And it dawns on me that despite my awkward fear and skittish loathing of women - especially beautiful women - I’ve been getting along just fine with Dana. She is pretty, smart, personable and easy to talk to. And she clearly has the knack of making people comfortable around her - otherwise I wouldn’t sill be here right now.


    Our drinks are delivered (they are actually pretty good – inasmuch as sweet, fruity drinks can be) and the conversation moves beyond work. She tells me she’s divorced (“a horrible experience, a dumb mistake” is how she describes her marriage), has no kids (“would like to have a couple someday, but if it doesn’t happen, there will be no regrets”), lives near the office in a townhome and loves her job, relishes working with Paul (“best boss I’ve ever had”). I tell her about my past, my roots in Iowa, my wife, my kids, my mother’s recent death. It’s a steady, mellow conversation, open and friendly. And it puts me in a buoyant, happy state. I feel drawn in, centered on her.


    A while later the waitress comes back to ask if we would like another drink. Dana and I exchange inquiring glances.


    “I think we should go,” Dana says.


    I nod. “We’re done for the night,” I say to the waitress. “Can you close us out?”


    “You know, I learned a lot talking with you,” Dana says after the waitress leaves. “It will be good to have you in our department. If and when it happens.”


    I stare at her in surprise. “Don’t tell me,” I say. “You’ve heard the story as well?”


    “Who hasn’t? In case you haven’t noticed, that office is a gossip factory.”


    “Yep. And I thought we were an energy company.”


    She giggles. The waitress brings our check and I settle it. We both get up.


    “It was fun getting to know you, Ed.”


    “Same here,” I say.


    She offers me her hand to shake and I take it in mine.


    And that’s when it happens.


    A blazing burst of energy unfurls around me, grows thick and viscid and fathomless, becomes a swirling void of blanched blankness. Images suddenly erupt before my eyes, pulsating, panning in and out of focus, as they had with Paul the other day, except this time around they’re much more intense, more transparent. And I realize, not without a sense of shock, that I’ve gained entrance, yet again, to a whole new realm of perception.


    I feel like a voyeur. I have the power to insert myself into a mind. Pry into its secret feelings and emotions. Spy on all its hidden thoughts. Scan entire segments of the life it embodies as if they were clips of home videos compiled exclusively for my viewing pleasure.


    It’s unsettling, this illicit burrowing into someone’s mind. Especially if it happens while you are also in conversation with them, trying to say goodbye to them, unnaturally holding on to their hand a little longer than what would be considered normal or polite, while they try to gently, but warily, remove it from your grasp. As Dana is trying to do.


    I let go of her hand. The spell breaks. The images dissolve.


    “Good night, Ed,” Dana says. “See you tomorrow.”


    Somehow, I find my tongue. “See… you…tomorrow,” I tell her.


    The words come out slurred and throaty. I sound as if I might be drunk. Dana eyes me as if to say: ‘Are you feeling alright?’


    “Let me walk you to your car,” I offer quickly.


    She nods and smiles, though she still seems doubtful of my sobriety. “Thanks,” she says.


    She heads toward the exit. I stagger after her, on legs that feel altogether too weak for walking.


  




  

    Chapter Thirteen


    The Founders’ offices are accessed through a pair of heavy, frosted glass doors on the Northeast corner of our floor. The first thing you notice when you push your way past them is the sudden, dramatic change in tone and decor. While the rest of the office feels drab, muted and plain, the Executive Suite, as it’s referred to, is bright, flashy and much more ornate. There are wooden floors, crown moldings and recessed lighting all around. The furniture is polished and sturdy and expensive – the Founders’ desks are solid mahogany and as large as pool tables, the chairs are plush, thick, and of fine leather, the book cabinets, which are built into the walls, are handcrafted with the same wood finish as the floors. Original paintings from local artists hang on the walls. (Chuck, the CEO, has a wife who’s artistically inclined, follows the local art scene assiduously and has convinced the company to support a number of promising artists from the Glassel School of Art in Houston by buying their original works.) There are decorations of brass, metal and crystal everywhere.


    Also part of the Executive Suite is a big meeting room (referred to as the Board Room) which is equally, if not more, elegant and opulent as the Founders’ offices. Its outer wall is a thick glass, which can be tinted opaque for privacy when needed by pressing a button on a console on the conference table. It is equipped with a large 52” flat screen monitor, used to display corporate presentations at various important meetings. The aforementioned conference table matches the cherry mahogany tone of the desks and floors in the Founders’ offices, as does the magnificent credenza, which is the size of a small yacht and is sometimes used as a serving table when there are lunch meetings being conducted in the room (as the case is with our Board Meetings, or Annual Shareholders’ Meeting, or quarterly Business Review Meetings).


    The Board Room is the seat of command and control in our company, where all important decisions pertaining to matters of money and financing and debt and equity are made, the various corporate strategic plans are unveiled, analyzed, and accepted or rejected, and all difficult personnel issues are discussed, debated on, and finalized, and career-impacting moves undertaken. (The idea to promote Mary Ann must have been approved in this very room, as, in all probability, was the proposal to not make me in charge of New York operations - and the thought makes me grimace with disgust.)


    The Board Room is where Rudy and I are meeting with the Founders. I’ve never been here before – on the odd occasion that I’d been summoned to the Executive Suite (to give the Founders exclusive, in-depth updates on various operational metrics or initiatives, or to be dressed down for an unforgivable error) I’d met with them in their offices. I’m savoring the opportunity, the honor, of being here, though I’m also feeling a little overwhelmed.


    Rudy and I have been waiting here for almost twenty minutes now. The Founders are holed up in Founder Chuck’s office, probably conferring on some crucial matter of far reaching, critical significance (or maybe they’re just catching up on some idle social chatter, or the latest office gossip, or their last night’s exploits in bed with their wives or mistresses, who knows?). Jessica, the Executive Secretary (not Assistant, mind you) has wandered in twice to tell us they are running late, and to ask if we would like some water or coffee, which we have refused.


    Rudy has been ignoring me and making sure I know that he’s ignoring me. He hasn’t said more than two words to me since we’ve been here. He’s been staring without pause at his iPhone, feverishly tapping out responses to emails or texts (whose, I have no idea) and sighing and grunting and shaking his head in disapproval or annoyance every now and then as he reads and types on. I couldn’t care less about the silent treatment Rudy is subjecting me to. But I am worried that our relationship has reached an all-time nadir, and that he sees me as an out and out archenemy now. I’m afraid of the lengths he might decide to go to in order to further stunt, stymie, or destroy my career. I do know, however, that those lengths will, of necessity, have to be of the surreptitious variety (and as such much more insidious and difficult to combat) because open, ugly confrontations between co-workers (especially a supervisor and his subordinate) are deemed improper and frowned upon in our company. It’s not that professional competition itself is censured or forbidden per se; in fact, it’s considered healthy and even inevitable to a degree. However, the warring adversaries are always expected to maintain a veneer of civility and conduct themselves with utmost politeness at all times - even if they hate each other’s guts and are locked in a blood feud of the kill-or-be-killed variety.


    In the event, I’d rather not be drawn into a feud with Rudy, implicit or overt. I’d rather find middle ground, work things out, and recruit his help in finding a new home for me in Paul’s team, if possible. Of course, knowing Rudy as well as I do, this is a tall, and improbable, order.


    “Sorry to keep you guys waiting,” I hear Founder Bob’s voice behind me. He has breezed into the room without Rudy or me realizing it. Founder Chuck is close behind him.


    “One of our Board members called, and when that happens everything else on our schedule goes out the window.” Founder Chuck says.


    The two Founders couldn’t be more different. Founder Chuck is a fast talker, a sharp dresser, oozes flamboyance and charisma. With his commanding height (he’s over 6’4” in stockinged feet, if I were to hazard a guess) he’s a towering figure in our company in every sense of the word. Founder Bob, on the other hand, is soft spoken, diminutive (no more than 5’7” I’d say), laid back and unassuming. He is a wizard with numbers though, can perform seemingly impossible mathematical calculations in his head in the blink of an eye, and he’s sharp as a whip; both founders are – they resemble each other in that trait.


    Founder Chuck takes a seat at the head of the table. Founder Bob sits down in the empty chair next to him, one seat removed from Rudy. Founder Chuck flashes me an encouraging smile.


    “Well, we’ve looked through your plan, Ed,” he says. “And I must say it’s very well thought out. Kudos on doing such a great job. Under very stressful circumstance too, if I might add. Our condolences again for your mom.”


    I feel my heart go pitter-patter. It’s not often that one gets to hear such flattering comments from the CEO of the company. In fact, this is a first for me.


    “Thanks, Chuck,” I say.


    “Our goal in calling this meeting,” Founder Bob chimes in, “is to make sure all of us are on the same page. There are no loose ends, and we understand all the moving parts of this effort.”


    “Time and cost are the key drivers here,” Founder Chuck says.


    They’re taking turns talking; it’s like listening to a duet. They seem to be in perfect harmony with each other.


    “We want to get to market as quickly and as cheaply as possible,” Founder Bob says. “But we want to make sure we don’t impact our ability to serve our customers effectively.”


    “Understood,” I say. “I believe my plan ensures that.”


    “Good,” Founder Chuck says. “Then why don’t you take us through your findings and recommendations, so we can fully grasp where you’re coming from.”


    “That’s exactly what I wanted to accomplish today,” I say, and lean forward and switch on the flat screen monitor from the console on the table. “I have prepared a Powerpoint presentation of my recommendations as well as the reasoning behind them. Would you mind if I just go through these slides with you guys?”


    Rudy’s face has gone red. He didn’t know I had a presentation ready. He certainly hadn’t asked me to produce one and I had conveniently neglected to tell him I had.


    Founder Chuck, on the other hand, is looking at me with doting eyes. He loves Powerpoint slides. (The entire Corporate America is in love with Powerpoint slides – it’s the grease that keeps the wheels of business discussions spinning smoothly all across our great nation.)


    “Let’s get started then,” he says, rubbing his palms and squinting his eyes to focus on the screen. He reminds me of an expectant parent settling down to watch his kid act in a play.


    I get started with my presentation, which I’ve divided into four parts: summary of critical market requirements, options and recommendations for meeting those requirements, estimated costs and timelines for implementing those options, and finally the preferred option and the reasoning behind it. The main thrust of the strategy is to utilize third party systems and capabilities to enter the market, instead of building them in-house. Our current meter data management system vendor for the Texas market could provide the same services for New York. On the billing side, instead of having Fred’s team develop a new system from scratch, as they had done for Texas, we would implement the solution our meter data vendor offers as an add-on option. This would reduce costs as well as time to market.


    “The only cost missing in this analysis is the integration with our accounting system, which Fred would have to build,” I say. “But it’s really just a matter of freeing up a resource.”


    “And how long will that take?” Founder Bob asks.


    “4 to 6 weeks,” I say. “And he can do this in parallel, while we are deploying other systems. So there will be no delay in going live.”


    The two Founders nod almost in unison.


    “Is Fred in agreement with this plan?” Founder Bob asks.


    “Yes. I already ran it by him. He’s the one who provided the 4-6 week estimate.”


    “How about Mary Ann?”


    I hesitate, fiddle with the pen I’m holding in my hand.


    “I haven’t had the chance to share the plan with her yet,” I say.


    “I would like for her to give it her blessing too,” Founder Bob says. “Won’t her people be the main users of the new system? For serving customers?”


    “I don’t know, I wasn’t asked to address that as part of my plan,” I say. “That’s up to Rudy and Mary Ann to work out.”


    Founder Chuck leans forward. “What are your thoughts, Rudy?”


    Rudy has maintained a detached posture throughout my presentation, as if he’s just there to watch, not to participate. He hasn’t made a single comment nor asked for any explanations. Founder Chuck’s question, probably aimed at roping him into the discussion, only appears to annoy him.


    “We’ll be using Mary Ann’s team for customer service in New York,” he says. “That’s pretty much a given.”


    Founder Bob swivels his chair so he’s facing Rudy. “And you’re on board with Ed’s recommendations in general?”


    Rudy leans his big, gangly frame back in the chair, making it creak in protest, runs his hands through his hair, looks up at the ceiling and lets out a long, gentle sigh. This is another affectation of his that I absolutely loathe. He does this to send the message that he’s being asked to go along with or comment on something he’s not necessarily in favor of but is willing to tolerate for the sake of convenience.


    “This whole plan here,” he says, waving a pudgy hand at the screen displaying my presentation. “Is Ed’s baby. He seized the initiative and now he’s got to walk the talk. I think it’s only fair we stay out of his way and let him do it.”


    This is classic Rudy-speak. Vague, non-committal, deflective. And from the bemused expression on Founder Chuck’s face I can tell he’s not quite sure what to make of it. But I do. Rudy has just walked away from accepting any responsibility for the failure or shortcomings of my plan. If it doesn’t work, if it blows up in our faces, it will be my fault. That’s what he’s saying, in so many words.


    “OK,” Founder Chuck says. “It sounds like we’re all in agreement then?”


    Rudy lifts his shoulders and winces.


    Founder Chuck decides to take that as a ‘yes’. He slams his notebook shut (which has remained blank and pristine throughout the meeting, not a single word has been written in it) and gets to his feet, indicating the meeting is over.


    “I do have one quick question,” I say.


    “Sure,” Founder Chuck says, folding his arms across his chest. “Shoot.”


    “It sounds like I’ve got the approval to execute my plan,” I say. “But what happens after that. I mean, will my team be managing the day to day operations in New York, in addition to Texas?”


    I’m surprised – pleasantly so – at my own temerity. I have no idea where I’ve found the gumption to ask this question. I suppose it had come tumbling out before I’d thought about what I was saying. But it’s succeeded in grabbing the Founders’ attention, and I hope I’ve succeeded in surprising them into confirming or denying what Mary Ann had told me.


    Founder Chuck purses his lips, looks at Founder Bob and then at Rudy, both of whom are still in their seats, their expressions blank, inscrutable. They’ve been taken off guard, all three of them, I can tell, but damned if they would let it show.


    “One of you guys wanna take that one?” Founder Chuck says.


    “Rudy…” Founder Bob says. “This is your area…”


    Rudy doesn’t look like he wants to respond, but he can’t refuse Founder Bob. He uncrosses his massive legs, drags his chair forward, scratches his jaw.


    “It’s like this, Ed,” he says. “One of the options the management team is looking into is to create an independent division to handle the entire New York business, including sales, marketing and operations, under one Business Unit head. We don’t want to overburden or distract the Texas fulfillment teams.”


    There it is. The cat’s out of the bag.


    “I understand,” I say. “However, from my perspective, I think my team can handle the New York market just fine. We have Texas buttoned down pretty good. All we have to do is train a couple of people on the new system for New York and we’ll be good to go.”


    “We’ll keep that in mind,” Rudy says, and fixes me with a stern, borderline murderous glare.


    That should have stopped me dead in my tracks; my nerve should’ve failed. I should have backed down and stopped pushing my luck with Rudy. But for some reason I feel undaunted, empowered.


    “So if I hear you right,” I say. “You’re saying you’ll be carving out Operations under a separate division?”


    Rudy nods his head slowly, his eyes never leaving my face. “Somethin’ like that…” he says.


    “But that would not be the case for customer service?”


    Rudy’s glare hardens. But he says nothing. No one does. The room gets so quiet I can hear someone’s watch ticking (or is it the sound of Jessica typing on the keyboard in her cube outside the room). I look from Rudy to Founder Bob to Founder Chuck – who’s now wearing an expression of almost roguish amusement.


    “Well, clearly, we haven’t thought all the way through the entire approach,” Founder Chuck says.


    “I think we lose economies of scale if we split Ops into two units.” I say matter-of-factly. “It will increase our head-count and our expenses. Same as customer service. That’s just my two cents.”


    Founder Chuck’s lips crack into a whimsical half-smile. Appreciative or mocking, I don’t know. “That’s a pretty valid point,” he says.


    “It is,” I hear Founder Bob say. “And our final decision will take it into consideration.”


    “That’s all I ask,” I say.


    Founder Bob rises to his feet. “Thanks for your time, gentlemen,” he says. “And good job, Ed. Excellent work.”


    My heart swells again with pride (or is it just plain old vanity?). I look at Rudy. He’s gotten up as well, and has gone back to sporting a vacant, bored expression on his face. I know there’s no way I’m getting a compliment out of him.


    “Thanks, Bob. My pleasure,” I say.


    The Founders exit, Rudy following close behind. I quickly gather up my pen and notebook and hurry out after them.


    “Rudy?” I say.


    “Yeah?” he growls, turning to look at me.


    “Let me know if you want me to come by your office so we can go over my plan in more detail,” I say. “In case I missed anything. And we can work on the customer service piece as well.”


    I’m trying to patch things up with him. Sending the message that I have no hard feelings toward him. That I want to work with him, am willing to be his humble deputy, his go-to guy. In response, Rudy scowls like he’s got a bad case of indigestion.


    “Just work with Mary Ann,” he says. “I don’t need to noodle over that stuff.”


    “I’ll do that…”


    He blinks at me and sets off down the hallway.


    I decide to give it one more shot. “Rudy…” I say. “I – I hope you’re happy with my work. I hope it shows you can trust me to come through for you…”


    Rudy pivots on his feet, makes a sound like a sniff, or a sneer.


    “Yeah, you keep tryin’ now, ya hear,” he says. “Maybe you’ll get there.”


    Then he pulls open the heavy glass doors of the executive suite and stalks out.


    So much for the olive branch I’d offered him. It lay mangled and trampled at my feet.


    My meeting with the Founders has caused a stir at the office. It’s earned me my spurs.


    Word has begun to spread that my New York presentation knocked the Founders’ socks off. And as such, I’ve become a bit of a sensation among the work force, a sort of minor celebrity, at the receiving end of envious stares and deferential smiles and breathless, gushing greetings reserved for those who matter – the leaders, the hard chargers, the heavy hitters. They point and whisper in awe in my wake when I walk by their cubicles. They nod reverentially and approach me with respect when I run into them in hallways or in the kitchen, or the restroom.


    Paul has become a fan too, has stopped by numerous times to run some of his sales ideas for New York by me a few times. Even Mary Ann has begun to treat me with careful tact and wary decorum. She has expressed no reservations about adopting a new system for New York. She even agreed to my recommendation that we should not carve up operations into separate teams. (“We should go talk to Rudy about it together,” she said. “I agree it doesn’t make too much sense.” I’m yet to decide whether to believe she’s on my side, or if it’s just another trap she’s setting for me.)


    “Mom’s birthday is coming up next week, dad,” I hear my son say all of a sudden.


    I’m driving Josh and Jenny to school in the Beast.


    It hasn’t been a particularly good week on the home front. The kids have been as sullen and detached and bad tempered as ever; my wife and I have been carrying on as if we’re embroiled in some sort of silent, attritional battle of wills (perhaps on account of our cold, and rather catty, confrontation in the bathroom earlier in the week) whose cause and purpose I’m not really sure about (I just know we’re at war, and as such, I must fight and prevail, whatever unknown, or even unwanted, damages or spoils that might bring).


    “Yes, I know,” I say, although I’ve forgotten, or to be more accurate, I hadn’t yet been reminded of it – by my Outlook calendar. (I’ve got all the family birthdays and other important dates entered in it, so a message would have popped up on my phone sooner or later, reminding me of it. I’m an organized guy.)


    “What do you think I should get her, Jenny?” I say, glancing at my daughter in the rearview mirror.


    She’s sitting slumped in the back seat, her backpack next to her, staring out the window.


    I see her shrug. “I don’t know. Whatever she wants.”


    “I’m looking for ideas. I want to surprise her. Come on, help me out here,” I say, hoping to draw her out of her dark, crisis-ridden world, even if it’s for a few minutes. (Her mental state is still a mystery to me: an irksome, worrying mystery. I’m at a loss to understand what’s eating away at her. I had hoped I might be able to get some psychic tidings from her. But that hasn’t come about. In fact I haven’t had any further psychic flashes at all lately, not from her or from anyone else. It’s not been for a lack of effort. I’ve tried a number of times, with Mary Ann and Sumit at work, and with Josh and Jenny at home, to no avail. I even tried to practice rotating the bead again, which I still possess, while hidden out of sight in my office a few times. To my dismay, that didn’t work either. The bead remained steadfastly impervious to my mental prodding and commands.)


    “What does it matter anyway?” Jenny says. “I don’t think you even like each other anymore.”


    That stings me a little, not just because it’s true, but because we have made it so brazenly obvious.


    “Now why would say something like that?” I turn to Josh. “Do you think your mom and I don’t like each other?”


    Josh looks thoughtful as he considers his response. “I think you should give her some jewelry.”


    That makes me chuckle. “Good idea. But that isn’t what I asked you.”


    “I know, but if you give her jewelry maybe it will make her like you more.”


    My son is a veritable sage, a diplomat par excellence.


    “I don’t know what you guys are talking about,” I say. “Your mom and I get along just fine.”


    “You’re fighting all the time,” Jenny says flatly. “I know you’re not talking to each other right now.”


    “All parents fight, Jenny. It’s no big deal,” says Josh, coming to my rescue.


    “Maybe you guys should just get divorced,” says Jenny.


    That was going a bit too far. “Now hold on a minute. What’s this divorce business?”


    “A lot of kids in school have parents who are divorced. Almost half my class. They’re doing just fine. The kids, I mean. They like it better, in fact.” Jenny says.


    This is getting completely out of hand. I must put my foot down.


    “Listen, guys, for the last time,” I say, trying to inject equal parts sincerity and anger into my voice, which isn’t easy. “Your mom and I are not getting divorced. We may have our disagreements, like all couples do, but we love each other very much and want to stay together.”


    “Whatever,” Jenny says. I try to catch her eye in the rearview mirror, but she has her head turned toward the window again.


    “Buy her jewelry, dad. It never fails. Even I know that,” Josh says.


    “Thanks, Josh,” I say. “Maybe I’ll take your wise counsel.”


    I like my son’s nonchalance, his intractable stoicism, his ineluctable equanimity in the face of discord. At least some of the time. There are times too when it’s infuriating. Like when I’m trying to get him excited about a career.


    We drive on through the early morning school traffic and the 25-mile speed zones and numerous red lights in silence, each of us absorbed in our own secret, impenetrable thoughts.


    What a debilitated, discombobulated family we are, I think to myself. We’re like a rundown car, hobbled and sputtering.


    I wonder what made it this way; I wonder if it can be salvaged somehow. Restored to its past, pristine glory. It would be a noble, worthy enterprise to pursue. Except it’s been so long that I don’t even remember what that pristine state used to feel like.


    It starts to rain when I take the Chimney Rock exit off I-59 to get to my office. And I immediately feel my mood lifting.


    I love the rain. It lends an air of innocence and mystery to even the filthiest, the most spiritless and insipid of cities. And I can’t think of a more impersonal, defiled city than Houston. It’s a place stained, contused by the heat, the dust, and the pollution that envelop it. A city I try not to notice, sleep-live through, as it were.


    But with the ashen clouds hanging low, a wispy pale-gray mist masking the skyline, concealing all the repulsive, appalling buildings, signages, and myriad other aesthetic atrocities from view, and with claps of thunder periodically blocking out all the jarring sounds that billow through this pummeled city, Houston almost passes for a charming, peaceful place.


    Until, of course, you knife your way through the haze and bluster of the storm and discover that all the dreariness and commotion is still there, as obscene and lurid as ever, and your heart sinks with disappointment.


    It’s just past eight o’clock by the time I maneuver the Beast into the office garage and find a spot adequate enough to contain its girth. I dash across the covered walkway, dodging the rain slanting in under it, rendering it, in effect, useless, and enter the building lobby. As usual, a small crowd of people is assembled there, waiting for the elevators. I join the fray and pull out my cell phone to take a quick look at my email, to make sure there aren’t any early morning emergencies brewing at the office.


    I feel a tug at my sleeve as I scan the messages.


    It’s Dana.


    “And where have you been hiding all week?” she says. “I haven’t seen you at all since the other night.”


    She is dressed in a tight-fitting white blouse (accentuating her bust, which is of an ample size, and makes me wonder if it’s real or ‘augmented’ or otherwise assisted by the use of a push-up bra; I quickly reach the conclusion that it’s quite natural from the way it undulates tantalizingly when she moves), and a navy blue skirt (which isn’t very long and shows off her beautiful, shapely legs). She is wearing light make up and a dark-mauve lipstick. Her curly blonde hair is teased and twirled and carefully tousled. She looks stunning.


    “Hey Dana,” I say. “Yeah, it’s been a busy week.”


    “Must’ve been,” she says.


    The truth is I’ve been deliberately avoiding her. I got to know her a little too well the other night - more than I would’ve bargained for – and I feel guilty about that for some reason. (I shouldn’t – the knowledge had come to me unbidden, but I do.)


    An elevator arrives and we all begin to file in. She and I are at the end of the queue and it looks like there won’t be room in it for all of us.


    “Let’s wait for the next one,” Dana says to me.


    “Good idea,” I say, stepping back from the line as the doors close. “It would’ve been a tight squeeze.”


    I know she is uncomfortable in confined spaces. Physical contact with strangers makes her anxious; being touched by men, inadvertently or by design, makes her skin crawl. She doesn’t trust men; her ex-husband was emotionally and physically abusive to her. It took her ten years and much courage and determination to break away from him. She’s not sure she is ready to be intimate with another man yet. She doesn’t know if she ever will.


    There’s just so much I know about her…but I shake those thoughts from my mind. (She loves yellow roses; her favorite color is scarlet; her favorite food is pizza; her favorite singer is Jon Bon Jovi. She also likes Carrie Underwood a lot.)


    She steps forward and presses the ‘up’ button again after the elevator has ascended.


    “So…I heard you got the green light for your New York plan. Must be exciting.”


    “Yes, I’m looking forward to it,” I say. “Though I’m still not officially responsible for running the show.”


     “Why not?” she says, surprised. “Who else is there to run it?”


    (She loves kids, is very close to her nieces and nephews. She has two younger sisters and an older brother, who all live in Michigan, which is where she grew up. Her parents are in a retirement home in Orlando, Florida – this she had told me herself.)


    “A whole new team maybe,” I say. “They want to split Operations between here and New York.”


    Another elevator arrives, beeping as it stops. This time there’s only a handful of us waiting.


    “They can’t afford to have a whole new team,” she says, as we both step inside the elevator. “Trust me, they don’t have the budget. I don’t even have enough money to spend on marketing. How can they staff up a whole new team?”


    I reach around her to press the button for our floor. She smells faintly of lavender, sandalwood and musk.


    (She enjoys early morning walks on the beach with the sun coming up; she hates the mountains because one time when she was trekking with her college friends she had fallen and broken her ankle; she loves dark chocolates with hazelnuts, and Cinnabon rolls.)


    “Speaking of marketing,” I say. “Don’t you have that big meeting coming up today? Good luck with the presentation.”


    The elevator has stopped at our floor and we exit, squeezing past our co-passengers.


    She looks at me quizzically as we make our way to the glass doors leading to the reception area.


    “How’d you know about that?”


    I hear the insistent clanging of an alarm bell somewhere in the back of my mind. How would I have known about the meeting? Other than by reading her mind? (She has been working hard on a new marketing campaign. The Founders’ response to it will define her career with the company, justify her hiring. Her professional reputation, her credentials are at stake. She is nervous about it.)


    “Didn’t we talk about it the other night? Or Paul must’ve mentioned it,” I say breezily. “Good luck with it. I’m sure you’ll do great.”


    “Thanks,” she says.


    I give her a quick smile and practically run in the direction of my office, cursing myself for not being careful with all this data I have in my head about her.


    (When she was eight years old she had been diagnosed with mumps and had to be quarantined into a separate room in her house, away from her siblings, prevented from going to school, given dozes upon dozes of horrible, foul-tasting medicines, and left alone, with no one to talk to, nothing to amuse herself with except a couple of books her mother had gotten her from the local library. It had been the most terrifying, the most wretched experience of her entire life; she had felt abandoned, isolated, shunted aside.)


    I walk into my office, take a deep breath, sit down heavily in my chair, and awaken my sleeping computer.


    (She has a lot of respect for me professionally. Was impressed with the pointers I gave her on the operational complexities of implementing her branding idea and she was planning to incorporate them into the presentation she was preparing for Paul and the Founders.)


    It’s 8:30 AM and I’m scheduled to have my monthly staff meeting with Sumit and Rob. (Mary Ann would have attended as well, if she were still reporting to me.) They should be coming by any moment now.


    (I know she enjoyed talking to me at the bar, more so than she had expected; she finds me interesting, funny and smart. As tentative as she is around men she is cautiously inclined toward getting to know me better. The fact that I’m married works in my favor. It means there is no pressure, no expectation of anything more than friendship on either side. I’m safe to be around, even if she does feel there is just a tiny hint of chemistry between us.)


    And it’s this little snippet of information I have gleaned from her, plucked out stealthily from her thoughts like some ripe, succulent fruit - like the biblical apple of temptation? -which has made me avoid her with such adroit purposefulness all week. I’ve always been wary of slippery slopes and this would be an easy one to lose my footing on.


    Because the fact is, I’m starting to develop a crush on her.


    “You ready, boss?” I hear Sumit ask.


    I turn to the door. Sumit is standing there, Rob behind him, his large frame dwarfing Sumit’s.


    Thank heavens for the dull obligations of a routine, the mundane regimen of everyday work. It grounds a person. Keeps one tethered securely to rote, uncontroversial minutia of life.


    “Come in guys. I was waiting for you.” I say, my voice ringing with so much boisterousness that it makes them start with surprise.


  




  

    Chapter Fourteen


    My wife grew up in Council Bluffs, Iowa, in a blue-collar family, in an environment typical of such households – namely, one that’s steeped in and defined by hard work, economy and a no-frills, no-fuss attitude toward life. Her dad, brothers and uncles (I’ve met them all, though not recently, Laurie having cut down her contact with them in the last five years, since her father’s death) are all working class people, salt of the earth types, not a pretentious, materialistic bone, muscle or sinew in their bodies. Laurie was cut from a different cloth. She always had an eye for grandeur, for style and glamor, and a taste for extravagance, for the finer things in life. You could tell that from the way she dressed, took care of herself, the things she bought or wanted to buy. The way she ogled expensive jewelry and shoes and clothes and accessories. The way she admired big houses and fancy cars. But this was more of a tendency, a bent of mind, rather than a fixation. She was able to straddle the line between the practical and the desirable without too much effort.


    That changed about two years ago. It was as if a switch had flipped in her head. What had once been a mild proclivity, all of a sudden, became an out and out fetish, an obsession. She announced she was tired of our tame, humdrum lifestyle and set about upgrading it. She threw away all her clothes and bought new ones. She discarded our old furniture and replaced it with upscale new pieces. She re-modeled the kitchen and installed granite countertops. And she got herself the Mercedes.


    She buys only name-brand, premium-quality stuff these days. Nothing but the best is good enough for her. Which is why I’m so nervous about her birthday present. It has to be up to her high standards or she won’t be impressed.


    “You sure Zale’s is the way to go?” I ask Jenny.


    We are at the Galleria Mall, along with Josh, one of the city’s premiere shopping destinations, in Houston’s Uptown area, not more than a stone’s throw from my office.


    Jenny snorts with frustration. “We could go to Cartier…” she says.


    “I see your point,” I tell her. “Let’s stick to Zale’s.”


    The mall is crowded. People have turned out in full force. It’s a Saturday, and a hot late September afternoon to boot, so it’s a popular place to be. The shops, the hallways, the restaurants are all teeming; even the ice rink (a distinctive feature of the mall, located on its lowest level) is jam-packed with skaters. There’s a din of a thousand voices - talking, yelling, laughing, squealing - reverberating across the marbled hallways.


    The kids and I zigzag through the throngs of shoppers (not to mention, the gawkers, who are here purely to escape the heat and people- and merchandise-watch and have no intention of purchasing anything), sidestepping the shopping bags, the strollers, the sugar-buzzed, wildly hyperactive kids and sundry other impediments in our way, having to turn side-on at times to avoid having our shoulders scraped by passers-by.


    “Dad,” Josh says, grabbing my arm. “Can we go in there for a few minutes?”


    He’s pointing at the Apple store. Its spick and span, spartan yet striking décor, with all those gleaming state-of-the-art gadgets displayed proudly on spotless white counters, looks inviting to me as well. I’m a techno-gadget nerd at heart; they are eye candy to me.


    “No,” I say, with some reluctance. “We don’t have the time.”


    “Then can I go in?” he asks. “I want to look at the new iPad. I can meet up with you later at Zale’s.”


    I tell him to go ahead. He grins and ducks into the Apple store and Jenny and I stride on toward Zale’s.


    “What do you think I should go for?” I ask Jenny.


    “I don’t know,” she says. “Earrings maybe?”


    “That’s not a bad idea.”


    My wife has very pretty ears, and a beautiful neck, dazzling white and as smooth and soft as silk. I’m reminded of the first pair of earrings I ever got her. They were fake diamond ones which I had picked up at some costume jewelry shop at the North Grand Mall in Ames, Iowa. That was more than twenty years ago, and we had just started dating. When I’d presented them to her she had taken them from my hands with a look of rapturous, awestruck gratification, planted a lingering kiss on my lips, and proceeded to put them on.


    “How do they look?” she had asked me, holding up her hair and turning her head to show them to me, one after the other. In response, I had pulled her to me and kissed her ears and then tilted her head and kissed her neck. She had just melted in my arms.


    She used to be so into me once upon a time, used to love getting gifts from me, no matter how small and humble they might be. Now even a trip to Zale’s is making me fret and fear that whatever I get her might be rebuffed or laughed at.


    There’s no doubt we have drifted away from each other. At times I feel as if we are poles apart – or getting there.


    I don’t think you even like each other anymore, Jenny had remarked.


    I would like to believe, to convince myself, that we do. (Isn’t that the reason why I’m so apprehensive, terrified, in fact, of developing a crush on Dana?) That whatever our recent problems, our disagreements might be, however different our personalities and needs and passions and interests might be, we can rise above them and go back to being the way we were before. We used to be able to get along just fine, despite all our flaps and idiosyncrasies (they are not new; we have always had contrasting dispositions. After all, what two people are entirely alike?). There’s no reason we shouldn’t be able to now.


    All we need is some good news, a big win of some sort. Like a sports team on a protracted losing streak we’ve lost our way, feel hobbled by the spate of bad breaks and unfair circumstances we’ve run into. If we can just string together a run of small moral victories, we’ll bounce back. I’m sure of it.


    In the meantime, I’m going to make sure I pay attention to the little things, make sure I do them right. Which is why the choice of her birthday gift is of such significance. I want it to make an impact, show her I care about her. I would like nothing more than to re-ignite the old flame, bring back the old feelings we used to have for each other.


    “OK, there it is, dad,” Jenny says. “Are you ready to spend some big bucks?”


    “Let’s do it,” I tell her, smiling.


    “How about we grab something to eat, dad?” Josh implores.


    I’ve just finished paying for a pair of white-gold earrings, studded with 1-carat diamond solitaries. They set me back nearly eighteen hundred dollars (after sales tax) but Jenny insisted they were worth it.


    “None of the others are really any good,” she advised me. “If you want to impress mom, buy these.”


    “Seriously. I’d buy them for my wife,” Josh chimed in (he had had his fix at the Apple store and had just joined us).


    “OK, then,” I said to the sales lady behind the counter. “The majority has it. We’ll take them.”


    The sales lady smiled deliriously (I’m sure she made a nice commission selling them to me) and snatched the credit card from my hand as if afraid I’d change my mind.


    “Would y’all like these gift-wrapped?” she asked.


    “That would be nice, thank you,” I said.


    She was an attractive woman, well-dressed, with a strong, pleasant-sounding Southern accent. She did happen to be wearing a heavy, musky perfume which I found a little overpowering. But other than that, she was a fine specimen of desirable womanhood.


    And now while I’m trying to recover from the shock and horror of plunking down a thousand eight on a pair of earrings, my son is enjoining me to buy him lunch.


    “Yeah, dad,” Jenny says. “Please can we eat? I’m starving and mom has nothing in the fridge.”


    She’s right. Laurie doesn’t cook on the weekends (it’s an old understanding between us; she takes care of the cooking on weekdays and I do it on the weekends.) And we’ve run out of groceries as well. In fact, grocery shopping is the next item on my “to-do” list for today.


    “Alright,” I say. “Where do you want to eat?”


    “Let’s go down to the food court and pick a place,” Josh says.


    The sales lady comes back to the counter, hands me my card and the merchandise.


    “Y’all have a wonderful day now,” she says.


    I thank her, gather my things and the three of us shuffle out of the store and back to the crowded hallways. We take the escalator down to the lower level of the mall, walk past the ice rink with its blaring music and shrieking, festive patrons and stand gaping at the various restaurants and fast food places proudly hawking their particular brand of slop and swill. (OK, so not every place is serving bad food here, but I’m not a big fan of food court restaurants one usually finds in malls in general – they are mostly generic chain establishments serving up mediocre, predictable fare.)


    “How about La Madeleine?” I suggest to the kids.


    “Nah, I’d rather do Chick-fil-a,” Josh says.


    “Me too,” Jenny says.


    “La Madelaine is so much better than Chick-fil-a, guys. A lot healthier.” I try to reason with them.


    “Dad, let us eat what we want to eat…please…” Jenny says.


    I sigh. It’s one of the banes of having teenaged kids. They have intractable minds and will insist on doing things their way.


    I tell them to go grab whatever they want and meet up with me in the seating area.


    “See you there, dad,” Josh says.


    I turn to walk in the direction of La Madeleine.


    “Ahhh, dad,” I hear Jenny say behind me.


     “Yes?”


    “We need money to buy food…?”


    I dig into my pocket and pull out my wallet. I find a couple of twenty-dollar bills, tease one out and give it to Jenny. “Here you go.”


    She takes the money. I head over to La Madeleine.


    Thankfully, the line isn’t too long here. The smell of fresh bread is wafting in the air and I realize I’m famished as well. I look at my watch. It’s almost 2 PM. No wonder I’m hungry. The only thing I’ve had all day is a cup of coffee and a half bagel. (I’d had an epiphany the day before: I’m going to try to lose weight. If Laurie can exercise and stay slim and fighting fit, so can I. The resolve to do so had come when I had tried to get into a pair of jeans I’d only bought last year, and noticed my waist feeling a bit too snug. I don’t want to outgrow my clothes - I can’t afford to, especially now after having to drop nearly two grand for my wife’s birthday gift, with the potential to drop a few grand more in the near future to cover my mom’s funeral expenses. Which reminds me, I need to check in with Beth and Uncle Bill to find out how things are going in Iowa…)


    I pick up a menu and look through the various options, settle on a lunch combo, with Turkey Bistro sandwich and Tomato Basil soup. I decide to pass on a drink, opting to get a glass of water (a penny saved is a penny earned, I tell myself. And a calorie saved is weight gain avoided.). A polite, smiling teenaged girl behind the counter takes my order.


    “It’s to go,” I tell her, and she nods and shows me some more of her lovely white teeth and hands me a ticket and a block of wood with my order number carved on it. I move further down the line to the cash register.


    “It will be just a minute for your sandwich,” the guy at the register says, handing me my credit card back.


    “I’ll wait over there,” I tell him, pointing to a table.


    “That’s alright, we’ll find you wherever you are,” he says.


    I walk up to the table and take a seat. Although the line wasn’t long, the restaurant is almost filled to capacity. My eyes rove, taking in the crowd: couples, families, groups of friends, people of every conceivable stripe, hue, age and form – all eating and talking and laughing.


    My eyes come to rest on a figure I find vaguely familiar. He has his back to me, but the broad shoulders, the massive legs, the tanned arms as thick as branches of an oak tree, all ring a bell. Then I notice the shirt he has on - a god-awful, olive green, short sleeved fishing shirt – and everything falls neatly into place.


    It’s Rudy.


    He is not alone, though. There is someone with him – another man, younger, slimmer, trimmer than him, sporting a neatly groomed goatee, dressed in a tight-fitting black T-shirt and black jeans. He has a shopping bag lying by his feet (an Armani Exchange bag).


    My first instinct is to just let them be. No need to disturb them, I think to myself. They’re out here chatting and eating. Enjoying a quiet lunch. Why impose on them? Besides, I don’t like meeting people from work outside the office. It makes me uncomfortable. I feel at a loss to say anything even remotely interesting or pertinent to them. I dither and babble unintelligibly, as if seeing them outside the context of a familiar, recognizable environment has rendered me incoherent and temporarily brain-locked.


    But there is something odd about the way Rudy and his friend are conversing. Their body language, their postures, the way they are leaning into each other, the way the younger guy’s attention is locked in on Rudy, the way his eyes flutter and flash, all the while riveted to Rudy’s face, as if he’s looking at the most fascinating thing in the world, somehow piques my curiosity. I get a certain vibe I find both intriguing and unexpected.


    In the meantime, a waiter pops over, holding a brown to-go bag.


    “Tomato basil soup, turkey sandwich?” he inquires.


    “Yes, thanks.” I take the bag from him and get up.


    I find myself hesitating. My instinctive fear of Rudy, the deep-rooted aversion I feel for him, rear up in my consciousness. I best mind my own beeswax, I tell myself, leave him and his buddy alone. I have plenty to do. The kids would be waiting for me in the food court.


    And then at the very moment I’m about to hightail it out of the restaurant Rudy turns around and looks right at me.


    I don’t know what has made him do this – whether his friend pointed out to him, under his breath, that some weirdo was gawking intently at them, or whether his own sixth sense, his animal instinct, made him aware of being spied on. Whatever the cause, he has seen me. There is a flash of recognition in his eyes as he fully grasps my identity, followed by a certain tightening of his face, which for some reason reminds me of a boxer channeling intensity right before the start of a fight.


    I put on a banal, non-threatening smile and walk up to him.


    “Hey, Rudy,” I say. “What a surprise.”


    “Hey, bud,” he says. His face might as well have been cast from stone.


    “I was here shopping with the kids,” I say, as if my presence at a mall needed to be explained. “Thought I’d pick up some lunch…” Another redundant statement – what else could I possibly be doing in a restaurant, holding a bag with food in it? Practicing being a waiter?


    “Uh-huh,” he says. He has made no attempt to offer an explanation of his own presence here (rightfully so), nor has he made an attempt to introduce me to his companion, or vice versa (again, rightfully so - it’s his prerogative to do that. I’m just an unexpected – and unwelcome -interloper as far as he’s concerned).


    I broaden my smile and turn to his friend. He is even younger than I had thought earlier. Not more than thirty at the most.


    “Hi, I’m Ed,” I say to him. “Rudy and I work together.”


    I reach out and place a hand on Rudy’s shoulder while I’m talking – in a contrived (and false) display of friendship and affinity.


    “In fact he’s my boss, my commander in chief,” I say, patting Rudy’s shoulder.


    The man nods and returns my smile, though it’s a feeble one and appears forced, almost pained.


    “I’m Adrian. Pleased to meet you,” he says, not looking pleased at all.


    I don’t know where to go from here. The atmosphere is heavy with tension on all sides. My hand on Rudy’s shoulder feels awkward.


    “Well, good seeing you, Rudy,” I mumble.


    He looks at me over his shoulder. “You too, buddy. See you Monday,” he says.


    Annoyance and ire underscore his tone of voice. I take the hint: he wants me to get lost. I pat him gently on the shoulder one more time as a parting gesture of goodwill.


    I’m about to remove my hand and slink away…when I begin to sense familiar sensations brewing inside me…


    A rush of energy, the blank void, the drowning of all things audible and visible, the immersion in white nothingness. And then the images flaring up, almost knocking the wind out of me with their dizzying power. Like fireworks of thoughts and feelings.


    A part of my brain becomes aware that Rudy is trying to shake my hand off his shoulder. Our eyes meet, his are brimming with umbrage. I pull my hand away and stagger back.


    My heart is beating fiercely, so loud I’m afraid my eardrums will shatter. And I can’t breathe. I need to get the hell out of this place.


    I wave meekly at Rudy and his friend and stumble out of the restaurant, and when safely out of their sight, lean my back against the wall and take in a deep, gulping breath of air.


    There is a raging frenzy, a deluge, of sounds and feelings and pictures bouncing in my head. Snippets and sketches of Rudy’s life, a tapestry of events and places and people and sights and sensations and aspirations and urges and aversions and doubts and hatreds. And deep, dark secrets. I can sense them all, experience them all, even though most of them are disjointed and disordered and hard for me to comprehend and fuse together into a single unified, compact portrait.


    But there is one lucid, salient detail that leaps out from this clutter of helter-skelter images: Rudy and Adrian are lovers.


  




  

    Chapter Fifteen


    My cell phone is ringing; the display shows a Dallas number. I decide to let it go to voice mail. I’m not in the mood for talking right now, especially to people calling from a number I don’t recognize.


    A few rings later the phone grows quiet. The caller has chosen not to leave a message. Then the ringing starts up again. It’s obvious whoever’s calling is serious about getting hold of me.


    “Just answer it, dad…Jeez,” Jenny says.


    We’re riding in the Beast, and it’s taking us back home from the Mall.


    “Hey, it’s my phone. I decide.” I say grumpily. But I pick up the call anyway.


    “Hello?” I bark into the phone.


    “Ahhh, is this Ed? Ed Kaminsky?” The voice at the other end is high-pitched, squeaky, as if it belongs to a whiny teenager.


    “Yes, this is Ed.”


    “Ed, this is Andy. How are you?”


    Andy? Shit, I think, it’s Andy Crocker. I was supposed to call him…


    “Hey Andy,” I say. “I’m doing fine. Good to hear from you.”


    “It’s been a while, hasn’t it? First time since college. Man, does time fly.”


    “Yep. It sure does.”


    There is a pause. I wait.


    Bart had texted me Andy’s phone number, just as he had promised, but I’d put off reaching out to him. I’d felt awkward about it. I hadn’t spoken to him in over twenty years and it felt shallow and self-serving to be doing that for the sole purpose of asking for a job.


    “So...” he says at last, breaking the silence. “Bart had suggested I should get in touch with you.”


    “Yes, he gave me your number also,” I say. “I’m sorry, I was planning to call…”


    “It’s alright,” Andy says. “He told me you’d call, but I figured I should be the one calling anyway. Do you have a minute to talk now, or is it a bad time?”


    “No, no,” I say. “We can talk now.”


    “Great,” he says. “I’m sure Bart told you about this new venture I’m in the process of getting off the ground?”


    His whiney voice has gone higher by another octave or two, become an excited shriek. I move the phone a couple of inches away from my ear.


    “Yes, he did. Congratulations,” I say.


    “Thanks. It’s taken six months of hard work, but we’re there now,” he says. “We have the funding secured, we have a product prototype in place, and we’ve got our business strategy mapped out. All we need to do is build out the platform, get a team together, and execute.”


     “Bart thought there would be an opportunity to join your team and help with that effort.”


    As I say this, I see Jenny do a double take out of the corner of my eye. She turns around to look at Josh, who is in the back seat, earphones in place, listening to music on his iPhone.


    “That’s a definite possibility,” he says. “We wouldn’t be talking if that wasn’t the case.”


    He pauses for a moment. “So, how much has Bart told you about our product, what our business model is?


    “Not much, I’m afraid.”


    “No problem. It’s simple enough to explain…if you have a minute.”


    I tell him I do. And he goes on to narrate, with enraptured excitement, that what he’s building is a best-of-breed data mining and analytics tool. One that’s platform-agnostic and can sit on top of any set of systems and deliver a unique view of corporate data which decision makers can use to run their businesses more efficiently.


    “It’s a convenient tool for managers in almost any type of industry: medical, financial, manufacturing, energy, you name it,” he explains. “Its power lies in the AI built into the algorithm, which enables it to gather and present information and tie it together in a manner that no other product is currently able to – not Oracle, not SAP, not any of the other so-called business intelligence products out there.”


    I notice that the whine in his voice has flattened out a bit as he’s switched on his more professional tone of voice.


    “Sounds intriguing,” I say. “I would love to learn how it works. And talk more about my role…”


    “And how would you prefer to do that? Face to face? A conference call with a web demo of the product? I’m fine either way.”


    “Bart told me you’re based out of Dallas.”


    That makes Jenny reach into the backseat and shake Josh by his leg, who pulls out an earphone angrily. “What is it?” he asks.


    I turn around and put a finger on my lips, point to the phone, mouth the words “I’m on the phone.”


    He looks questioningly at Jenny, who in turn gestures toward me and whispers “Dad’s getting a new job. In Dallas.” Josh shrug and plugs his earphones back in. Jenny lets out an exasperated sigh and sinks down in her seat.


    “Yes. And I was given to understand you’d be open to moving,” Andy is saying.


    “Well, we can talk about that as well,” I say. “I’m not ruling it out. But it has to make sense. I have kids in high school here and my wife’s set down roots in the area.”


    “Understood,” he says. “I think it would be best to meet in person and spend some time together.”


     He asks me if I can you come out to Dallas sometime next week.


    “Not during the week, but I can do it over the weekend. How about next Saturday?”


    I notice Jenny give another little start again and whisper something inaudible to me. I hold up a hand, indicating I want her to stop interrupting.


    “That would be perfect,” Andy says. “I will email you the place and time. You’ll just drive up, I’m assuming?”


    “I think so. It’s only a four hour drive.”


    “Then let’s plan on meeting for lunch. I’ll let you know where.”


    “Works for me,” I say.


    “Awesome. See you next week then. Good talking to you. Regards to the family.”


    “Same to you,” I say.


    Andy is silent for a beat, then he says: “Yeah, well. I am single at the moment. I guess Bart didn’t tell you about the divorce… we’ll have a lot of stuff to catch up on when we meet.”


    Wow, I say to myself, what an uncomfortable moment. “Sorry about that,” I tell him. “I wasn’t aware…”


    “Right,” he says. “I’ll see you next week then?”


    I mumble something about looking forward to seeing him and quickly disconnect the line. What a way to end the call, embarrassing a potential employer.


    Meanwhile, Jenny is gesticulating angrily again.


    “Can I say something now?” she pouts.


    “Sure sweetie, go right ahead.”


    “Next Saturday is mom’s birthday.”


    I’m at my desk at the office, reading my emails, trying to get into my work rhythm. It’s Monday morning, and I always get off to a sluggish start on Mondays. It takes me a couple of hours and two cups of coffee to get my neurons to start firing. It’s as if the brain is stuck in a different gear and doesn’t want to shift out of it.


    “You have a minute, boss?”


    I look up from my computer and see Sumit at the door, hands in pockets, his face set tight, eyes emoting a sort of flaring intensity - which is unusual for him, especially on a Monday morning. He’s always loose and relaxed at the start of the week. (I’ve often wondered if Mrs. Kapoor’s cooking, or perhaps her prowess in bed, or just her calming, loving demeanor has anything to do with that. Whatever the reason, he always ends the week edgy, spent, in a foul mood, and starts it composed, with his batteries recharged, as it were, ready for action.) But today he looks grim, brooding, tired.


    Something’s bothering him, I conclude.


    “Sure. Come on in.” I say.


    He walks in and shuts the door behind him. I wave him to a chair. He walks over and drops into it as if his body has no strength left, as if he’s just run a marathon.


    “I don’t know how to say this, boss…”


    I lean forward, worried. What’s going on with him…he’s not going to quit on me, is he?


    “Sumit, just get it off your chest, whatever it is.”


    He nods his head and sits up straighter. “I was running the collections report for Rob on Friday,” he says. “There was some issue with the reporting tool and he asked me to help.”


    Whew. He’s not quitting. What a load off.


    “So, I fixed the issue,” he goes on, “and then I was looking at the report, making sure everything was OK, and I started to see a pattern…”


    “What sort of pattern?”


    “I can’t prove this, but I think Rob is involved in something…corrupt.”


    “Corrupt? What do you mean?”


    Sumit wheels his chair closer toward the desk and I catch the inevitable whiff of spices and fried onions exuding from his clothes. I slowly slide my chair back a few feet.


    “There is this one collection agency,” he says, “which is always getting the best deal on settlements. We use three agencies, in three different regions, with some overlap. What I saw was that the one in Houston has average settlement of 20 percent on the dollar, others show 30 to 40 percent.”


    I shrug. “That may have to do with market differences. Maybe the Houston customers are harder to collect from, so Rob is offering them more incentive.”


    “Let me ask you,” Sumit says. “Is 20% acceptable limit for collection?”


    “It is the minimum allowed,” I say. “Per policy.”


    Sumit waves a finger in the air. “Minimum, right? And that too on case by case?”


    “Yes…”


    “So why is one agency always collecting the minimum? For almost all cases.”


    I see the point Sumit is making. The fact is settlement percentages across all three of our outside agencies should be close, on a net basis. There is wiggle room for individual accounts based on managerial discretion (meaning mine, not Rob’s), but by and large settlements should be in the average range of 30-40%. Which begs the question: if a collection agency is never able to extract more than 20% from defaulting customers, why are we still doing business with them? And more importantly, why have I not been told about this?


    “It shouldn’t be 20% across the board,” I say.


    Sumit nods. “Then I think Rob is colliding with the collection agency.”


    Colliding? What is he saying? Then it hits me. “Colluding – not colliding,” I say, smiling despite the seriousness of what we have been talking about.


    “Colluding? Yes, that is what I was meaning to say.”


    “That’s a very strong accusation, Sumit. We have to be very careful about this. You sure it’s not a data issue, like Rob said?”


    “There was a data issue. I fixed it. I saw the pattern after fixing the data.”


    “Well, it could be a coincidence. Or maybe just incompetence on part of Rob or the agency. How do you know there’s something malfeasant going on?”


    “Rob is not incompetent. He’s a smart cookie. And if the agency is bad, Rob would have fired them.”


    “But that’s just conjecture, Sumit. What proof do you have for that ‘corruption’ charge against him?”


    Sumit sits back and flashes me a wry, triumphant smile.


    “I did some digging into the collection agency,” he says. “They are called Stonehoffer Collections, and they are owned by two individuals and another company – Spring Partners, LLC. I looked up Spring Partners on Corporationwiki also. You want to guess who shows up as one of the officers of Spring Partners?”


    “Don’t tell me – Rob?”


    “No, but close. His wife, Sylvia Delany.”


    OK, so now this whole thing really is starting to smell wrong. Very wrong. I’m beginning to buy into Sumit’s suspicions.


    “Alright, you’ve made your point, Sumit. This does need looking into.”


    Sumit purses his lips and nods his Indian nod.


    “Are you going to have him arrested?”


    I can’t help but chuckle. “No, I’m not going to have him arrested.”


    “Then what?” he says. He looks disappointed.


    “Well…first I have to verify your theory. Go through the report myself. Just to make sure. And if you’re right, we’ll need to gather more evidence. Probably get Rudy and HR and the legal folks involved as well. Then I guess we will all sit down together and discuss our options and take the appropriate steps.”


     “Wouldn’t it be easier to just…get him to confess?” he asks.


    “Get him to confess…?”


    “Enhanced interrogation, boss.”


    “Enhanced interrogation? For God’s sake, Sumit. Are you serious?”


    Sumit giggles. “I am pulling your chain, boss,” he says. “I know you think this is what we do in India…like Slumdog Millionaire.”


    “For the record, I never said anything about India.”


    Sumit waves a limp hand vaguely in the air. “I know boss. I was making a joke.”


    “And it was a poor one.”


    He leans toward me. “Then why are you smiling?”


    “I shouldn’t be.”


    “OK, OK, boss. But my meaning about confession was to put everything in front of him and ask him for an explanation.”


    “These things aren’t that simple. We have to make sure we have all the facts straight. And that HR is on-board. To avoid any potential legal issues in the future.”


    Sumit shakes his head again. “America is so legalized,” he says.


    “Legalistic, Sumit. A better word would be ‘litigious’.”


    I sneak a quick look at my watch. I have a meeting scheduled with Paul shortly. We are supposed to collaborate on creating a consolidated business plan addressing both the operational strategy (the one I developed) and the sales and marketing strategy (which Paul has been working on with Dana) and present it to the Founders and Rudy next week.


    Sumit catches me glancing at my watch. “You have to run, boss?” he asks.


    “Just need to prep for a meeting later with Paul,” I say. “Anyway, thanks for bringing this issue to my notice. I’ll figure out how to deal with Rob. Make sure you send me the spreadsheet with the collections history pattern you were talking about.”


    “It will be in your email as soon as I get back to my computer.”


    “Perfect,” I say.


    He gets up.


    “Oh, one more thing, before you go.” I say.


    “What, boss?”


    “Keep this thing confidential for now, OK? I mean it. Not a word to anyone. Not even Mrs. Sumit.”


    Sumit shakes his head and a bemused look passes his face. “Yes, boss,” he says.


    “Did you even hear what I just said, Ed?” Paul’s crisp, clear voice disturbs my train of thought.


    I quickly gather my wits, cross my legs and lean back in my seat, pretend I’m present in the moment, concentrating on what he’s been talking about.


    “I heard you,” I lie. “Just thinking through things…”


    My mind has been far away. Assorted thoughts have been distracting me, foremost being Rob’s possible involvement in larceny and its impact on me, but others as well: my upcoming trip to Dallas to meet Andy, which I’ve unwittingly (I seem to be doing a lot of dumb things unwittingly) scheduled on the same day as Laurie’s birthday, my on-going financial crunch (Mike had called me minutes before the meeting to inform me that as of yet there had been no progress on the Kauffman situation, and that things were worse than the regulators and investigators had thought earlier and that in all likelihood I won’t see any of the money I’d lost ever again – an outcome I’d expected, but which hurt and infuriated me nonetheless when I heard it from him).


    Oh, and then there was the small matter of stumbling upon Rudy’s sexual orientation. (I’m shocked by the discovery. Rudy is the last person I would’ve expected to be gay, as macho and brawny as he is. But then again maybe I’m stereotyping – what did one’s physique and general attitude have to do with their sexuality?) I can’t help but wonder what to make of that information, if anything, and whether it could be useful to me in any way…


    “And? Do you see any issues we haven’t planned for?” Paul says.


    Paul is standing next to a whiteboard, a blue and a red marker clutched in his hand. He’s just finished mapping out the entire project, with dates and deliverables laid out in chronological order, checking off critical tasks, highlighting items that are time sensitive. We are trying to determine the precise order in which various activities will have to be executed for us to be ready to acquire customers within 90 days – which is the Founders’ mandated target for going live in the New York market.


    “The biggest issue I see,” I say, “is that there are a lot of things on that board we don’t control. The New York Public Service Commission doesn’t care what our deadlines are. Neither do the utilities – they’ll take their own sweet time doing what they need to do to certify our systems and processes to transact with them. We’re sort of at their mercy.”


    Paul shrugs. “I know all that. So does the Board. We just have to emphasize those caveats in the plan.”


    He pauses. “Anything else bothering you?” he asks.


    “It’s a very aggressive timeline…lots of complexity. And we have the holiday season right in the middle of it all.”


    Paul tosses the markers in the accessory tray at the bottom of the whiteboard and eyes me with circumspection.


    “You’re scared, aren’t you?” he says.


    “Scared? No, I’m not scared. I’m just being realistic.”


    Paul strides over to his desk, hitches up his trousers and ensconces himself on its edge. “Let’s set aside the BS for a moment,” he says. “We’re both grown-ups here. The way I read you, you’re utterly terrified. Because this whole project is riding on you now. You’re the guy whose neck is on the line. Rudy has removed himself from the equation. If you get it done, you’re a winner – a hero. If you screw it up - well, the bag pipes begin to play for your safe passage to the nether world. Am I right?”


    He’s half right. Being solely accountable for the success (or, heaven forbid, failure) of our New York strategy is a scary notion, a gigantic personal risk, one that I can’t ignore. But I’m more worried about Rudy’s reaction when Rob’s shenanigans come out in the open. (There is no doubt in my mind Rob is up to something nefarious – I’d skimmed through the data Sumit had sent, and the evidence is clear and palpable.) All this pilfering, milking of company funds was happening on my watch. Rudy would love to expose me as a negligent manager, who was asleep at the wheel, oblivious to the vile, outrageous goings-on within his own department. (That was the reason I had told Sumit to keep this information to himself for now.) I don’t see how I can come out of this predicament without looking like – as Rudy would put it – a turd in a punch bowl.


    Unless…


    “For what it’s worth,” Paul continues. “You have my complete support. Whatever I can do to help you succeed, I will. Hope that puts you at ease somewhat.”


    “That’s very kind of you, Paul,” I say. “I’m grateful for your faith in me. I wish everybody else would support me as well – the reality is, I can’t do this without everyone being on board – and committed.”


    Unless…I can somehow hush up this whole Rob affair, sweep it under the rug…permanently. Before anyone else finds out.


    “Sure,” he says. “You need their support. But, at the end of the day, we all must lie in the bed we make for ourselves. The Founders know exactly how you’ve played your cards. They know you cut Rudy out of the project. They’re not blind. But they’re willing to sit there and play dumb as long as you can get us all to the finish line.”


    “But…I swear I never tried to sidestep Rudy.”


    Paul gestures in the air with his hand. “Let’s not go there,” he says. “What’s important for you right now is to focus on delivering…everything else is just noise.”


    Paul’s right. I have painted myself into a snug little corner. And the only way out of it is to finish what I’ve started. Either that or take the job in Dallas with Andy. Make a dignified exit. Cut short the agony.


    “I’m with you, Paul.” I say. “I’m going to make this happen.”


    Paul smiles. “That’s the spirit,” he says.


    …But how do I keep Rob’s treachery a secret? I must think of a way…think…


    “I guess I’ll go back and update the plan and circulate the document for everyone to comment on.”


    “Sounds like a plan,” Paul says.


    …Maybe…I should do what Sumit had suggested: confront Rob with all the damning facts of the case…and get him to resign. Scare him into it, somehow. Perhaps by telling him if he doesn’t quit, I’ll go public with the information, and his career would be tarnished forever…


     I get up to leave.


    “I’ll walk out with you,” Paul says. “I have a guy coming in for an interview.”


    My heart skips a beat. My gut drops. “It’s not for that job I was interested in, is it?”


    Paul comes up and wraps an arm around my shoulders.


    “Think about it, Ed,” he says in a gentle, soothing tone. “You’re neck deep in this New York thing now – until it’s done. I want someone in that role right away. And this guy I’m interviewing is pretty darned good. Perfect for the job.”


    I can’t quibble with that. Like Paul just said, I have to lie in the bed I’d made. Even if it’s a bed of thorns.


    “I get it, Paul. You gotta do what you gotta do.”


    Paul squeezes my shoulder and a shadow crosses his eyes.


    “Hope there are no hard feelings.”


    “None, whatever,” I say and mean it.


    He smiles, removes his arm from my shoulders and we walk out into the hallway.


    “Keep updating me and the Founders on your progress. Send out daily updates. Hourly ones if you have to. Inundate everyone with information. Rudy as well. Don’t leave him out of the loop.”


    “Yes,” I say.


    …The bigger question is, how in the world do I get Rob to quit? Immediately. Because the longer he stays on, greater the chance of this mess becoming common knowledge…


    Paul stops and turns to me. “Remember, anything you need,” he says. “I’m here for you. Don’t hesitate to ask.”


    I find myself overwhelmed by his generosity. It’s so moving – no one has ever spoken to me with such honesty, such earnestness…it’s so humbling, heart-stirring…


    He pats me on the back and gives me his hand to shake.


    “Thanks so much for your time, Paul - and your guidance…” I say, and clasp his hand


    As soon as our hands make contact two things occur simultaneously - or perhaps only an instant apart: First, I experience a shock of familiar brightness, a gushing of energy, which transforms into a frenzied unleashing of images – a rapid, kaleidoscopic rendering of Paul’s thoughts, his feelings…


    I sense that he detests Rudy, wants me to beat him at his game, but doesn’t hold out much hope that I can….he’s a very ambitious man, desires a lot more than what his present job has to offer…he’d like be at the helm of a company someday…and he’s already begun searching for a higher profile position elsewhere…


    But even as I soak up this intriguing imagery dancing before me, I realize something else might be going on in my subconscious as well. That, I might, at last, have cracked the mystery I’ve been racking my brains to solve for weeks…


    I’ve discovered how the gift is triggered.


  




  

    Chapter Sixteen


    That night, after another ponderous and subdued dinner with Laurie and the kids, after the washing and cleaning up had been done and the obligatory two hours of TV watching and aimless chattering had been accomplished, after the nightly ritual of locking down the house and the brushing of teeth had been completed, after I had finally turned off the lights and gotten into bed with Laurie, I reach for her hand.


    I’m hoping that I’m at least partly in her good graces at the moment and will be allowed that liberty – or perhaps more.


    The reason I’m optimistic of a favorable response is that I had told her earlier while we were getting dinner ready that I was planning to take her out for her birthday.


    “I was thinking we go eat somewhere nice,” I said. “How does Sushi sound? Or would you rather do something else?”


    Laurie paused from tossing a salad and actually gave me a full-on smile – an almost alien sight. “You know I love Sushi, Ed. How can I refuse? But are you sure you can handle it?”


    I smile back at her. “I’ll be fine. That dinner with Bart in New York has broadened my horizons. Somewhat. Raw fish is still off limits for me, but the rest I can handle.”


    “Hmmm. I’d love to see how broad those horizons are now…”


    I told her I’d heard great things about a restaurant called Uchi. (Fred had recommended it, in fact. “It’s a swanky, high-end place, perfect for an anniversary dinner,” he’d told me, “if you’re ready to spend some serious moolah”). It’s located on Montrose and Westheimer - Montrose being one of few artsy, bohemian destinations in Houston, sandwiched between downtown and mid-town, an area generally associated with gay bars, tattoo parlors and sub-culture types – meaning it’s a hip, trendy locale, something I know Laurie appreciates.


    “It’s been getting rave reviews in the press, apparently. You wanna try it out?”


    “Wow. That’s like the place to go for Sushi.” Laurie said. “You bet I want to try it out.”


    “Then you’ve got yourself a date.” I said.


    “Yay,” she said and turned away to gather the salad bowl from the counter, the happy smile still playing on her lips.


    And now, in bed, the room dark and gently humming with silence, I reach out and search tentatively for her hand and instead encounter her back. She is lying on her side, facing the wall. She flinches and slides away from my outstretched hand.


    “Ummm,” she mumbles drowsily (I don’t know if she’s asleep, or just pretending to be; we’ve only been in bed for maybe five or ten minutes and it’s hard for me to believe that she’s dozed off so quickly). “Stop it, Ed…please. I’m trying to sleep…”


    I pull my hand back and turn on my side. What will it take to get my wife to let me touch her, caress her, make love to her?


    A sigh escapes from my lips as I close my eyes.


    Rob’s cubicle is kitty-corner from my office. And as I walk up to it, I can see that he is eating a donut.


    Rob is a large man. Not in the muscular, proportionately bulky manner of Rudy, but the pudgy, flaccid mold of the morbidly obese (he’s not quite there yet, but he is close, probably weighs 350 plus pounds). His skin is pasty, dough-like, and almost always glistening with perspiration. His face is round and layered with so much fat his eyes have gotten lost in them, look like two little beads (not unlike the one I had learned to swing) of blue and white.


    Even on a normal day the sight of him is not exactly a cure for sore eyes. But watching him right now sitting in his chair, fat fingers wrapped around the donut, his mouth studiously masticating the piece he has just chewed off, looking as though he hasn’t a care in the world, except perhaps about polishing off that donut as fast as he can, sends a wave of disgust careening through my body.


    All those years of trusting him, being obliging and protective, of being an understanding and lenient boss, of making sure he got rewarded for his work - and the guy repays me by colluding with a vendor, and ripping off the company, to the tune of nearly 200 grand over the last couple of years (based on Sumit’s conservative estimate). Right under my nose to boot.


    The treacherous son-of-a-bitch. He’d sold me down the river.


    “Hey, Rob,” I say, as I approach him, resisting the urge to grab him by his collar and punching him in the face, and instead plastering on a cheerful, convivial smile. “How goes it?”


    “Hi Ed,” he says. “Another crazy day, as always.”


    “I’ll bet.”


    “Did you need anything from me?” he asks.


    I tell him I have a proposition for him.


    “What do you say we grab lunch today? We haven’t caught up in a while.”


    “I brought lunch today,” he says. “And there’s lots I need to get through. Can we do it later in the week…Friday’s are better for me.”


    “Negative,” I tell him. “I need to run something by you. It can’t wait.”


    He shrugs. “You’re the boss. When do you want to go?”


    “I’ll come get you around noon.”


    “I’ll be ready,” he says, and proceeds to take another gigantic bite of the donut, his big jaws moving like powerful pump engines, making my gut wrench and heave once again.


    I turn on my heels and haul myself away from him, hating him more than I ever felt capable of hating another human being.


    I’ve arrived at the conclusion that subjecting Rob to my gift is the only way I can get him to quit. It’s the only recourse I have.


    Accordingly, I’m going to take him out to a quiet place, where the ambience is tranquil and the atmosphere relaxed enough for me to focus my psychic powers on him. I can only hope I’ll be able to get them working.


    The ideal place that came to mind was the Courtyard on St. James Place. It is conveniently located - just a couple of blocks down the street from our office building – and though it’s a little pricey (the tables have white tablecloths and you get real napkins instead of paper ones, the menus are leather bound with gold-embossed lettering on the cover), it is usually not very busy.


    Rob is surprised when I tell him that’s where we’re going. “It’s a real nice place,” he says.


    We are in the lobby of our floor, and because it’s lunch hour there is a sizable crowd gathered there, waiting for the elevator, which arrives presently, and we proceed to jam ourselves into it.


    I ask him if he’s been to the Courtyard before. He shakes his head no.


    “But I’ll bet everything on the menu’s better than the bologna sandwich I was planning to have.” His pink tongue pokes out and sweeps across his lips when he says this. I feel, yet again, the impulse to grab him by his collar and punch him in the face, or better yet, just wring that fat, blubbery neck of his.


    I tell him he’s earned himself a nice lunch with all the hard work he’s been putting in lately.


    “Why, thanks, Ed.”


    “Uh-huh,” I say.


    The elevator reaches the first floor, the doors swish open, and there right before me stands Dana, the very personification of ethereal beauty, the sunlit lobby framing her iridescent skin and golden hair in a shimmering angelic glow. She has a bag of lunch and a glass of soft drink in hand and beams at me as we emerge from the elevator.


    “Hi Ed,” she says. “Good thing I ran into you. I wanted to catch up with you on a couple things. You around later in the day?”


    My heart flutters wildly.


    “Sure,” I say, trying to keep my voice casual. “I have a couple of meetings planned in the afternoon, but I’m open after 4.”


    “I’ll stop by then,” she says, stepping into the elevator. She smiles dazzlingly at me again as the doors close.


    I force my heartbeat to return to normal as Rob and I walk out onto the street.


    It’s a sweltering day. The sidewalks seem to ripple in the sunlight bouncing off them. The abundant, suffocating humidity feels like a warm, damp blanket swathed around me. Not too many people are out, and those who are, walk with faces scrunched, eyes squinting against the harsh sun.


    It takes us only about five minutes to walk the two blocks to the Courtyard. By then both of us are perspiring, and Rob is wheezing and panting, looks as if he’s about to have a heart attack.


    “Hopefully there’s no waiting,” Rob says, gasping for air as he lumbers toward the entrance.


    “Don’t worry. There never is,” I say.


    The Courtyard has a distinct air of stateliness about it, sitting as it does behind an elaborate wrought-iron gate, the kind one generally associates with palatial mansions. Inside, the main building is coated with ivy, and boasts a large, picturesque courtyard, which, as the name of the restaurant implies, is its main draw (though it’s presently deserted due to the hot weather).


    We walk up to the entrance. I pull the door open, and motion to Rob to go ahead. The cool air inside makes us both shiver a little as we amble into the foyer, which is spacious and bright and ornate. Rob removes a handkerchief from his pocket and wipes his forehead.


    I realize I have to devise some sort of excuse to initiate contact with him. And in short order.


    From what I’ve been able to deduce, that is how the gift appears to manifest itself.


    The magic begins with the mood, I believe. I have to be in a pensive, reflective state of mind, turned inward if you will, but detached from the tangle of my own thoughts, aware of and in tune, instead, with someone else’s emotions, open and willing to absorb the most fleeting of hints of sensations and feelings coming from them.


    That’s the backdrop, the stage-setting necessary for the process to come to pass. But to get that jolt of energy, to stir up those luminous visions, to gain that intimate view into someone’s innermost thoughts, I seem to require actual bodily contact. That’s what completes the circuit, closes the loop, as it were. Establishes the connection that allows me to read my subject.


    This was the case every time I’d felt the gift switch on: when I was at mother’s side in the hospice (I’d been holding her hand), with Dana (we had shaken hands), and with Rudy (I had my hand resting on his shoulder when the feeling had come on) as well as Paul (twice; both times via handshake). Without the ‘grounding’ effect of a physical touch I can receive no psychic signals.


    What I still haven’t figured out, the one dilemma I’m still wrestling with, is whether I’ll be able to turn on and turn off this circuit at will.


    That’s what I’m about to find out. Ready or not.


    As we wait for the hostess to locate a table for us I pat Rob on the shoulder and say: “By the way, great job with collections this past month. We’re at an all-time low on the 180 day past due bucket. Kudos to you and your team.”


    And with that I extend my hand to him, knowing it would be impossible for him to decline shaking it, thereby giving me the opportunity I’m looking for.


    For a second he just stands there scouring my face, his own wearing an expression of bewilderment, as if he doesn’t quite know what to make of this impromptu compliment. Then he accepts my handshake.


    “Why thanks, Ed.”


    I say a prayer and seize his hand. And commit myself to the general sequence of events from previous experiences.


    Step 1: Silence the buzzing and droning of my inner world. Check.


    Step 2: Wait for the charge of energy, the opening of the void before me, drowning me into that white haze. Check.


    Step 3: Sit back and enjoy the picture show.


    I press down on his hand, my mind straining, grasping, seeking the visions. But nothing seems to be happening…there’s just this flickering blankness, and not much else.


    A dull fear begins to form at the dim edges of my consciousness: that I will not be able to forge a connection…that I’ve let myself down…that I’ve failed to master my elusive gift…


    But then a glow emerges from the void and I find myself in tune with Rob’s thoughts, thrust into them headlong…a sort of shimmering pool of limpid sensations.


    He almost spoils the experience by not giving me a good grip and by pulling his hand back too soon. But I have seen enough. Or I’ve seen whatever I could see.


    Rob is saying: “Truth is, I’ve worked hard to get the collections process streamlined. It’s good to know you’ve noticed.”


    Hell yes. I’ve noticed, I say to myself.


    “You’ve outdone yourself,” I tell him. “Grab a seat and I’ll join you in a minute.”


    I make my way to the rest room, walk into a stall and bolt the door.


    There’s a lot of data in my head. Most of it fuzzy, garbled, scrambled. The narrative is like a big block of Swiss cheese, riddled with holes and gaps which require filling out.


    And contrary to what Rudy might claim, I believe my imagination is rich enough to do that.


    I notice Rob looking around. I follow his eyes. The place is about two thirds full, mostly with people from surrounding office buildings. There are no kids, no younger rowdy types, so the atmosphere is generally low-key, although there is one table (there is always that one table, wherever you go) with a half dozen or so loud-talking women who seem to be in a particularly excited state. (If I were to guess I’d say they were probably celebrating a co-worker’s birthday or some other landmark event.) But they are far enough away from us to not be too obtrusive.


    “I like this place,” Rob says.


    “The food’s not bad either. Rudy brings me here when he’s in the mood.”


    “Yeah? And what sort of mood is that?” Rob says.


    He seems at ease, even enthusiastic, buoyed, if I were to guess, by the prospect of a fancy – and free - meal. He’s sporting a broad, carefree grin, and watching it flitter across his chubby, bloated features makes me realize that his is not a face that is smile-friendly. The pained, dour expression he walks around with most of the time, perhaps on account of all the weight his body has to endure, is probably the best look for him. When he smiles he turns clownish - a rotund and goofier version of Larry from the three stooges.


    “Don’t worry,” I say. “I’m not in that kind of mood.”


    The waiter appears – all but unnoticed – and offers to bring us something to drink. We both settle for iced tea with a slice of lemon.


    Rob picks up the menu and begins to look through it.


    “I would recommend the Redfish Pontchartrain, if you like sea food.”


    He puts away the menu. “Redfish it is, then.”


    I have not even opened the menu. My eyes have been riveted on him, watching his every move, his every expression. And he’s growing more and more repulsive by the moment.


    I lean forward and rest my arms on the table. “So, you know how I just mentioned I’m happy our overall collection percentages have improved...”


    “Yes…?”


    “I’ve noticed what isn’t improving, and in fact, seems to be declining, is the percentage of amount collected on each debt by outside agencies. In particular – Stonehoffer Solutions. We only seem to be getting about 10-20 cents on the dollar from them on average. Do you know why that is?”


    I have to give him credit. He doesn’t bat an eyelid. I thought a direct question like that would unsettle him. But he just sits back, folds his arms across his chest, looks at me defiantly and shrugs.


    “That’s the minimum threshold that was approved for delinquent accounts. If you want to raise it, let me know.”


    “But that’s only for the more difficult cases,” I press on. “Not the entire portfolio.”


    He furrows his eyebrows. “Most cases are difficult these days, Ed. Maybe because of the tough economy, I don’t know. But 20-25% on net basis seems to be the sweet spot for settlements. But like I said, if you feel the policy has to change, I can communicate it to them.”


    He’s a tough nut to crack. Either that or I’m not much of a nutcracker.


    Meanwhile the waiter returns with our drinks and asks us if we are ready to order. Rob asks for the Redfish.


    “My boss recommended it,” he says, gesturing toward me. “And I make sure I do what he says.”


    The waiter smiles – or tries to. He’s a stiff, curmudgeonly man. “And for you, sir?” he asks me.


    I tell him I’d like a grilled salmon salad. (I’m sticking to my diet, though I’m not sure it’s started showing results yet. I may have to take up running. And the more I look at the rippling layers of fat on Rob’s body, the more I feel I should.)


    The waiter nods and limbers off.


    Rob and I stare at each other. He still appears as nonchalant as before, but underneath the calm exterior, I can tell, there is wariness. He is watchful, on his guard.


    I decide to resume the cross-examination.


    “From what I recall, you were the one who brought in Stonehoffer – what was it, three or four years ago?”


    Rob nods. “Yes, I did. I’d worked with them before. I think I also had two other recommendations for you – and you agreed to go with them.”


    He keeps alluding to the fact that he has done nothing without my backing and approval. That’s his defense: I only did what I was authorized to do – nothing more, nothing less. He doesn’t know what I know. And that’s why this whole experience is becoming increasingly amusing for me. I’m starting to have fun. Observing him bob and weave and deflect my questions feels like a sport.


    I decide to lead with another jab.


    “Isn’t your wife affiliated with Stonehoffer?”


    The slightest of twitches gnaws at the corner of his mouth. His pallid, wan face acquires a greenish hue - his version of a blush, perhaps.


    “What does that have to do with anything?” he says. “Yes, she’s part of a consortium which funded Stonehoffer. But that’s the business they’re in. They provide equity financing to start-ups. Stonehoffer is just one of them.”


    I’m about to step in to deliver what I’m expecting will be the knockout punch when the waiter shows up with our food. We watch in silence as he fusses around the table, moving glasses and knives and forks to make room for the plates.


     “Enjoy your lunch, gentlemen,” he says after he’s succeeded in re-arranging the table in the manner he wanted.


    I pick up my napkin and place it in my lap.


    “That redfish does look good,” I say to Rob.


    Rob reaches for his knife and fork. “Sure does,” he says, and stabs at the fish gingerly with his fork, as if checking to make sure it isn’t alive. Is it my imagination or his enthusiasm about the lunch has waned a bit?


    I grab my fork and plow into my salad.


    “I guess there’s nothing wrong with your wife being involved with Stonehoffer,” I say. “Conceptually, at least. Even if you never disclosed the relationship when you brought them in.”


    Rob’s large, flabby body appears to stiffen.


    “I resent the implication,” he says, his gaze hardening, “that just because I didn’t disclose the relationship there’s reason to doubt my integrity. I’ve been working in the collections industry for twenty years. I believe I know the difference between right and wrong. And in this case, Stonehoffer has an arm’s length relationship with my wife’s company, so there’s no question of any impropriety.”


    I swallow the mouthful of salmon and greens I’ve been chewing on (the salad is very good - the salmon is grilled just right) and wipe my lips with the napkin.


    “Speaking of right and wrong,” I say. “Let me ask you how you feel about the following scenario…are you ready?”


    “Sure,” he says, shrugging.


    I put down the napkin and lean forward. I’ve grown tired of this cat and mouse game and want to cut to the chase.


    “So, there’s this guy,” I tell him, “who works as a collections manager for a hospital, handling millions of dollars in bad debt every year. His wife is an accountant who’s just been laid off from her job. Cash is becoming tight for them. Things are getting desperate. Then an idea comes to them: why not start a collection agency of their own? It’s a business they know well. And if they can get the guy’s hospital account, they can clean up. The guy thinks it’s a slam dunk, his management trusts him, will listen to him…”


    Across the restaurant, the table with the rambunctious women breaks out into loud whoops and laughter and claps. I glance over and see the waiter setting down a dessert topped with a candle. (I’d been right in guessing it was someone’s birthday…)


    I continue with the story.


    The husband and wife, I say to Rob, they’re a careful sort. They don’t want to get into any trouble over suspicion of self-dealing and conflict of interest. So, the wife comes up with a creative corporate structure which shows only an incidental link between her and the collection agency. There are some legal twists and nuances there, I admit to him, which I don’t fully know, but which can easily be determined during discovery, in the event there’s a trial. (Rob almost chokes on the food in his mouth when I say this and quickly takes a giant swig of his iced tea.)


    “Anyway,” I say, “the guy convinces the hospital to use the aforementioned collection agency. It begins to grow and thrive. A couple of years pass. The guy lands a job at another company – and though it takes him a year or so, he finally gets his new boss to start using his wife’s collection agency as well.”


    I see that Rob is no longer eating. He’s moving the food around in his plate but doesn’t seem to have the desire to put it in his mouth.


    I tell Rob that it appeared to me that at some point the guy and his wife got greedy. They were no longer content with what they were making. They upped the ante. The guy talked his boss into reducing the minimum acceptable collection threshold for the agency as well as the share of the collections. Previously the agency would split the collected revenue from delinquent customers 50%-50%; now they would only be obligated to pay back 30%. It was quite a windfall for the agency. A veritable coup.


    “Are you with me so far?” I ask Rob, because I’ve noticed his eyes darting around, as if searching for an invisible door to escape through.


    He looks at me and nods, his multiple chins wobbling with the movement. I notice that several beads of fresh sweat have broken out on his forehead. He picks up his napkin and wipes them.


    “The problem with this scenario is obvious,” I say. “To start with it’s clearly unethical. On top of that, I would argue that it is in fact also illegal. So, you see, the guy’s in a bind, but he doesn’t know it. Or at least he didn’t up until this moment.”


    Rob suddenly gets up from his chair, surprising me and almost knocking his chair over backward. For a second I get this terrible feeling that he’s about to lunge at me. I feel myself flinching.


    “Excuse me,” he says. “I have to use the restroom…”


    I gesture toward the reception.


    “It’s back there, by the entrance,” I tell him. “Take your time.”


    He waddles away, his gait unsteady. I sigh and shake my head. The things some people do for money.


    I pick up my fork and attack my salad with renewed vigor. I’d been talking so much I hadn’t gotten the chance to eat.


    I’m almost finished with my salad when Rob finally returns from the restroom. He looks groggy and exhausted.


    “You OK?” I ask him, with fake concern, for I really don’t feel any sympathy for him.


    “I’m fine,” he says. “Sorry…I didn’t mean to run off like that.”


    “No worries. I understand.” I point to his food. “You want to finish that…or get it packed? We really should be getting back to the office…it’s almost one o’clock.”


    He looks down at his plate and visibly shudders. “My stomach doesn’t feel so good…I’ve had this bug for a few days. Maybe this lunch wasn’t such a smart idea.”


    Darn right it wasn’t, I think to myself. Not for him, not anymore.


    “Take your food home,” I say. “Have it while you talk things over with your wife.”


    “I-I don’t know what you mean - talk about what…?”


    I let out a long deliberate sigh.


    “Rob, my friend - and I’m talking to you now not as your boss but a friend - you really should listen carefully to what I’m about to say. Your career, your future depends on it. I know for a fact that you’ve been swindling the company out of tens of thousands of dollars a month. You’ve been doing it for three years. It’s been a heck of a ride for you. But now your little jig, as they say, is up. You are in deep do-do.”


    He leans forward and much to my surprise picks up his fork. It’s an act of defiance. He’s trying to show me he’s not ready to give in just yet.


    “Look, Ed” he says, “I think you’ve got your facts skewed here. My dealings with Stonehoffer have always been above board and I’ve always had prior approval from you for every policy we’ve put in place for them. I don’t see what I’ve done wrong. If you want me to sever all ties with them, I have no objection to doing that as well. But you can’t accuse me of doing anything improper – not to mention illegal.”


    I feel a twinge of respect for him. He’s certainly got cojones. Unfortunately, cojones aren’t a substitute for solid facts, and in this case, he’s the one skewing them. Not me. And, moreover, I’ve had about all I can stand of his lies and backtalk.


    “Let me level with you, Rob. I’m not here to exchange arguments with you. I’m here to show you a way out of this mess. Why? Because I have a soft spot for you in my heart. Because I know deep down you’re a decent man – who’s just made a dumb mistake. Here’s my offer to you: I will grant you an honorable discharge if you resign today and give me your word you will return the money you’ve stolen from us. I’ll work out the exact amount for you. I’m even willing to give you some time – say 90 days - to pay it back. You can call it a one-time adjustment for past collections. But your push-back and lying is making me lose my patience. If you are ready to accept my terms, let’s move forward. Otherwise I will have no choice but to get some very mean and unsympathetic people to start digging into this mess. The choice is yours.”


    A bead of sweat as thick and shiny as a 4-karat diamond runs down his forehead, accelerating until it disappears in the dense tuft of hair around his temple. He puts down his fork and picks up his glass of iced tea. His hand is shaking as he brings it to his lips.


    “I have a meeting to go to,” I say, getting up. “Why don’t you settle the check when you’re ready?”


    I pull out my wallet, take out two $20 bills and toss them on the table.


    “I expect to see your resignation in my inbox before close of business today. Is that clear?”


    He stays quiet, his eyes cast down.


    “Take my offer, Rob. For the sake of your reputation. For the sake of your family.”


    He still doesn’t move or say anything. I turn and walk away from him, leaving him hunched over his half-eaten Redfish Pontchartrain.


  




  

    Chapter Seventeen


    On my way home from work later that evening I dial up my sister. I’m calling more out of guilt than anything else. Every time we’ve spoken since my return from Iowa the call has been initiated by her. It’s not right and I know it.


    She picks up the call on the second ring.


    “Eddie. So nice to hear from you. I was just thinking about you.”


    “I must be telepathic then. I had this irresistible urge to call you.”


    “Must be a newly acquired skill,” she fires back. “Because it’s never happened before.”


    I laugh, feeling heartened. This banter is a good sign, given how thoroughly disconsolate Beth had seemed the last few times we had spoken; it shows she’s finally starting to fight through her grief.


    I ask her how she’s holding up.


    She says she’s better.


    “The job helps, Joey helps, the kids, my friends, they all do their best to divert me, but it keeps coming back, the sense of loss. It’s like a big, gaping hole in my life. I can’t stop thinking about her.”


    “You’re not supposed to stop,” I say.


    “But it hurts,” she says. She’s sobbing now, and I don’t know what to say to make her feel better.


    Outside, a car suddenly swerves and plunges into my lane without any hint it was going to. I hit the brakes and narrowly avoid running into the guy. I can’t understand Houston’s traffic. People drive like maniacs. Every day I encounter an accident or two driving up and down the highway.


    By the time I regain control of the Beast – and my nerves - Beth has composed herself as well.


    “Anyway, I was meaning to call you today,” she says, sniffing. “Uncle Bill talked to an estate attorney for the probate process. He suggested that one of us be designated as the administrator of the estate. Otherwise we’ll have to hire a third party – which will just cost more in fees.”


    “And you’re asking me to be the administrator?”


    “I’m asking if you want to be.”


    I don’t hesitate for second. “No. I think it should be you. If you’re up for it. I’m down here in Texas and there’s no way I can do it.”


    “I thought so too but wanted to make sure you were okay with that.”


    “I am. As long as you’re comfortable with it. Otherwise I don’t mind pitching in for third party fees.”


    “No, that’s not the issue. Those fees will be paid by the estate anyway. It’s just that I feel we should handle our own family business.”


    I tell her I’m all for it.


    “I will let the attorney know,” she says. “And I’ll make sure I don’t do anything without consulting with you.”


    “Beth, I trust you. You don’t have to worry about consulting with me. Just do what you think makes sense.”


    “Thanks Eddie,” she says.


    “What else? How are the girls doing?” I ask, to move past the subject.


    She starts telling me about a dance that Sara is attending and the dress she’s planning to wear and pretty soon my mind begins to wander.


    Rob’s resignation had hit my email inbox right on the dot of 5 PM.


    “It is with great regret that I submit my resignation with immediate effect,” it stated, “due to certain urgent personal circumstances. I have enjoyed my tenure with the company and will miss everyone I worked with. I appreciate everyone’s support during my time here. Sincerely, Rob Delaney.”


    Short and sweet. Just as I thought it ought to be.


    I forwarded it immediately to the Staff Coordinator, copying her boss (the VP of HR) and Rudy. In my email I wrote: “I have spoken to Rob about this. There are extenuating personal circumstances involved in his decision, and I have no problem accepting his resignation with immediate effect. We will post his position for back-fill and in the meantime I will personally manage his team while we search for a replacement.”


    I followed that email with a note to my department informing them of Rob’s departure.


    No more than five minutes had elapsed after sending that message when Sumit came sprinting into my office like a short-distance runner.


    “Boss,” he said excitedly, “you got Rob to quit? Did you report him to HR?”


    I asked him to take a seat.


    “No, I didn’t have to report him,” I said. “I did as you said actually. Took him to lunch, told him what I knew, and he broke down, admitted his mistake and agreed to resign.”


    Sumit scratched his head. “Just like that?”


    “Yep. He owned up to what he did, and I agreed to let him resign. Without any repercussions.”


    “But he stole from the company. You’re going to let him get away with that without any punishment?”


    I pursed my lips and put on my best sympathetic face.


    “What would be the point of that? He was crushed, remorseful. Almost in tears. He begged my forgiveness. And offered to return the money that was taken – which reminds me, you and I need to calculate approximately how much money he owes us.”


    Sumit nodded his head. “That’s unbelievable. And you are not going to let anyone know about what he did?”


    “We all make mistakes, Sumit,” I said. “What would be the use in advertising all this? Why ruin his life? Besides he said he’d return the money. Having him resign with immediate effect is punishment in itself, don’t you think? It won’t be easy for him to find another job in this economy.”


    When I said this, Sumit got up and asked to shake my hand.


    “You are a good man, Mr. K,” He was genuinely moved. “And a very kind and forgiving one.”


    Little did he know that kindness had nothing to do with my desire to hush up this whole sordid business.


    Meanwhile, Beth asks me if I saw Uncle Bill’s email about the funeral expenses. This brings me back to the present and I reply that I’ve seen it and will be mailing a check tomorrow.


    We continue to chit-chat for a few more minutes, and I tell her I’ll call her back in a couple of days and hang up.


    By now I’ve snaked my way past the more congested stretches of 59 South and am cruising at speed limit. The Land of Sugar is two exits ahead.


    The day has turned out the way I had imagined. In fact, better than I’d imagined.


    The one thing I’m disappointed about is that Dana didn’t stop by my office like she’d said she would. And I find this sense of disappointment somewhat disturbing. I should not allow myself to fall for her. I have my marriage to think about…


    …which reminds me I should call Andy and request him to push out our meeting to Sunday so I can take Laurie out to dinner Saturday night. It’s the right thing to do. It’s also the prudent thing to do.


    I want to prove to myself – almost as much I want to prove to Laurie – that her birthday is important to me, our relationship is important to me.


    I reach for my cell phone again.


    Rob’s sudden departure has precipitated a buzz of conjecture and innuendo in the company. There is talk of catastrophic illness or disability in the family (his wife has been diagnosed with incurable cancer, one of his kids has a brain tumor, etc.). There are rumors about legal problems for his wife’s business (she’s being sued by one of her clients; the IRS is after her). And there are speculations about an extra-marital affair, or a paternity issue, involving someone who either used to work in our company, or works at some other company in the same building (this one I have trouble coming to grips with: for someone as - and I’m just going to come out and say it, no matter how politically incorrect it may sound – hideous-looking as Rob to find a woman to have an affair with seems far-fetched if not impossible. But then beauty lies in the eye of beholder, and besides, he was able to convince one woman to go to bed with him, and bear his kids, so why not another?).


    Rudy, too, was curious. He stopped by my office to get the skinny.


    “So, tell me, bud,” he said, after parking his ample body into one of the chairs in my office (it’s a small chair and he seemed to have to fold himself into three to fit into it). “What’s the scoop? Why exactly did Rob quit? I thought he had a great gig going here.”


    Yeah, too good of a gig, I said to myself. That’s why he had to go.


    “There is no scoop, Rudy. He said it was a private matter, and I didn’t ask for details.”


    Rudy eyed me skeptically. “Seems awful strange – to be in such a hurry to get his hiney out the door. You sure he’s not running from the law or something?”


    Ahh Rudy. Ever the paranoid type – and in this case, so uncomfortably close to the truth.


    I shrugged. “The law’s supposed to have a very long arm, isn’t it? It will find him if it wants him.”


    And that was that. Human Resources conducted a brief exit interview with him (via phone the following day), processed his last pay check and sent him the requisite release papers to sign. The book was closed on him.


    The chatter has continued to thrive, though. Today is Thursday – day three post his departure – and the rumors are still flying.


    I’m close to completing the project plan and timeline for the Founders’ final approval. Paul’s list of marketing tasks and deliverables have been duly assimilated into it, and he’s already seen and signed off on it. Rudy was provided with a copy but has failed to furnish any feedback – as expected.


    I’ve spoken to Mary Ann and Fred and they’ve both vetted the plan as well. Mary Ann has been almost shockingly pleasant and cooperative about the whole thing, deferring to me on almost all strategic decisions, even those impacting her team - though I’m not inclined to be duped by this sudden shift in her attitude; she likely has a dagger up her sleeve which she will have no qualms about driving into my back as and when needed. (I’ve considered getting a reading on Mary Ann as well, but the idea of initiating physical contact with her – however fleeting it may be - gives me the heebie-jeebies.)


    I’m thrilled at the progress I’ve made, the way I’ve gone about building consensus around my plan, the way all the details and the finer points and subtleties have been hashed out and cobbled together into one impeccable, neatly reasoned whole. I’m applying the final touches now; there’s a meeting scheduled with the Founders tomorrow to go over it and they’ve asked to review the finished product overnight.


    I’m also thrilled that I’ve learned how to use my gift. It’s good to know I have it at my beck and call, ready to be deployed to contest all manner of hostilities and hurdles that might come my way. As Rebecca had said, the more I practice, the better I’ll get at it. I have the way to power opening up before me. I’m sure money and acclaim will follow.


    A knock sounds on the door, and it just about makes me jump out of my skin.


    I look over and see Dana. She looks prim, clean, fresh – as if she’s just come in to work. My heart, already beating fast at being startled, almost vaults out of my chest.


    “Hey, Dana…” I manage to say.


    “I’m sorry. Am I disturbing you?”


    “No, no, not at all. Come in.”


    She glides into my office and peers at the computer screen.


    “If you’re busy, I can come back another time…”


    “I was just finishing up…but I can take a quick break.”


    She lingers where she is, looking uncertain, undecided.


    “It’s almost 6:30. Maybe we can do this tomorrow…”


    “It’s 6:30?” I say and look at my watch. She’s right – it’s exactly 6:30. I quickly try to recall if I had to pick up Jenny from basketball practice, and heave a sigh of relief when it crosses my mind that today’s Thursday – Laurie has an evening yoga class which ends at 6 and she brings Jenny home after she’s done.


    Dana sees me checking the time and says: “I won’t keep you long…I just wanted to stop in and say thanks…I was going to come by the other day, but got sidetracked.”


    “Thanks? For what?”


    “For your feedback the other night. I had a great meeting with Chuck and Bob. They signed off on my strategy.”


    “That’s awesome. But really, you don’t need to thank me. You’re the one who did all the hard work.”


    Dana makes a face. “Hey, I’m trying to give you credit for making my presentation awesome. Just accept it already, will you?”


    I chuckle. “In that case, I take full credit for your success. And you owe me 50% of the big bonus you’re going to get because of it. How does that sound?”


    She laughs. Then her face grows serious.


    “Well, actually I do owe you,” she says, “How about I buy you a drink sometime. As a token of my gratitude for your helpful tips.”


    “Hmmm. A drink instead of sharing the bonus,” I say. “Fine. I’ll bite. When did you have in mind?”


    “If you’ve got the time, we could do it tonight…”


    I feel a tremor of exultation work its way up my spine, bristle through my arms, and discharge in fiery spurts at the tips of my fingers. There is nothing I want more in the world than to have that drink with her. There is nothing in the world that would be more dangerous than having that drink with her.


    “Sure,” I say, shrugging, throwing caution to the wind, and hoping that my voice appears natural, composed, rather than eager, ecstatic, pining. “Why not?”


     “Great,” she says.


    “Where do you want to go?”


    She thinks for a second. “How about Prohibition? Do you know the place?”


    “The speakeasy-style bar in the galleria?”


    “The same.”


    I look at my watch again. “I can meet you there in 30 minutes. I need to get this presentation out. I’m almost done with it.”


    She cocks her head. “Are you sure you want to do this? We can do it another time…”


    “No way. I’ve worked hard on this thing all day and a drink is exactly what I need right now.”


    “Then I’ll see you there in a few.” Dana says, a delicate smile playing on her ruby-red lips, her eyes shining brightly with what I would like to believe is hopeful expectation.


    I’m smitten with Dana. I can no longer hide from that fact. She is pretty and smart and interesting. She laughs easily at my dumb, half-baked jokes. She makes me feel happy in my skin. She has the deepest blue eyes imaginable and possesses the most beautifully shaped feminine hands I’ve ever seen – slender, smooth knuckles, long, exquisite fingers, neatly manicured fingernails. I want so much to reach out and take hold of them, to feel their electric softness, but have to keep reminding myself that we are not romantically involved, that we are only co-workers having a casual after-work drink, that although she does find me amusing and friendly and supportive, the idea of having an affair with me has never crossed her mind.


    Our conversation so far has mostly centered on her work, and the various personalities she’s had to de-code and collaborate with: She has a branding challenge ahead of her - our company has been in business for more than ten years, but the top-of-mind recall for our brand is next to none (she is hoping she can change that with her latest proposal, even if she has limited amount of money to work with); Rudy is amusing to her (he tends to act like a character out of Bonanza or the Lonesome Dove); the Founders pretend to be warm and caring but are astute, relentless task-masters who know exactly how to manipulate people and situations to their advantage; Paul is a big-picture, strategic thinker whose talent and acumen are not always appreciated or rewarded to the extent they should be (“I wouldn’t be surprised,” she says, “if he’s already searching for a more senior position somewhere else; I don’t tell her how right she is – that Paul’s mind is set on leaving and that he’s had two interviews for a COO role in the last three weeks); the CFO – John Vance – is a narrowly-focused numbers guy who has no understanding of what investment in brand-building means to a business, and has about as much personality as a cinder-block.


    We end up having two drinks instead of one. We order some hors d’oeuvres. The bar isn’t crowded, the music is low and atmospheric, and the table we’ve occupied is in a cozy little corner, all of which draws us into each other. A warm, sultry feeling begins to take hold in my heart.


    Time flies. Soon it is almost 9 o’clock. I know I should call it a night, but I’m so deeply drawn into the moment, so desperate to suck as much life out of it as I can, that I make no mention of leaving. Ultimately, she’s the one who brings the curtain down on our evening.


    “Gosh, it’s past nine,” she says. “I’m sure you have to go home to your family.”


    I deem it appropriate to agree with her. “Yes, I should be getting home. The kids might need help with homework and the wife must be getting lonely.”


    (The kids haven’t solicited my assistance with anything related to school for years. And, of course, Laurie would rather be without my company than in it.)


    She calls for the check and settles it despite my protestations that we ought to split it. We head out and make our way to the parking garage. Prohibition is located inside the Galleria Mall and we had parked in one of several garages there.


    “This was a fun evening,” she says, as we are clattering down the stairs leading to the garage, “Thanks for putting the family on hold and coming out tonight.”


    “Pleasure was all mine,” I say. “And I’d be happy to buy the next time around.”


    “I’m sure that can be arranged,” she says.


    As we enter the garage she says: “My car is right here. On level one.”


    “I’m in the basement.”


    An awkward silence ensues. Neither of us seems to know the proper way of saying goodnight.


    “Alright,” she says at last. “Be safe.”


    Then she does something I wouldn’t have expected: she comes right up to me and gives me a hug. My heart rate kicks up a notch or two, a delicious wave of warm desire washes over me. She smells so wonderful, feels so soft and nice next to my body.


    She pulls away and gives me a shy smile. “See you tomorrow.”


    “See you,” I say.


    I can barely get the words out. There’s a frog in my throat and my mind is running in circles.


    I quickly turn away, lope down the stairs toward my car.


    Contact with her had been electric, exhilarating – and revealing. It was as if our minds had joined, become one, the moment I had clasped her in my arms. Our thoughts had melded together, I could sense them as if they were mine.


    Dana likes me; she thinks I’m nice, that I’m a gentleman, trustworthy, dignified, good friendship material and a reliable ally at work. She respects my ideas and my intelligence. She thinks I’m cute, is tickled by my obvious eagerness to lose weight (I’d mentioned it to her in passing) although she’d rather I upgraded my wardrobe. (I do need new clothes, my diet notwithstanding, which, coincidentally, has begun to work: I’ve lost 5 lbs. over the last two weeks. This weekend I’m going to start running as well.)


    She’s not in love with me. I’m probably more attracted to her than she is to me. But there is a spark of curiosity there, a glimmer of fascination, which, if I were a habitual, serial seducer like Bart, I could try to coax and nurture into a full-blown romance. But I don’t know how to do that; nor do I think it would be fair to do so, given the cold, stark facts of my life.


    But I’m pleased and flattered just by where things stand. The mere hint of her interest in me, the small smidgen of possibility that had things been different - if I weren’t married, if she were ready to commit to a relationship, if we didn’t have to maintain a certain formality of conduct due to our positions in the company, which happens to be a place chock full of busybodies and rumor-mongers - I could have had a real shot at winning her heart, is enough to fill me with a sense of gratification and joy I haven’t felt in a long, long time.


    In fact, I haven’t felt this way since I fell head over heels in love with Laurie a lifetime ago.


  




  

    Chapter Eighteen


    The euphoria of being with Dana, and, perhaps, of the two scotches I had imbibed at Prohibition, dissipated soon after I got home.


    The aforementioned cold, stark facts of my life were waiting for me.


    I could sense the tension in the house the moment I walked in the door. For one thing, the TV was turned off in the living room (Laurie always has it on when she’s home, whether she is actually watching it or not, tuned to either CNN, if she is in the mood for news, or to one of the various mindless Housewife shows on TLC if she isn’t; there’s little else she watches, at least as far as I know). On top of that, dinner had not been put away; there were plates on the dinner table, pots and pans sitting on the counter and in the sink. I dashed to the bedroom and didn’t find Laurie there either. I proceeded to change into shorts and a T-shirt and washed up and brushed my teeth to hide the odor of alcohol; I had no intention of telling Laurie I had had drinks after work. I had texted her that I was working late to finish an assignment and she had replied back with a single “K”, which I’ve learned is short for OK (such is the state of modern affairs that we have now taken to abbreviating abbreviations.)


    By then it had become apparent to me that Laurie was upstairs in one of the kids’ rooms (her car was in the garage so I knew she was home) which could only mean that something serious had gone down or was going down, otherwise the kids more or less want us to stay away from them after dinner.


    I considered whether to announce my arrival or whether to just hang out quietly in the bedroom or the study and let Laurie deal with whatever it was that she was dealing with. But then I heard her calling me from the top of the stairs and I knew I wasn’t going to be able to avoid getting sucked into the crisis, even though I wished I could.


    “Ed? Can you come upstairs to Jenny’s room for a second?”


    “Sure, honey,” I said.


    In the background I heard Jenny saying, “Mom, please, do we have to talk to dad about this?”


    I raced upstairs, walked past the den and across the landing to Jenny’s room. Her door was closed. I knocked and entered.


    Jenny was sitting in the middle of her bed, her legs drawn up, her arms encircled around them, head bent low on her knees, as if in close contemplation of their texture and skin tone. Laurie was sitting on the floor across from the bed, her back resting against the wall, legs splayed out in front of her.


    I took the scene in for a moment, then shut the door and lowered myself on the floor next to Laurie.


    “What’s up? Why’s everyone so glum?”


    “Jenny had a rough day at school today.”


    Laurie’s voice was calm but there was an undertow of anger in it which I didn’t fail to detect. And I knew right away that Jenny had gotten into some kind of trouble at school.


    “Let’s hear it,” I said.


    There was silence for a second, which got me thinking all sorts of terrible thoughts. Had she been busted smoking dope? Dealing drugs? Carrying a Bushmaster assault rifle to class?


    “Jenny was caught cheating on her Chemistry test.” Laurie said.


    I felt a weight lift from my shoulders. This was no big deal – compared to the hundred other things that could have happened. It was still surprising though. Jenny wasn’t the cheating type. She was struggling with grades, I knew that. But cheating on a test? That wasn’t like her.


    “Why’d you do that for?” I asked Jenny, more intrigued than angry.


    She lifted her head from her knees and looked at me with blank, baleful eyes. It struck me that she didn’t look remorseful, or scared, or sad. Her face was a mask of indifference. As if she didn’t give a hoot about what she had done.


    “I didn’t know the answers,” she said.


    The way she said that, with such deadpan earnestness that I couldn’t stop myself from chuckling. “OK, but that doesn’t mean you should resort to cheating.”


    She shrugged and lowered her head down to her knees.


    “Jenny, look at us when we’re talking to you,” Laurie said, a sharp edge to her voice.


    Jenny didn’t react. She hugged her knees tighter and began to rock sideways.


    “Jenny!” Laurie yelled.


    I put a hand on her shoulder. “It’s fine, Laurie. She’s upset.”


    “She’s upset? She was caught cheating, for God’s sake. Least she can do is act like a decent human being.”


    Jenny lifted her head and glared at Laurie, her eyes like daggers.


    “Oh and you’re so decent…”


    She’d spat the words out with such feeling I was taken aback. But their effect on Laurie was even more dramatic. She sprang to her feet, and in one single bound approached Jenny and raised her hand to strike her. Jenny’s head snapped back, anticipating a blow. Aghast and mortified, I leaped off the floor and grabbed Laurie’s arm.


    “Jesus, Laurie, calm down. There’s no need to hit her.”


    “How dare she talk to me like that,” Laurie hissed. “You have no idea what I’ve been putting up with for the last two hours. I’ve been trying to be calm and understanding, and she’s been nothing but mean and stubborn.”


    “Why don’t you leave,” I said to her gently. “Let me talk to her.”


    Laurie drew a sharp breath, pushed me aside and stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind her.


    And that’s where I stand now, unable to fully comprehend what’s going on. I look at Jenny and the door and back to Jenny. I scratch my head.


    “I don’t want to talk to anyone,” Jenny declares.


    Far from being scared or cowed, she is the picture of conniption. Eyes flashing, lips snarling, nostrils flaring.


    It strikes me that the situation calls for special and unique measures. Perhaps it’s time to ring in yet another psychic turn – to get to the heart of whatever is troubling Jenny. I’ve meant to do this for quite a while now. There couldn’t be a better time.


    I sit down on the edge of the bed, close to Jenny. She shrinks away from me, unwraps her arms from her legs and crawls backwards toward the headboard.


    “We don’t have to talk about the cheating if you don’t want to,” I say.


    “Fine,” she says, eyeing me warily, not sure what my angle is.


    I’m not sure either.


    I look around the room. It’s clean and orderly. Her desk is neatly arranged, the books stacked into piles, pencils and pens tucked in a cup next to the reading lamp, the chair positioned fastidiously under the desk. The floor is uncluttered. Even her small closet, which is partly open, seems to be well organized. She has inherited my cleanliness. Hooray for her.


    “What are you upset about?” I say. “Can you tell me that? Are you mad at me? At mom? For something we did?”


    She doesn’t respond, but her expression changes from one of watchful scorn to mild curiosity.


    “It’s clear to me,” I go on. “That this whole cheating episode was deliberately designed to be – provocative…”


    She scowls. “You think I did it on purpose – to make you guys angry?”


    “Absolutely. You’re doing reasonably well in Chemistry. There’s no reason for you to cheat. And you’re way too smart to be caught if you were cheating.”


    “Maybe I’m not that smart…”


    “Is that the problem? You think you’re not smart enough? Is that what’s bothering you?”


    Her face flushes at my words and her eyes well up with tears.


    “You don’t know anything…” she says.


    “Maybe this cheating business is just a way of drawing attention to yourself…a cry for help…”


    “You are so wrong!” she snaps back. “You think you know everything, but you don’t…you have no idea...”


    “Baby, listen to me,” I say, keeping my voice calm. “All these difficulties you’re having in school, with your grades, your basketball team, with your friends - I understand how they make you feel…and I know it’s hard to deal with them. It was for me too…when I was your age…”


    Jenny’s eyes fire with some emotion I can’t fathom. “There you go again, dad. You think you can solve everyone’s problems by just giving a speech. I don’t need another speech. Can you just please leave me alone?”


    This is not getting me anywhere. It’s time to go to work, switch on in the mental powers.


    “I’ll tell you what,” I say. “I’ll leave you alone if you come here and let me give you a hug.”


    She shakes her head. “I don’t want a hug.”


    “I know, but I do.” I say placatingly. “You want me to leave, don’t you? All you have to do is give me a hug and I’ll be out of your hair. What do you say?”


    She tosses her head, inhales deeply, violently. “Fine.”


    I clamber up the bed and take her in my arms. She lets me hold her for a second, but then tries to wriggle herself free. I maintain my hold, reach out and take one of her hands in mine. I close my eyes and concentrate.


    “Dad, please let me go,” she says, squirming frantically to get away from me.


    I ignore her protests, tighten my grip, let my mind go blank, wait for the energy of her thoughts to spring forth. I know I don’t have much time. Jenny will not let me hold her for too long.


    Finally, I see it – the flash of an image. My mind leaps, scurries onwards to capture it, but it fizzles out. My mind lists, bucks, writhes blindly in the brilliant glare of the void, desperate to find it again. But the moment has passed. There is nothing out there. I linger, wait. And just when I’m beginning to think I’ll have to give up, I see it again, pulsing, expanding.


    In the very next instant I’m in the thick of it, inhabiting the vision, part of it, no longer the watcher but the actor…or the mind radiating it…Jenny’s mind.


    I discover myself riding in the back seat of a car…


    It’s one of my/Jenny’s friends’ birthday (her/my Lebanese classmate, Kareena). There are three other girls with me/Jenny.


    We are going out to eat at a restaurant called Straits in the Memorial City Center, an upscale shopping and entertainment enclave about ten miles out of Sugar Land. The car is crawling through dense traffic; the entire area is bustling with people and vehicles. The girls are making a lot of noise, laughing and squealing and giggling at something one of them has said. The car idles in front of a green area - the Plaza – on the way to a parking garage which is just around the corner. Straits is situated right there, across the Plaza.


    Jenny happens to glance out of the window of the car (a plush BMW 745i which Kareena’s mom is driving)…and I follow her gaze…


    I see two figures, a man and a woman, walking out of the Yard House – another restaurant adjacent to Straits. As I look on, the man and the woman stop, hug, then the man leans down and kisses the woman on the lips. They hold the pose, the kiss becoming more searching and ardent. When at last they separate the man whispers something in the woman’s ear and she laughs - and the way she does, head thrown back, hair flying, hand reaching for her mouth, strikes me as eerily familiar. Then the traffic starts to move, our car pulls away from them. I turn around to take one last look at the couple. They are locked in yet another embrace.


    And that’s when it hits me. The woman whose laugh I had recognized, whose body is coiled around the man with such naked urgency, who had just exchanged a passionate, burning kiss with him, a lovers’ kiss, is Laurie, my wife.


    I hold fast to that image of Laurie and the man locked in each other’s arms for another moment or two, then Jenny breaks away from me.


    And the vision shudders and melts away and I find myself rejected by the void and thrust back in my own body.


    “Dad, I need to go to bed now,” Jenny says.


    I’m in a sort of trance, a stupor. My heart is fading, sinking - like the sun on a lonely horizon, as if auguring the birth of a long, terrible darkness…


    But I don’t want Jenny to see me like this. I pull myself together, try to seize at something fatherly and sagacious to say.


    “Jenny,” I tell her. “I know you’re experiencing things that don’t make sense, things that make you frightened. But I promise you. Everything will be fine, we’ll all be fine…”


    Jenny just stares at me. Her face set in the most disconsolate of frowns.


  




  

    Chapter Nineteen


    I should have known it wouldn’t take long for Rudy to find a way to get back at me.


    It’s my fault. I left myself wide open to a sucker punch. I had become too complacent, too sure of myself. I thought I had him on the defensive. The fact that the Founders and Paul and Dana were all dazzled and going gaga over me, and that I had them singing my praises didn’t mean I had become invincible.


    I should’ve tried to get inside his head before coming into the meeting with the Founders. I should have been more alert for signs of an imminent ambush. But I showed up at this meeting all wide-eyed innocence and bushy-tailed enthusiasm, and remained in that smug, heedless state of mind until the tables were turned on me.


    All I can say in my defense is that I’ve not been at the top of my game today. Even my presentation, though solid, was nowhere near as superlative and transcendent as I would’ve liked it to be.


    Of course, I have a genuine excuse for being in a state of disarray. Seeing your wife in another man’s arms, kissing him like she’s never kissed you for years, albeit vicariously, through the eyes of your child - a calamity in its own right - would do that to you.


    I’ve been operating on autopilot, drifting through things this morning without really being present. It’s as if I’m no longer hinged to my body, as if I’m floating in the air, watching me saying and doing things I have no control over. It gives you a singular perspective, this sensation of being separate from yourself. You observe all the strange ticks and quakes in your mannerisms, the way your voice drones and trails, as if it’s coming from somewhere far away, a pale echo of your own thoughts.


    It was hard to get my brain to tether itself back to my body and go through the presentation when the meeting time arrived. But somehow, I did. I grabbed my flash drive, my note pad and pen and headed over to the Executive Suite. I had to. There was no way around it. I couldn’t call Rudy and say: “Look, man, I just found out my wife is having an affair. Can we re-schedule the meeting with the Founders so I can get my ass back in gear?”


    In the event, I’ve already made a mental note to never, ever, go into another meeting with Rudy before getting a read on him beforehand. Whether I’m feeling together or not.


    I met the Founders along with Paul and Rudy in the Board Room at 11 AM. My presentation started at 11:05. And everything went swimmingly. For the first half an hour, that is.


    The Founders nodded along with my commentary as I paraded them through my Powerpoint - a display of affirmation which I had no problem lapping up greedily like a thirsty dog even in my rattled state. (Paul had a look on his face that said: great job, kiddo; while Rudy sat ramrod straight and stiff in his seat, chewing gum vigorously, avoiding eye contact with me, looking grim and crabby.) I made sure to hit all the highlights and explain all the caveats and assumptions behind them. I was a little concerned about the set-up costs for the new system and the expense involved in personnel training, and when I was going through those numbers I did my best to justify them and re-emphasize the fact that building those systems internally would not only take Fred much longer, he would also have to hire additional resources to do so. But I needn’t have worried; neither of the Founders so much as twitched a muscle when I mentioned the numbers.


    After the presentation was over, Founder Bob leaned back, crossed his legs, and pointed his stubby, short index finger at me.


    “This was one heck of a thorough overview,” he proclaimed. “Clear, well-argued, and to the point.” Then he retracted his finger and turned to Founder Chuck. “I think we’re on board. You agree, Chuck?”


    “On board and ready for this train to get rolling, guys.”


    Founder Bob gave a slight nod of his balding head. “We have no further questions or concerns.”


    With that the Founders slid their chairs back and sprang out of them. Founder Bob looked in Rudy’s direction.


    “I think you and Ed have something to talk about?”


    Rudy shifted his mammoth frame at an angle.


    “Yeah. Why don’t we hang out here for a minute, Ed,” he said to me. “I need another five minutes of your time.”


    “Sure,” I said.


    The Founders picked up their pads and pens (they use bulky Waterman fountain pens; I’d seen them the last time we’d met and checked the price on the internet: they cost upward of $500) and wheeled out of the conference room. Paul stood up to leave as well.


    “Good work,” he said to me, smiling.


    “Thanks,” I said. “I couldn’t have done it without your help.”


    Paul’s smile widened, then froze a bit as he caught Rudy’s eye. I didn’t blame him. Rudy’s face was set in a cold grimace. He looked like an outraged judge about to condemn a felon to several decades of hard labor.


    Paul nodded at him and left. Rudy rolled his chair toward the door and slammed it shut.


    “I’m afraid I gotta share some bad news with you, bud,” he said, after he’d trundled himself back into his spot at the table.


    I closed my notebook and leaned forward. My heart had started beating so hard it sounded like someone banging on one of those Japanese Taiko drums.


    “OK…” I said.


    “The Management Team has decided to bring in a new person to head up New York Operations.”


    That was the sucker punch I wasn’t expecting. And when it landed, I felt as if someone had grabbed my head and smashed it against a 12-inches thick concrete wall.


    “We gave it a lot of thought,” I hear Rudy say. “But we all felt that was the best way forward.”


    I’m trying to absorb the blow. Rudy is staring at me cruelly. He reminds me of a sadistic kid who’s just set his cat on fire and is enjoying the spectacle of watching it burn.


    “B-but this was my project…I’m the one who came up with the strategy...” I stammer out.


    Rudy grimaces as if he’s just heard something distasteful. “Come on now, you knew it wasn’t really your project. We talked about it before. You were keeping the seat warm for the new guy. When he comes on board you can transition the plan to him to execute. It’s not like it’s rocket science.”


    I shake my head. “It’s my plan – I know how to make it work. I don’t see how taking it away from me makes any sense.”


    I sound whiny, argumentative. But at least I’m trying to push back. Making my feelings known.


    Rudy, of course, couldn’t care less about my feelings. His grimace turns into a snarl.


    “You had your say on the issue, Ed. You shared your thoughts with Bob and Chuck. But the fact is, we all think you’ve already got your hands full with Texas. When you were out of the office a few times last month your shop pretty much ground to a halt. There were crap-loads of billing issues, lots of pissed off customers calling in, just ask Mary Ann. The phones were ringing off the hook. And now you’ve lost Rob. You’ve got a lot to worry about, dude. Texas is still our main market. We can’t afford to screw things up here.”


    There it is: the script Rudy (probably in cooperation with Mary Ann) has contrived to scare and badger the Founders into relieving me of the one opportunity that would have redeemed my flagging career with the company.


    I look at Rudy, his crafty little eyes shining with enjoyment at the effect his pronouncement his having on me. And something ignites in me – a white hot flash of uncontrollable rage, an explosion of hatred born of years upon years of suffering through Rudy’s constant bullying and cravenness and betrayal. (Stoked to even greater intensity, perhaps, by Laurie’s cravenness and betrayal…)


    As a rule, I never lose my temper. Even in flight or fight situations I’m usually calm and rational. I can resist the urge to fly off the handle, prefer to reason my way through squabbles, focus on bridging divides, closing gaps in opinions, discovering common ground and resolving (or avoiding) conflict.


    But this isn’t going to be one of those occasions.


    I lean forward across the conference table, get my face as close to Rudy as I can. My head is throbbing, blood pulsing madly at my temples.


    “Why are you doing this, Rudy?” I ask, my voice a hoarse growl.


    In response, Rudy taps his watch, rolls his chair backwards and jumps to his feet. “Gotta run to a meeting, bud,” he says. “We can pick up this discussion later in the day. If we must…”


    “Rudy…” I say.


    He ignores me. It’s as if I’ve ceased to exist for him. I might as well be a smudge of dirt on the cuff of his shirt.


    “I asked you a question, damn it,” I say. “Freaking answer it…”


    Rudy has been striding regally toward the door, one hand reaching for the knob, when he hears those words, catches the note of fierce stridency in them and pivots around.


    “Excuse me?” he says, lifting his eyebrows, his big-jawed, sun-tanned face turning a couple shades redder. “Did you say something?”


    There is menace and intent in the way his body has tensed, arched itself, as if poised to unleash an assault. But I find that despite the threat of violence, I’m unperturbed.


    “All this scheming and plotting,” I hiss at him, getting up from my chair. “The constant harassment and intimidation. The petty jealousy. How do you keep dishing it out?”


    Rudy is so surprised he appears at a loss for words.


    “How do you live with yourself, Rudy?” I press on. “How do you keep doing what you do and not know how…ugly… it all is…”


    A vein has started throbbing at Rudy’s temple, and his eyes have dilated. “You need to calm the hell down, dude,” he says. “Before things get out of hand.”


    And then he yanks the door open and stomps out into the hallway.


    I follow him, still fuming, and catch up with him half-way to the heavy glass doors of the Executive Suite.


    “This need to assert your ego,” I spit the words out. “To bulldoze and undermine anyone who might be better than you. You know what it is? It’s a thin cover for your own weakness. A pretense. A sad façade.”


    I’ve gotten up close to him, right in his face, staring him square in the eyes, my head tilted up, chin jutting out, inches from his nose. I can tell he’s confused, maybe even a little afraid. He can probably see madness dancing in my eyes and doesn’t know what to make of it.


    “I’m warning you, Ed,” he says. “You gotta pipe down. Or you’ll regret it.”


    “I don’t care. Punch my lights out. Have my ass fired. I’m tired of your bullying, your stupid games.”


    “Ok, now you’ve crossed the line…” he sneers.


    “Have I? I don’t think I have yet. But I will.”


    There’s a voice inside me crying out for me to stop, to take a deep breath, simmer down. But I’m past the point of no return. The arrow has been released from the bow. I can’t bring it back.


    “Let me ask you this, Rudy,” I say. “Is it your sick double life which is making you act this way? You try to smother people because deep down you’re being smothered by your own self-hatred?”


    I see Rudy’s lips twitch slightly. His complexion transforms from burning red to a horrid pumpkin orange, his leathery skin heightening the effect. I can almost hear his brain working, trying to compute the significance of what I’ve just said.


    And then this look of undisguised terror appears in his eyes. He steps around me brusquely and scurries away.


    I chase him down again, sidle up next to him. “Stop setting me up, Rudy,” I whisper. “Stop playing games with me.”


    He keeps his face averted, continues to canter on down the hallway.


    “Just think of your wife,” I call out to him. “Your kids, the rest of your family. What will they think when they find out about your dirty little secret?”


    That stops him dead in his tracks. He turns around, his eyes exuding venom. “You better watch out, buddy,” he says. “You’re on thin ice now…”


    “So are you, buddy,” I say. “I’ve tried hard, really hard to play nice with you. I’m tired of playing nice. If you’re gonna come after me, I’ll come after you. You wanna make this dirty, I’ll make this dirty.”


    He gives me one last glance – a long, lingering one. But this one not so much belligerent as it appears guarded and troubled. As if he has recognized that I’ve got him cornered.


    “I have to be in a meeting,” he says, his voice surprisingly soft, and to my ears, a little hollow. “We’ll talk later.”


    And then he walks away, with the slow, unsteady gait of a man who doesn’t quite know where he’s going.


    About an hour has passed since my confrontation with Rudy. I’ve managed to calm myself down. My heart rate feels normal, the pulse is no longer racing, the throbbing in the head has relented.


    I can coolly think about where to go from here. There are a million possibilities. Most of them unappetizing.


    A knock sounds on my door.


    “Come in,” I say.


    Rudy rambles in, shuts the door, leans his back against it, folds his arms across his chest.


    I quickly try to work myself into my previous intense state. But the magic isn’t there. I’m altogether too serene now.


    “Rudy…what a pleasant surprise.” I say, with a forced smile. “You wanna sit down?”


    Rudy shakes his head. “I’d rather stand.”


    He looks serene as well. But there is an edge to his serenity – of what I can’t say. Panic? Terror? Murderous rage? Does he have brass knuckles on?


    “Alright…” I say.


    He swings on the balls of his feet and the effect is that of a large tree about to fall. “You said some things a while ago.” he says. “I want to know what you want from me.”


    Aha! So I did have him on the run. My insane, anger-fueled rant had got him worried. I lean back in my chair and swing my legs on the edge of the desk, ankles crossed. It’s a studied posture, one I’ve often seen people of authority strike in the movies when they’re projecting an air of command. And that’s exactly what I want to project to Rudy right now. (The only thing missing is a cigarette stuck at the corner of the mouth. And a hat, perhaps.)


    “I thought I made that pretty clear,” I say, making sure I sound as authoritative as my pose. “What I want you to do is to leave me the fuck alone. That’s all. Stop making me look like an incompetent fool, stop creating hurdles for me. Stop treating me like shit.”


    Rudy unfolds his arms and his whole body seems to sag as he does so. It’s as if he’s deflating, shrinking right before my eyes.


    “Fine. I’ll stay out of your way,” he says, blinking his eyes as if he can’t believe he is hearing himself say this.


    “Cool,” I say.


    “As long as,” he says, almost timidly, with a voice not much louder than a sigh. “You keep your mouth shut…”


    “My mouth shut? About what?” I say innocently.


    Rudy nods and looks away.


    A wondrous feeling of power and jubilation sweeps over me. I’ve reduced the mighty Rudy to a feckless rubble of doubt and dread.


    “You can trust me with your secret, big guy,” I say, flashing him a soothing smile. “Mum’s going to be the word.”


    Rudy’s lips tighten into a thin, taut line. He nods and makes a move as if he’s going to leave.


    “Wait,” I say. “While we’re on the subject. I would appreciate if you can do me a small favor.”


    “What?”


    “I want you to tell the Founders not to hire this new guy who’s supposed to take over my project.”


    The taut line of his lips quivers like a tweaked banjo string. His eyes flash with anger. The old dog still has some fight in him.


    “You son of a bitch,” he says with passion.


    “Come on now,” I say. “I thought we were beyond calling each other names. We have a deal to honor, don’t we?”


    I can see the battle raging inside him, between anger and fear, between hatred and necessity. Then he says: “I can’t promise anything, but I’ll try.”


    I know I’ve broken him completely. He’s at my mercy now.


    And I get this urge to read him. To experience the visceral sensation of his collapse and subjugation, get a taste of his fear. I pull my legs off the desk, get up, and despite the bizarreness, the utter absurdity of the gesture, I reach out my hand to him.


    “Awesome.” I say. “Let’s shake on it.”


    He doesn’t want to, and ignores my hand. I work up what I hope is a friendly, charming smile, to encourage him, to convey the sense that there’s no animosity between us, that we can continue to be mutually tolerant, even respectful, colleagues at work, though with a slight reversal of roles having taken place, but of no big import, because organizationally he is still my superior. Of course, it’s a complicated message, hard to communicate telepathically, and he doesn’t get it and as he watches my smile his own face creases into a disdainful frown. But he accepts my hand, gives it a limp, feeble, half-hearted pump (which is uncharacteristic of him; his grip is usually bone-crunchingly firm, makes my hand feel puny).


    I couldn’t be happier. Limp or not, it’s still a handshake, will provide the contact I need to peer into his mind.


    I don’t have to wait long. The very next moment, I’m watching fragments of his thoughts flashing before me like a float parade, each image petrified, as if in suspended animation, encapsulating some small segment of his psyche. He doesn’t give me a lot of time to glean the emotional texture of this tableau, wrenches his hand free almost instantly, and breaks the connection.


    “I hope this is a new beginning for us, Rudy,” I say, as he opens the door to leave. “There’s no need for us to be enemies. I wish you and your family nothing but the best. And Adrian also…I want you to know that.”


    Rudy’s shoulders seem to tighten, but he doesn’t turn around to look at me. He slinks out of my office and closes the door behind him with a soft click.


    I think I’ve found my mojo, my groove, my ‘tude – to use the lingo that the kids are using these days.


    I’ve conquered Rudy, destroyed his ego, trammeled all over his bigger-than-thou, macho-man cockiness. I have him at his heels. He’s wary of me, confused, doesn’t know exactly what I know, how much I know, and how I figured it out. He can’t risk me spilling the beans to his wife, though. For some reason, coming clean with her is not an option for him. He wants to maintain the status quo and is willing to do whatever it takes to keep his secret from getting out. And he hates me for discovering it - boy does he hate me for that. He would like to see me gone - or dead, to be more precise (that’s a disturbing thought; he owns a lot of weapons, including several big bore rifles; maybe I should buy a gun to protect myself, just in case). He thinks his wife will divorce him if she finds out he’s gay and he can neither afford its financial consequences nor the scandal it is sure to ignite. He also can’t afford to alienate or splinter his family - or make them feel that he wasn’t honest with them or let them down in some way. He’s feeling trapped, victimized, sorry for himself.


    Welcome to the club, buddy, I think to myself. I’ve felt this way ever since I came to work for you. Now the shoe is on the other foot. And you hate that, don’t you, you sneaky, deceitful bastard... well, you brought this upon yourself…


    I hear my cell phone beeping and it scatters my thoughts.


    I’m in my car, on the way home. I wriggle my body and work the phone out of my trouser pocket, keeping one hand on the steering wheel and my eyes on the heavy traffic on the freeway.


    It’s Beth calling. I’m about to answer, then stop. I’m not in the mood to talk to her. My head is not in the right place. I let the call go to voice mail. But Beth doesn’t leave a message. I slip the phone back in my pocket and try to focus on my driving, trying to block out the image which has suddenly reared up in my mind, squelching the euphoria of vanquishing Rudy: Laurie in her lover’s arms, kissing him with utter abandon, one hand behind his head, fingers twined in his hair, the other hand on his back, pressing him to her.


    I’m still trying to work out how Laurie’s affair makes me feel. Although “crushingly disappointed” and “spectacularly slighted” would be the words that might just do the job.


    When I get home things appear to be calm and almost bucolic. The kids are downstairs and behaving, for once, like normal human beings, chatting amiably with each other and watching TV. Laurie is preparing dinner, looking placid and at ease.


    The scene feels surreal. Fake. A dissimulation belying the chaos beneath the surface.


    I walk up behind Laurie, bite back my resentment, and kiss her cheek.


    “Everything OK?” I whisper, nodding toward Jenny.


    She puts a finger on her lips to indicate she doesn’t want Jenny to know we’re talking about her. She was supposed to meet Jenny’s counselor this afternoon to defuse the crisis over the cheating incident, and from her reaction I assume that she’s been able to reach some sort of resolution, which she will disclose to me when we are alone, out of Jenny’s earshot.


    I traipse over to say hello to Josh and Jenny (who actually acknowledge my greeting with a cheerful “Hi dad” for a change). I ask them if they have any plans tonight (it’s Friday evening and they usually have things planned with their friends on weekends - Josh more so than Jenny, but even Jenny finds someone to hang out with most Friday nights.) They tell me they are both staying home tonight. Josh has a big project due which he needs to work on through the weekend. Jenny indicates (sheepishly) that she is re-taking her Chemistry test and needs to prepare for it. (I quickly gather that that’s the settlement Laurie has struck with Jenny’s counselor.)


    I head to the bedroom after making some more small talk with them, ignore the unmade bed, dash into the bathroom, turn a blind eye to the clutter of Laurie’s clothes on the floor and make-up and other junk around her sink, and entomb myself in the peace and quiet of my closet. I get out of my clothes, throw on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. As I emerge from the closet I catch a glimpse of myself in the bathroom mirror.


    I look fatigued, perhaps even a little lugubrious. And I still look old. But I’m also slightly thinner than before, which is good to see. And I feel more together, more in control of my mind.


    I force myself to smile. I need to put on a bold face tonight (and the rest of the weekend) for my family, and for Laurie, no matter what perils and pains may lie ahead.


    I go back to the kitchen. Everyone is already seated at the dinner table. The food has been served. There’s baked chicken and salad and black beans and bread rolls.


    “Wow,” I say in an upbeat tone as I lower myself into a chair. “Now that’s what I call a full spread.”


    “Ummm…” Josh mutters. “Mom’s cooked up a feast.”


    “I’m glad you guys approve,” Laurie says, smiling.


    Jenny reaches over and picks up the salad bowl. “Good job, birthday girl,” she says.


    I look at them all out of the corner of my eye as I help myself to the chicken. At least for tonight, we are one big happy family – or maybe not happy, but at least a family.


    If truth be known, I’d be quite satisfied if things stayed the way they are right now, precariously poised between discord and order, between love and indifference, the fractures in our relationships papered over by delusion, by a façade of deliberate, insincere guile and artfulness. I would have been prepared to let this empty charade go on and on and on, if Laurie hadn’t been involved with another man, or if I wasn’t aware that she was. Ignorance would have been eternal bliss.


    I will put off reading Laurie tonight, but I will soon. Perhaps tomorrow…and I can’t help wondering if that might change everything for all of us…forever.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty


    Uchi is in Houston proper, about 25 miles from Sugar Land. The drive takes about thirty minutes – depending on the traffic. This being a Saturday evening, people are out and about, and the roads are busy. It takes us almost 40 minutes to get there. Thankfully, I had prepared for this eventuality by leaving home an hour before our scheduled reservation.


    Laurie is in good spirits. She’s dressed to the nines – wearing a clinging, black, off-shoulder mini-skirt and black stilettos. Her dark, flat-ironed hair, held in place by generous applications of high control factor hair spray fall down past her shoulder blades like a silken, shiny sheet. Her make-up is bold and accentuates her cheekbones. Blue mascara lends mystery and depth to her hypnotizing eyes. Heads turn as we walk into the seating area behind a simpering, fawning hostess.


    I lean in toward Laurie. “You look gorgeous,” I whisper in her ear.


    She turns to me (in her high heels she is the same height as me – a fact that normally makes me feel uncomfortable, but tonight I’m determined not to feel self-conscious in any way) and gives me a glowing smile.


    “You don’t look so shabby yourself,” she says.


    “Thanks,” I say. (I’ve put on a jacket in honor of the evening and even gelled my hair, taking a page out of Paul’s book of cosmetological elegance.)


    We had enjoyed a convivial, old fashioned family day today – a welcome trend which seemed to have lingered from the previous night. The kids had knocked at our door early in the morning and surprised Laurie with breakfast in bed. They gave her the cards and gifts they had gotten her and we all sat on the bed and ate and opened the gifts and looked through the cards and laughed and hugged and kissed each other. The scene was so warm, so perfectly harmonious and affectionate I could very easily have been fooled into believing it was real. But I knew it wasn’t. There were dark clouds of uncertainty and confusion gathering on the horizon. I wondered when another occasion like this might come around again and the thought that there was a good chance it might not ever again left me feeling sad, nostalgic.


    The hostess shows us to our table and we sit down. The place is buzzing with energy. People are laughing and chattering, and the atmosphere is lively and festive. The décor of the restaurant adds to its heady allure and sprightly, yet intimate, ambiance. The dark wooden floors, the warm lighting, the tan brick walls, the aroma of food being prepared and served evoke intimacy, charm and comfort.


    Laurie and I breathe in this atmosphere and are uplifted by it. She looks happy, interested, engaged. Open to having a real conversation – something we have not enjoyed too often lately. We order glasses of wine – hers white (a Riesling), mine red (a Pinot Noir). The waiter brings them out in no time and retreats.


    We pick up our glasses.


    “To your health,” I say. “And to many happy birthdays to come.”


    “Thanks,” Laurie says, clinking my glass with hers.


    She takes a sip, holds the wine in her mouth for a moment, smiles and nods.


    “It’s good…”


    I set my glass down. “And now for the big moment,” I say.


    “What big moment?” Laurie asks.


    I reach into my jacket pocket and take out the gift-wrapped box of ear-rings. I place it on the table and slide it toward her.


    “I wasn’t sure what to get you,” I say. “I had to recruit Jenny to help find me something. Meaning, if you don’t like it, it’s her fault.”


    Laurie looks pleased. “Wow, you’re really pulling out all the stops tonight,” she says.


    She picks up the box, unwraps it, opens it. Her eyes light up.


    “These are beautiful, Ed. I’m so touched…”


    She leans forward, inviting a kiss.


    A thought forms in my head: if I read her now, our dinner, or at least mine, will be ruined. I have to be careful not to let it happen right this instant. I kiss her quickly and draw back.


    “Thank you so much, sweetie,” Laurie says.


    “Put them on, let’s see how they look.”


    “You want me to?” she purrs. (I have her softened up, eating out of my hands. A gift and a visit to a nice restaurant is all it’s taken. Why did I not try this before? Would that have prevented the affair? Can the dark clouds of uncertainty still somehow be scattered, extirpated?)


    I nod and she removes the earrings she has on and puts on the new ones.


    “How do I look?” she asks, lifting up her hair and turning her head sideways – just like that first time in Ames.


    “Lovelier than a dream,” I say.


    To my utter surprise, and delight, she blushes at my remark. Lets her hair fall back down over her ears and graces me with a tender little smile.


    “You and your shameless flattery…” she says.


     “Is it working?”


    “Depends – on what it is you’re working for,” she retorts.


    “Your happiness?”


    Her eyes twinkle. “Wow…aren’t we acting all noble and selfless tonight?” she says.


    “Not all night…” I say.


    She chuckles. “I didn’t think so.”


    Wow, I say to myself, she’s flirting with me, radiating a vibe that’s almost sexual. I take a sip of the wine and crack the menu open.


     “I love this place,” Laurie says, looking around. “Can’t wait to sample the food.”


    “Me too,” I say, though I’m not sure I am. I’ve only gotten through the “tastings” section of the menu, which I deduce to mean “appetizers”, and am already baffled. There are dishes with names like “Machi Cure”, “Hirame Usuzukuri”, “Yokai Berry”, Walu Walu”, and the brief descriptions next to them only add to their mystery and my nervousness. I quickly move on to other sections, skipping past “Sushi”, as well the one titled “Makimono” (which means sushi rolls, according to the sub-title below the caption), and another that reads “Agimono” (with no explanatory subtitle).


    While I’m struggling to decode the menu, I hear Laurie gush: “How creative! This is the most interesting menu I’ve ever seen.”


    I can’t help but think “interesting” is not exactly how I would categorize it. More like confusing. But out loud I mumble: “Uh-uh, very creative.”


    Laurie fails to notice my lack of enthusiasm and continues to coo and rave about the contents of the menu.


    Meanwhile, the waiter arrives to take our order. “Would you care for some appetizers?” he asks.


    “Why not?” I say. “What do you think Laurie? It’s your night, order what you like.”


    Laurie sighs. “Everything sounds so good. I don’t know what not to order…”


    The waiter seems delighted to hear that. He hops over giddily to Laurie’s side of the table.


    “May I suggest…” and he goes on to recommend a couple of dishes which I don’t comprehend.


    I put away the menu and get up from the table. “Go ahead and order for both of us,” I say to Laurie. “I need to use the restroom.”


    “Alright, sweetie.”


    “It’s to your left and along the wall, sir,” the waiter intones.


    “Thanks.”


    I work my way around the maze of tables, bumping into a man who’d suddenly pushed back his chair and raised his glass in a toast, almost knocking over his drink. I apologize for my clumsiness and continue on my way to the bathroom, making sure to walk with more measured steps.


    This date with Laurie, pleasant and romantic as it may be, is also driving me crazy. I can’t stop myself from playing the scene with her and her lover in my mind, over and over again, even as I talk and banter with her. And every time I conjure it in my imagination, I begin to lose my balance. I need to collect my nerves, calm my mind.


    I lurch into the toilet, walk up to the urinal, unzip my fly and urinate.


    My hope against hope is that Jenny is wrong about the entire incident. After all, I had gleaned from her what she believed she had seen. I hadn’t so much observed reality as I had captured her perception of it. She might not have seen Laurie in the arms of that man, but someone who bore a close, uncanny resemblance to her.


    But I know in my gut that that’s not the case. Laurie’s behavior these past few months, the ambiguity of her emotions, her reluctance – revulsion – at being touched by me, being intimate with me, all point to the painful fact that she is romantically (sexually?) involved with someone.


    The best I can expect from the situation is that this is just a casual fling, that she has no real feelings for that man, whoever he is (I wonder if I should I try to find out who he is, though what I will do with that information I have no idea), that they haven’t been sleeping together (a crushing, degrading notion that sickens me to my stomach and makes me want to rip my heart out and hack it into little shreds of nothing) and that it has fizzled out already or will do so soon on its own.


    I go over to the sink and run the water. I’ve finally figured out exactly how Laurie’s affair makes me feel. It makes me feel like a frightened little boy –who’s afraid there might be a monster under his bed, but can’t bring himself to look, even though he knows he’s in trouble anyway, and it won’t really matter, and might actually put him at ease if it turned out there was no monster there.


    On my way back to the table I spot our waiter. I tap him on the shoulder and pull him aside.


    “We’re celebrating my wife’s birthday tonight. Can you bring us a piece of cake or something similar with a candle after dinner?”


    The waiter’s face assumes an ecstatic glow, as if it’s the most spiritually fulfilling thing he’s ever been asked to do.


    “Oh that’s wonderful,” he exclaims. “I will take care of it for you.”


    I can’t help but admire the man’s enthusiasm.


    “Thank you,” I tell him.


    I see Laurie looking in my direction and turn away from him and join her.


    “I went ahead and ordered a bunch of stuff,” she says as I sit down. “I figured I’d return the favor and surprise you as well.”


    “I don’t know if I should feel grateful or worried.”


    “Come on, be adventurous. What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger, right?”


    She sees the look of horror on my face and giggles. “I’m just kidding. I know your limits. You’ll be fine.”


    “Famous last words,” I say.


    Laurie laughs again. “Settle down. You’re in good hands. I’m an expert at Sushi.”


    “If you say so…”


    But her words have struck a chord of suspicion in my mind. How (and when) did she become an expert at Sushi? We haven’t been to a lot of Sushi places together. Has her new beau been treating her to Sushi in my stead? My chest tightens at the thought.


    “I’m so glad we did this,” Laurie is saying. “Thanks for organizing everything.”


    “The night is still young, my love” I manage to say from between clenched teeth.


    “So there are more goodies in store for me?” she asks in mock wonder.


    “Maybe…” I say, “Depends on how receptive you are to them.”


    She throws her head back and lets out a hearty, ringing laugh. I feel a tickle of regret in my gut. This was the way she used to laugh back in the good old days, when the fire of love was strong in our hearts. It was also the way I had seen her laughing with her lover…


    The waiter comes around with our food and proceeds to lay the dishes before us with the deliberate, careful movements of a museum curator putting out precious, fragile artifacts on display, reciting the name of each item reverently as he does so. When he’s finished, he looks at us as if he’s expecting us to “Ooh” and “Ahh” and extol the sheer splendor and majesty of what he has vouchsafed to us unworthy mortals. My wife gives in to his unspoken cue.


    “This looks fabulous.” She says.


    He nods in satisfaction. “Enjoy,” he says and from the note in his voice, I wonder if we have a choice in the matter.


    “Let’s dig in,” I say.	


    I have to admit, everything Laurie has ordered looks good. And as it turns out, tastes good too. She has selected the dishes carefully, making sure they would suit my taste, meaning nothing bloody or uncooked, and no cream cheese, or cucumbers, or jalapenos among the ingredients. That’s one advantage of dining out with someone who’s been with you for twenty odd years. You can safely trust their choice of food for you.


    As we eat our meal Laurie continues to relax and get more expansive and effervescent in her mannerisms, fussing boisterously over the food, talking up a storm, joking around, even regaling me with a seductive, teasing remark every now and again. She’s drinking liberally too, is on her third glass of Riesling. Her gestures and hand waves have become effusive, her speech slurred. I wonder if this is how she gets with this other man, whose identity I don’t know but am dying to. (He’s tall and well built in an athletic sort of way, with a thin, chiseled face, from what I’ve gathered from Jenny’s memory of him. He appears to be in his early to mid-forties. He had light brown, neatly parted, presidential-looking hair and sported a fashionable two-day stubble on his sharply contoured chin.)


    In the meantime, we have finished the meal and the waiter has begun to clear the table.


    “Should we go for dessert?” she asks. “I’m craving some sugar.”


    The waiter and I exchange a knowing look. “I will bring you guys a menu,” he says.


    He goes away, lugging the plates and silverware on his tray. I look at my watch. It’s almost 9:30. I need to be in Dallas tomorrow by lunch time to meet Andy. (Laurie has remained opposed to the idea. “The guy’s an asshole,” she told me. “You want to leave one asshole to work with another?” – which was a good point, especially since I had at last succeeded in neutralizing the asshole I worked with currently.) If we left here in the next twenty minutes we could be in bed by 10:45. That’s a little later than I would have liked, given that I have to head out early in the morning. In order to make my 12 o’clock lunch I must leave the house no later than 7 AM, preferably 6:30.


    “I have to tell you something,” Laurie says, leaning toward me. She is decidedly tipsy now and her words have come out jumbled together, tripping over each other, as if they’re not sure what order they need to follow.


    “Yeah? What?”


    She leans in even closer, wags a dancing finger in my face.


    “You’ve changed,” She says.


    “Have I? How so?”


    She cranes her neck and tosses her hair backwards, in that gesture I know so well – a gesture which means she’s in a sexy, insouciant mood. And suddenly I feel myself becoming aroused. A tingle of lust runs through my body.


    “It’s been happening for the last month or so,” she says. “Since your mom died, come to think of it. It’s been subtle, but I can see it.”


    “I don’t feel any different – it’s the same old me,” I say.


    “It is - and it isn’t. I mean, just look at you,” she says, sitting up straighter and making a vague circular motion with her hand in my direction. “You’re dressing better, your hair is different, you’re getting thinner. Heck, I can see your chin again - for the first time since the late 90’s…”


    She begins to giggle, cracked up at her own remark, but stops when she notices I’m not laughing.


    “Sorry,” she says. “But it’s true, you know. You look good, you really do. And there’s something else there too.”


    “I’ve been eating healthier,” I say. “That’s all.”


    Laruie shakes her head. “No, it’s more than that. You’re…I don’t know…more assertive. More confident all of a sudden. As if you’ve got something figured out, and you won’t let anyone else in on it. Like it’s some big, fucking secret…”


    She covers her mouth with her hand when she says this. As if she’s shocked at herself for using the “F” word. It’s something she doesn’t ever do, and gets mad when anyone else blurts it out in her company, especially me.


    “I don’t know what’s got into me,” she says.


    “It’s OK.”


    She slumps back in her chair, her shoulders droop, her face loses its candescence; her mood seems to have darkened.


    We continue to sit in silence for what seems like a long time, studying each other. Then she leans forward and places her hand gently on mine.


    I can bet my bottom dollar the drive to Dallas from Houston will never make it to anyone’s list of top 10 scenic drives in the country. I even doubt if it will make a top 1000 list either. It’s tedious, monotonous, brain numbing - one long unending stretch of lackluster vistas and boring views after another, interrupted only occasionally with scenery one can remotely consider sufferable.


    But its sheer tedium is a blessing today. It provides the perfect foil for my roiling, churning thoughts. There’s nothing around to distract me. I can muse, meditate, ponder as much as my heart desires. I realize I have to prepare myself for the interview with Andy (it really is an interview; even though Andy has used the loose euphemism “chat” to describe it, I’m pretty sure he’s not going to offer me a job without sounding out my credentials), get in the right frame of mind for it. The problem is my mind is a train wreck right now, a torrid, mangled mess of raw feelings. And painful images.


    The images keep haunting me…


    There’s Laurie writhing and moaning in the man’s arms, their bodies naked, locked together, her hands clawing his back, raking deep, red welts along its lean, taut length, the man thrusting himself powerfully into her, Laurie letting out shrill, rapturous screams at every convulsive stroke.


    There’s Laurie sitting in the man’s lap, kissing him, her hand unzipping his fly, releasing him, encircling him in her palm, his hands working feverishly on the buttons on her blouse.


    There’s Laurie and Martin (he has a name in this image) sitting in a café, chatting away, her eyes electric with excitement, fixed on his lean, angular face.


    There’s Laurie and Martin in a car (it’s a nice one, a Mercedes S500, black, late model) driving out to a restaurant. Laurie is wearing the same dress she had on last night. He takes one hand off the steering wheel and places it on her naked knee, begins to slowly move it up her thigh. Laurie giggles and slaps it; but she doesn’t ask him to stop. She opens her legs ever so slightly and leans back in the seat. She moans when he touches her, her eyes clenched shut.


    Laurie adores this man. She’s obsessed with him – in every way possible: physically, mentally, emotionally, sexually. She also loves that he’s rich. That he’s single (divorced, no kids, wife is an attorney at a law firm and already remarried). That he is equally obsessed with her body, can’t get enough of it, and that he’s indefatigable in bed. (He really is a machine, from what I’ve been able to gather).


    But beyond the physical, sexual part, her feelings for him are complicated, conflicted. She enjoys being with him, he makes her feel wanted, happy, beautiful, yet doesn’t know if she’s prepared to be with him permanently, if she’s willing to end her marriage for him. She is also not sure how he feels about her. He works long hours and his job is his top priority (though he can take an hour-long lunch two to three times a week so he can ‘entertain’ her at his condo, which, incidentally, is near the galleria, just five minutes from the building where I work. Funny, while I’m slaving away at my desk, she is just a few blocks from me, getting her brains fucked out by her lover. Or actually, it’s not funny, it’s horrifying.) She doesn’t think he considers her to be a long-term companion, suspects he is seeing other women on the side as well. Theirs is not a committed relationship, can’t be by virtue of its inherently tawdry, illicit nature, and she understands that. She feels she is a side-attraction for him, a temporary diversion, someone he can have fun with without any unsavory consequences.


    She does wish that he likes her enough (and gets enough action from her) to not stray.


    They had met at a restaurant. She’d gone there with her friends for one of her GNO’s (Girls’ Night Out) and were hanging out at the bar. He’d been sitting there with someone from work. He had struck up a conversation with her, bought her a couple of drinks. They had hit it off. She had passed him her number when her friends weren’t looking. She had come home and masturbated, thinking of him. He had called her the very next day and she’d almost had a coronary.


    Someone honks at me and I realize I’m in the fast lane and going below speed limit, holding up traffic behind me. It’s seven thirty in the morning and there are only a few cars on the highway. And we are all bunched up together. I’m driving level with the car next to me and the ones behind cannot pass. I click on my turn signal, let the cars on the right move past and change the lane. The guy tailgating me whizzes past, giving me a dirty look as he goes by. I engage my cruise control at 70 mph to avoid slowing down inadvertently again.


    Laurie had reached for me in bed last night.


    I’d hit the sack as soon as we got home (making sure to pop an Advil PM to ease the passage to sleep, what with all those irksome visions about Laurie and Martin floating in my head). Laurie took a while longer, removing her make-up, washing her face, brushing her teeth, moving around and doing whatever she does before turning in. By the time she slipped into bed I was on the cusp of sleep, lying on my side, struggling to keep away some stray specter of Laurie and Martin joined in delirious lovemaking, when I felt her touch my thigh.


    “Are you asleep?” she asked, her voice soft and throaty, her hand already snaking its way slowly to my groin.


    “Sort of,” I said. “Early start tomorrow for Dallas…”


    “Ah-huh…” she said.


    I felt her wriggling her body toward me, felt it press against me. She was naked.


    “Wouldn’t you rather do something else first,” she whispered.


    Her hand found me, cradled me.


    “I want you…” she whispered in my ear.


    Even under the influence of the sleep aid, and having had my worst fears about her infidelity confirmed in all their sordid details less than an hour ago, I felt myself getting an erection. My dick became a bloated, lust-thirsty, grotesque fiend. It wanted her, and it wasn’t going to be denied. And I realized I wanted her too; I needed to taste her lips, touch her skin, run my hands over her breasts, re-live the pleasure of entering her. Even though I knew someone else had been doing all those things to her as recently as yesterday afternoon (right around the time I was having that heartfelt tete a tete with Rudy).


    Her hand began to move up and down on me. “Mmmm,” she murmured. “He’s ready for me…”


    Then she turned me on my back, pried off my shorts, climbed on top, and slipped me inside her swiftly, without ceremony. She was already moist, I entered her easily. She began to buck and grind, slowly at first, then faster, with greater urgency. I felt the climax building inside me, but I held back, letting her savor the moment, wanting her to reach her orgasm. (There I was - the wronged, scorned, cheated-on husband, wanting my adulterous wife to enjoy the moment, worrying whether or not I’ll be able to make her come…go figure! Though I suspect it might have had something to do with my ego: I wanted to show her, remind her, that I could fuck her better than Martin.)


    My power of restraint held, Laurie climaxed, arching her body backwards, like a bow being pulled tight, and then collapsed on me, locking her lips with mine, her tongue making crazy, frantic circles in my mouth. It was then that I began to thrust into her with all my might, drawing sharp gasps from her every time. She came again, clutching me as if her life depended on it, her tongue still deep in my mouth. And I exploded inside her, the pleasure almost too much for me to bear.


    “That’s what I call fucking.” she said a few minutes later, still breathless from our exertions.


    She kissed me again, and began to lift her body off me.


    “Happy birthday,” I said.


    She giggled. “It certainly was.”


    The tingling, electric sensations in my body felt incredible. The disgust I felt at myself for giving in to my weakness, for making love to the woman who had been cheating on me, did not.


    I fell asleep hating myself.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty One


    I’m meeting Andy at Humperdink’s, a well-known restaurant chain in Dallas. It’s an eating establishment, a sports bar and a micro-brewry, all rolled into one convenient package, with five locations in the Dallas-Fort Worth area, and a distinguished thirty year history of serving quality food in a customer-friendly atmosphere. The location Andy has invited me to is the one in Richardson, Texas, which is a suburb of Dallas on Highway 75, about 15 miles North of downtown.


    I arrived here at noon, precisely at the appointed hour, and have found the place hopping. Every table seems taken. There is a din which pulsates in the background in a resonant, legato rhythm. I’m in the reception area and looking around, trying to spot Andy.


    It occurs to me that I don’t really know what he looks like. I can only vaguely recall the twenty-something geeky, clumsy version of him with thick glasses, narrow shoulders, and long hair, but am not so sure I’d be able to pick him out of a crowd if I saw him now. I stare closely at the half-dozen or so guys lounging in the reception, waiting for their tables, but none of them seems familiar.


    I pull out my phone, thinking I’d send him a text, to let him know I’m waiting for him. To my surprise, I see two missed calls – both from Beth. Apparently I had turned off the ringer and set the phone on “silent”, though I don’t remember having done so. I check to see if there are any voicemails from her; there are none. I don’t have the time to call her back right this minute. So I proceed to text Andy. “Here”, I punch out on my phone and send off the message.


    His reply comes back in less than thirty seconds (thank god for modern technology –it’s so quick and spontaneous). “Just pulling in,” it says.


    I decide to go outside so I can see him walk up to the entrance. There is a white BMW 5-series threading its way through the lot, the driver in search of an open spot, and I know right away that it’s him. I wait where I am, on the curb, just outside the entrance. A minute later the driver of the BMW gets out. He is plumpish and balding; there are no glasses. But it’s unmistakably him: the slouching, dragging gait, as if the legs are too heavy to keep up with the upper body gives him away. A grin begins to form on his face as he spots me, and he quickens his pace.


    “Ed Kaminsky,” he proclaims.


    “Andy Crocker,” I respond, smiling.


    “We meet at last,” he says.


    Up close, Andy looks even older than he did at a distance. The face has turned jowly and the hair loss at the crown of his head makes his forehead look like the upper half of the old Astrodome in Houston.


    We exchange a quick side hug, slapping each other’s backs and then he offers me his hand to shake. I take it in mine and give it a firm pump. (For a split second I think about reading him, decide I’d just hear out what he has to say first.)


    “Let’s go in,” he says. “We have lots to talk about. Not to mention, I’m freaking starving.”


    We enter the restaurant and the hostess finds us a table. (The crowd has thinned somewhat – just in time for Andy’s arrival.) She hands us a couple of menus and scurries off. Andy immediately begins looking through it and seems to settle on something within seconds. I have barely worked my way through the first page.


    “Their burgers are to die for,” Andy says. “I’d suggest the Hump Burger. But you can’t go wrong with any of them.”


    There’s a certain restlessness in Andy’s movements, a sort of pent-up potential energy, as if he’s constantly fighting the desire to get up and run off somewhere. He’s fidgety, shifting about in his chair, eyes darting in random directions. We have been seated for barely five minutes and already he has picked up and checked his cell phone three or four times – as if he is waiting on an urgent text or email. He seems like a man in perpetual motion, uncomfortable with inactivity, a living advertisement for AD/HD.


    “I’ll take your word for it,” I say, putting the menu aside.


    “You won’t regret it,” he says.


    We lapse into silence, which seems to drag on for a while.


    “So,” I finally say to him. “Catch me up on what you’ve been doing for the last 20 years – and how you stumbled into this new gig.”


    A look comes over his face that reminds me of the time I had taken Jenny to Toys ’r’ Us when she was nine years old and told her she had the run of the entire store and could pick out anything her heart desired.


     He licks his lips and launches into a detailed, tangent-filled, soliloquy about the long, serendipitous arc of his career which took from being a lowly, unassuming developer at a meat-packing factory in Peoria, Illinois to a high-flying technology executive at a global Telecommunications services company in Dallas. I get the sense that he loves talking about himself and that impression is confirmed over the course of the next half hour or so as he goes on to relate to me, at length, how he came up with the vision for his new venture, how he convinced a group of investors to fund his idea, how he built a prototype of his product on a shoe-string budget, and how he plans to commercialize the product, market it to all the big Telco’s and Fortune 500 companies and then manufacture a lucrative exit for himself (and all the other stakeholders, of course) by selling his company for an obscene amount of money.


    “The business plan is fool-proof,” he gloats. “The product is truly one of its kind and has already been vetted as a prototype. All we have to do is market it.”


    “And where would I fit in?” I ask, taking a bite of my burger (which, by the way, is as delectable as Andy had claimed, and had arrived, along with Andy’s meatloaf, at about the halfway point in his narrative, just around the time he had quit his job at the aforementioned global Telco in Richardson and begun working at a software company that built database integration and custom reporting tools. It was there that his entrepreneurial instincts had taken root. “I realized I had the ability to imagine certain unique technologies…” he’d said matter-of-factly.)


    “Where do you fit in?” he repeats my question, as if he has forgotten why I’m here, what made me drive all the way from Houston to meet him. “Well…it’s quite simple really. I’m looking for someone to help run the business. Someone I can trust and rely on.”


    He pauses to take a bite of his meatloaf. “Now, obviously I haven’t had the chance to work with you in the past, but Bart has vouched for your credentials - and that’s good enough for me. I have a lot of respect for Bart – he’s a sharp guy - and I believe in his judgment. Which isn’t to say you get a free ride, not by any stretch of the imagination. You’ll be under the microscope – same as everyone else in the company. Including me. Everyone has to pull their weight – justify their existence.”


    He stops and glances at me with upturned eyebrows – and I get the sense that he’s expecting me to respond.


    “Of course,” I chime in. “There’s no room for dead wood – especially in a start-up scenario.”


    He grins with satisfaction while he chews. “Good. I’m glad we’re on the same page.”


    “And what exactly does running the business mean in your mind?” I ask.


    “Well, the way I see it, I can handle the product development side, the sales side, as well as investor relations and funding. But someone has to keep tabs on expenses, make sure the books balance, hire and fire people, crack the whip and make sure customer commitments are being met...”


    Up until this point in the conversation I’ve barely been able to get a word in edge-wise. This is the first opening for me to say something constructive (not to mention compelling) about what I can bring to the table, to make a pitch for my skills and qualification, so to speak. And without further ado I jump into a little speech about my experience and background which I had been trying, with mixed results, to concoct during the long drive from Houston. I enumerate my strengths (running complex projects and operations, managing budgets, motivating teams, designing business processes and policies, and delivering quality customer care) and my past work experience (in Wichita, KC, Tulsa and finally Houston). He listens with the same restive, pulled rubber-band like impatience, nodding his head, taking bites of his meatloaf, and constantly sneaking furtive glances at his cell phone. I get the feeling he can’t wait for me to finish, though I’ve hardly talked for more than 5 minutes. The moment I stop, he resumes his monologue, without acknowledging any of the things I’ve said, starts telling me about the major upcoming milestones he’s set out for the company. (This takes another 20 minutes or so. By which time we have finished our lunch and are having coffees.)


    “Let’s cut to the chase, because we’re running out of time,” he says (I didn’t have any idea we were; there had been no time limits set on the meeting beforehand, but whatever – this was his party). “I like your background. I’d love to have you come on board. And I want to make you an offer.”


    I tell him I’m excited about the opportunity.


    He nods in satisfaction. Then he asks me how much money I’m currently making. I tell him. He thinks for a moment.


    “I can’t offer you more than that,” he says. “I’m being honest. But I can match it. It’s the best I can do. However, to make the offer more interesting to you, I won’t insist on you moving to Dallas, for now. You can commute back and forth, and I’ll pitch in for an apartment here that you can live out of temporarily. We can assess things in a year and decide where to go from there.”


    He pauses, gives me the same up-turned eyebrow look as before. “How does that sound?”


    “What about equity? Do I get shares in the company? That’ll come in handy - since I’m breaking even on the salary. And also, what about future salary increments? How often will they occur? Will there be bonuses? Benefits?”


    He grins. “Good questions. I was hoping you’d ask. Shows you’re serious.”


    He pauses, looks at his cell phone one more time and then continues: “The short answer is yes. I can swing some shares for you. Up to 2% of the company with a four year vesting. Full vesting at exit if it happens sooner. There will be annual bonuses and pay increases - based on performance. And full benefits right from the get-go. That’s a given.”


    I nod, put on an expression of deep thought, say nothing.


    “So do we have a deal, or do you need time to decide?” he asks.


    “I have to talk it over with Laurie.”


    “Of course. When can you get back to me?”


    I fidget with the coffee cup. “I’ve got a tough week ahead of me. Lots of things on my plate. How about we talk next weekend?”


    “Fair enough,” he says. “By the way, how’s Laurie and the kids. We didn’t get the chance to catch up on personal stuff…oh, and how did the birthday dinner go last night?”


     “Laurie and the kids are fine,” I say. “The birthday dinner was great. Thanks for accommodating us.”


    (For the record, it had not been an easy conversation with Andy, at least at the beginning. Andy sounded put off, probably felt I was being disrespectful of his time. “I don’t know, man” he said brusquely, “I had planned the rest of my weekend around this. It might be hard to fit in this last minute change”. But when I mentioned the reason for doing so, namely that I had agreed to meet with him without realizing it was Laurie’s birthday, and if I didn’t move our meeting to Sunday I’d be in the dog-house with her for a very long time, he came around at once. “Why didn’t you say so before? God knows I’ve been guilty of shit like this myself in the past. Which is, in fact, one of the big reasons why I’m no longer married.”)


    “Don’t mention it,” he says. “Like I said on the phone, these things are important. I’ve learned that the hard way.”


    “Yes, they are.”


    Uncharacteristically he grows quiet, brooding for the next minute or so.


    “Life is full of rude awakenings, isn’t it? The learning never stops. A lesson a day, it seems like.”


    “Ain’t that the truth,” I say.


    We go on to finish our coffees, making some more small talk about life and family. He says he wants to show me a demo of his system.


    “Perhaps we can arrange that after our call next week?” he offers.


    I agree. He smiles and tells me he’s looking forward to working with me and signals to the waitress to bring our check.


    I offer to pay or split when we get our bill, but he waves my credit card away.


    “Don’t even think about it. You’re here on my invitation.”


    I thank him for the lunch and his time.


    Out in the parking lot, with the hot sun beating down us, just as we are about to head to our cars, he wishes me a safe trip back home, and then gives me his hand to shake.


    The skies begin to turn a forbidding hue of charcoal gray as I leave Dallas (this is typical Texas weather – sunny and hot one minute, storming the next, and sunny and hot again soon after). Twenty miles out, day turns into night and it begins to pour. Lightning flashes, thunder roars. A haze descends, making me feel as if the heavens have closed in around me. All I can see through the windshield are the wiper blades laboring furiously to stave off the sheets of rain coming from the sky. I’m forced to slow down to a crawl. A road sign informs me I’m 158 miles from Houston.


    I’m not averse to Andy’s offer. It’s a fair one, from a financial stand-point. (From reading him, which I’d ventured to do as soon as his hand had pressed into mine, I know that he can go up by another $5K to $10K on the salary; he can sweeten the equity pot by another 2%; he is genuinely interested in bringing me on-board and is suitably impressed with my demeanor as well as my background.) And it affords me the best opportunity, as Bart had said, to make good money when Andy sells his company (as driven and ambitious as he is, I have no doubt he will).The problem is it involves commuting - although under the circumstances I’m actually thinking it won’t be a bad arrangement. It will get me away from Laurie, from the drama of her affair. Who knows, if I were to let things slide, insert some space between us, the situation might get sorted out on its own. Nature will take its course. A conclusion will be reached one way or another.


    But then again, I’d rather not let things happen. I’d much rather drive them to a conclusion of my own choosing.


    What is the conclusion I seek? I’m not sure. All I know is I don’t want to feel and act like a frightened little boy anymore.


    As I drive through the gloom, with the hard rain and blustery winds making the Beast shimmy and roll as if it were made of flimsy cardboard, I’m seized by a sudden, unexpected inspiration. It was something Andy had said while expounding loquaciously upon the “amazing journey” his life had been.


    “I’ll tell you what success means, Ed,” he said. “It means recognizing your advantage, seizing it with both hands and pressing it home. You have to be relentless, single-minded, driven. That’s the only way to win. You know why I lost my wife? It was because I never took the time to find out what leverage I had over her. I was always playing catch-up with her. Goes to show you, if you play defense, you lose.”


    I already know what my advantage is. And I’d be a fool not to seize it with both hands and press it home. Heck, I’d done that with Rudy, hadn’t I? Rudy thought he had me where he wanted me, that he could have his way with me. Both him and that fat fuck, Rob Delaney. They thought I was a pushover, a sucker. Well, I’d showed them how wrong they were. They had no idea I had a secret weapon in my arsenal. They never saw a counterstrike coming.


    If I can map out an astute battle plan, and deploy my secret weapon effectively, I have no doubt I will seize the initiative with Laurie as well.


    My gift accords me the power to bend the world to my will. It’s high time I unleashed it to do my bidding for me.


    It takes me six hours to get home, fighting poor vision, slick roads, and crazy drivers trying to pass me at near suicidal speeds given the conditions and the elements. I’m tired and hungry. I have a splitting headache which won’t let me think straight.


    I walk into the house and find Jenny at the kitchen table, eating alone. I sneak up behind her and grab her in a bear hug.


    “How’s my little trooper today,” I say.


    “I’m fine, dad,” she says in her usual dead, flat monotone. “Can you let me go now? I’m trying to eat.”


    I let her go, feeling a little hurt by her coldness. What happened to all the cheeriness of Friday and Saturday? Teenagers…you never know with them…


    “Where’s everyone?” I ask her.


    She shrugs. “Out, I guess.”


    “Mom’s out too?”


    “Yep.”


    “Where’d she go?”


    Jenny stops eating (she’s having a tuna sandwich) and gives me one of her patented “drop dead” looks.


    “I don’t know dad. I didn’t even know she wasn’t home. Why don’t you just call her and ask her where she is?”


    “Yeah, I could, couldn’t I?”


    She picks up a napkin and wipes her mouth. “You should.”


    I walk around the table – it’s circular, with four chairs, and a thick glass top perched on a coke-bottle shaped granite base – and sit down across from her.


    “By the way, I wanted to tell you. Mom and I had a great dinner last night. And she loved the earrings you picked for her.”


     “Uh-huh,” she says.


    “So I guess I owe you a debt of gratitude – for your expert advice. And for making the evening a big success.”


     “OK, dad,” she says.


    I make a face. “I’m trying to tell you how much I appreciate your help and all you have is an ‘OK, dad’? That’s not very nice.”


    A shadow dances in her eyes as she levels them on me. “Are you going to call mom? To find out where she is?”


    The words ring off her tongue bitingly, as if she’s daring me, egging me on. I wonder if she’s thinking the same thing I’ve been thinking – that Laurie is probably with her beau at the moment.


    I shake my head. “No, I don’t think I’m going to call her.”


    The shadow in her eyes thickens, appears to throb. “Why not? Because you’re scared of her?”


    “No. Because we trust each other, respect each other’s privacy. That’s what you do when you love someone.”


    Jenny snorts. “Or,” she says. ‘If you’re a wuss...”


    That ticks me off. No matter how upset or confused or shaken up she may be with everything going on with her, this comment is unacceptable.


    I point a finger in her direction and put on my most severe, disciplinarian expression. “Watch your tone, Jenny. You’re talking to your father,” I say. “I will not tolerate bad behavior.”


    Jenny tosses her half-eaten sandwich on the plate and pushes back her chair in a stark display of aggression and petulance.


    “You’re always telling me and Josh to behave,” she cries. “Why don’t you tell mom to behave? She’s the one behaving worse of all, being mean to you, calling you names, insulting you all the time. Can’t you see… she’s…”


    My gut churns and a dense, smoldering ball of rage explodes inside me.


    “Enough,” I growl, and slap the glass table with my open palm, almost knocking it loose from its pedestal, and sending Jenny’s plate and knife and fork clattering noisily.


    Jenny is stunned by my sudden outburst. Tears well up in her eyes.


    “I want you to go up to your room and stay there,” I tell her.


    She sits glued to her seat, tears beginning to stream down her cheeks. “I…was…just…” she stammers.


    “Didn’t you hear me? I want you out of my sight…NOW”


    Jenny lets out a wail of despair, springs from the seat, and runs up the stairs to her room.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty Two


    I find Sumit waiting for me in my office when I walk in. He’s on his phone, speaking in Hindi. When he sees me, he quickly says a few words and hangs up.


    “Everything under control?” I ask him. “Sounded like you were having a pretty intense conversation there.”


    Sumit nods. “All conversations are intense with my mother. Even when we are talking about the weather it is an intense topic.”


    “Ah,” I say. “Is she doing better now?”


    He had told me some time ago that his mom had been complaining of severe pain in her knees. Sumit had been begging her to go to a doctor but she wouldn’t listen.


    “She did me a big favor and finally went to the doctor,” he says. “He recommends knee replacement surgery. Now she’s refusing surgery because she thinks it will turn her into an invalid.”


    I chuckle. He has said ‘invalid’ in the pronunciation which denotes the wrong meaning, as in ‘false’, instead of the meaning he intends to convey, as in ‘disabled’.


    “Isn’t there someone else in the family who can talk to her?” I ask. “Someone she will listen to?”


    “My mother? She will not listen to Lord Shiva if he showed up in person and commanded her to do it.”


    “I hear you,” I say.


    He sighs, shakes his head. I give him a few moments to collect himself. Then I say: “So…what do we do with collections – now that Rob’s gone?”


    Sumit shrugs. “Well, boss, aren’t you in charge directly of running that now.”


    “Well, yes, but only temporarily. We need a permanent leader for the team. And what I’m asking you is who can that be? Can we promote someone from within the team?”


    Sumit starts nodding. “We do need a leader.”


    “Right, and who would you recommend promoting?”


    “Your decision, boss. I don’t know…they are all very junior.”


    “Agreed. How about someone outside that team…but within our department. Maybe in your team. I don’t want someone I have to train from scratch.”


    Sumit cocks his head as if I’ve asked him a tricky question. “Surely, you are not suggesting I take it over?”


    “Do you want to?” I ask, surprised.


    “Yes.”


    The alacrity with which Sumit has responded, the naked gleam of elation and hope that he has in his eyes makes me smile. But Sumit is dead serious. And it dawns on me that behind Sumit’s laid back, endlessly cooperative and rigorously respectful exterior lurks not just a desire to succeed but also a hard core of steely, single-minded ambition. He doesn’t express this side of him because he doesn’t know how to, hasn’t grasped the intricate nuances of self-promotion in American corporate culture. But he’s as audacious in his desire to move up in the world as me or Paul or Mary Ann, or anyone else in the company.


    I can’t help thinking that I must handle him with watchful care from here on, contain his ambition and harness it to my benefit. (I must also try to get a read on him as early and often as possible.) The last thing I want is to lose him – either to another department (he would be a good fit for Fred’s team) or to another company (at his current salary he would be a steal for anyone wanting to hire him). I’ve come to rely heavily on his analytical and technical skills and not having him around would be a huge setback. At the same time I can’t let him become aware of his real value to me: he would get too big for his boots, become a liability.


    Such is the tricky calculus of managing talent in Corporate America.


    “You’re serious?” I ask him.


    “I can do it.”


    “I thought you had your hands full.”


    “Yes, but my bandwidth is highly scalable. I am thinking I can upgrade my capacity.”


    I have no doubt he can - and will. But one of the other many quirks of Corporate America is its fixation with rules of organizational hierarchy. According to which, a manager cannot manage just one manager. It makes him seem redundant. I have to have two people reporting to me. Which means Sumit can’t be the person to take over Rob’s job – unless he were to let go of his other role, which I can’t allow because he’s so good at it. But I mustn’t disappoint him.


    “You’ll soon have your hands even fuller once New York goes live,” I say. “Keep that in mind. How much can you upgrade your bandwidth?”


    “It is not infinitely scalable,” he agrees, nodding, and looking a little despondent.


    It was time to throw him a bone. “There may be a promotion in it for you anyway, once New York goes live. Keep that in mind too.”


    There. Bone tossed. He is pleased as punch. Poor kid, he doesn’t know he’s being played. But that’s part of learning the ropes, learning to survive in the business world.


    “That will be very generous of you, boss,” he says. The head is nodding again.


    “You will have deserved it. If and when it happens. No guarantees or promises, obviously.”


    “Yes, boss.” More nodding.


    “Then how about Steven Martin for Rob’s position?”


    “Steven Martin is a moron…” Sumit blurts out instantly, and realizes he’s not being tactful. “I mean, he is not ready for that role.”


    “Thank you, Sumit. You saved yourself from a wag of my finger,” I say, wagging my finger at him.


    He grins. “I will propose Debbie Dunn from my team. She is more efficient. She is hard working. She has respect of that team also.”


    “In that case, I accept your recommendation. Let me talk to Rudy and we will make it final by end of the day.”


    “I will have to replace her...you will let me fill back her position?”


    “Of course. You can back-fill her position,” I correct him.


    “Good then,” he says, satisfied.


    “Let’s move on to the next topic: enrollments – why the hell am I seeing all these rejections from the market?”


    Sumit draws a deep breath. He knows he has a long meeting ahead of him – probably a long day as well, because I know he knows I would ask him to get the enrollment queue cleaned out before he can go home.


    “I’m working on it, boss,” he says. “I’m working on it…”


    A trip to Rudy’s office for another heart-to-heart chat is next on my agenda. I march across the hallway feeling as cocky and superior as a general of the Roman legions sauntering out to receive their guard of honor, and knock on his door, which is already half open.


    I peek inside. Rudy looks to be in a bit of a huff, with myriad papers spread out all over his desk. At the same time there is an excel spreadsheet open on his computer monitor and he is swiveling back and forth between them, examining the hard copies on his desk and then entering numbers in the excel file. He doesn’t acknowledge my knock, nor does he look up as I walk in.


    “Rudy?” I call out. “You have a minute?”


    Rudy jerks his head away from the monitor. “Does it look like I have a minute?”


    “Not even for me?” I ask, in a voice laced with honey.


    “I gotta get this budget updated for Bob and Chuck. This is not a good time.”


    Instead of leaving I turn around and shut the door.


    “It’s urgent, and I swear it won’t take more than five minutes. I’m busy too.”


    Rudy frowns. But he doesn’t tell me to take a hike, like he would normally. “What do you want?” he barks at me.


    I settle into a chair. “I’m in a bit of a dilemma and I need your help.”


    “My help?” Rudy scoffs.


    “Yes. You see I’ve got a job offer. A very lucrative job offer. Which I can’t help but consider seriously.”


    He raises his big, muscular shoulders. “That’s not a dilemma. That’s good news. Take the freaking offer. End of meeting.”


    I cross my legs and fix him with a solemn, admonishing stare.


    “No Rudy. Wrong answer. That’s not good news. It’s bad news. Very bad news. You know why?”


    “Why?”


    “Because I’m an asset to this company, Rudy. My departure will be a huge loss. A major detriment to the New York effort, among other things.”


    “Your departure a detriment? Now that’s a load of hooey if I ever heard one. No one’s departure is ever a detriment to this company. Everyone’s replaceable around here. Especially you.”


    I purse my lips. “You didn’t really mean that, Rudy, did you?” I say, emphasizing every word. “I’m a special case, after all. Or have your forgotten our little chat on Friday?”


    The tips of Rudy’s ears start to turn red. “You bastard. Stop trying to blackmail me.”


    Now that sounds like the old Rudy – all vitriol and vinegar. I smile at him sweetly.


    “Now, now, let’s not throw around such strong word. All I’m suggesting is, you have an obligation to prevent an asset like me from leaving the company.”


    He glares at me and I glare back. His eyes are like daggers, and I try to make mine look like super-hard, impenetrable shields.


    “This job offer – is it made up or real?” he asks.


    “As real as those budget numbers on your computer screen.”


    He blows out his cheeks. “What do you want me to do?”


    “Go to bat for me like you never have for anyone before. I’m indispensable for you. You need me. Bob and Chuck need me. Let them know that. Tell them I want to leave because of this whole craziness about hiring someone for New York. Kill two birds with one stone. And get me a lucrative counter offer I can’t refuse.”


    He drops his gaze and rubs his forehead. “I – I don’t think I can do that…”


    “Come on now. It can’t be that hard. Bob and Chuck value your opinion, don’t they? If you tell them they shouldn’t let me go, I’m pretty sure they’ll listen.”


    Rudy’s ears are now red in their entirety. His face looks stricken, wilted.


    “You have no right to make my life miserable,” he says miserably.


    “How am I making your life miserable?” I say. “All I’m doing is asking for your support. As a token of your appreciation for everything I’m doing for you.”


    “You think just because you know some things about me you can twist me around your little pinky finger, don’t you?”


    I put on a peeved, pained expression.


    “Rudy! How can you say that? We have a gentlemen’s agreement. I look the other way. I live and let live. What people do behind closed bedroom doors is their business.”


    Rudy cringes at these words. His hands clench into fists. “What sort of counter-offer would you be comfortable with?”


    I switch my sweet smile back on. “A 15% raise. New title reflecting both Texas and New York operations. And transfer to a real office, with windows. Similar to what I had before, if not the same one. Mary Ann’s presence there notwithstanding.”


    He appears to slump in his chair with resignation. “I will see what I can do.”


    I slap my thighs and get up. “Thank you so much, Rudy. I knew I could rely on you to help me out.”


    I yank the door open and stride out of his office triumphantly.


    I hate doing this to Rudy. (It hurts me more than it hurts him, hehe.) I never wanted to use his lifestyle – his sexual orientation – against him. But I’ve been forced into it. By his own vengeful, petty attitude toward me.


    As the saying goes: you reap as you sow.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty Three


    The elevator doors swish open and I step out. I quickly consult my iPhone. The office suite I want is #2215, and according to the sign on the wall the destination is to my right, behind a thick, brass-framed glass door. I tuck my phone into my pocket, take a deep breath, step up to the door and push it open.


    The reception area is impressive: bigger and flashier than I would have expected, with a glittering marble floor, modern, low-slung furnishings, abstract art hanging on the walls, glass decorations, also of abstract, undefinable shapes, displayed on shelves built into stone-grey faux-painted walls, and a metal desk occupied by a petite, pretty blonde.


    I’ve done my best to dress for the occasion, worn my favorite pair of flat-front black slacks, an expensive blue and pink small-checkered dress shirt (from Brookes Brothers) and a solid black sport jacket.


    I walk up to the blonde trying to exude confidence and gravitas. But I get the feeling she isn’t buying what I’m selling. She sizes me up with a dull, empty expression which is almost bird-like in its coldness, and as I examine her up close, I realize that I was wrong about her being pretty. Her lips are a bit too thin, her chin a little too narrow, and there is a jaded aloofness about her which is both unsettling and forbidding. “I’ve missed a few chances in my life,” her looks seem to cry out, “and I’m pretty dammed bitter about it.”


    I put on my best version of a charming smile. “I’m here to meet Martin Weiss,” I announce to her.


    She fails to return my smile. “Did you have an appointment?” Her lips have a hard time moving as she mouths the words.


    “I’m afraid not. I’m an old friend of his, happened to be in the area, and thought I’d stop by and see if he’s around.”


    Her look of boredom seems to deepen visibly as I utter those words. “Mr. Weiss is out for lunch,” she says.


    I have been banking on this response, knowing that this is normally the time (and day) when he and Laurie tend to get together for a leisurely afternoon roll in the hay (or in his comfy Tempurpedic bed, as the case may be.)


    “Oh, that’s too bad,” I say. “I came such a long way to see him. Do you mind if I wait?”


    She shrugs her shoulders. (They are bony and narrow, and the blouse she’s wearing hangs loose on her, showing no protuberances whatever to indicate she has any bosoms. Not only is she joyless, she is also breastless.)


    “If you like,” she says and gestures toward the low-slung, stylish (but ergonomically ineffective) sofa arrangement. “I don’t know his schedule for the rest of the afternoon so I can’t tell you when he’ll be back.”


    “That’s not a problem. I have an hour to kill before my next appointment. So I can hang out for a bit.”


    I flash another toothy smile at her, which receives yet another icy response, and walk over to the sofa and drop into it.


    I’ve been on a stake-out for better part of the week. Scoping out Martin Weiss’ life, getting a physical sense of the environs he lives in.


    I had reconned his office building on Tuesday, the one I’m in right now, had driven past it during lunch, to observe the general locale – where it was situated, where the parking facilities were, etc. Later, after work, I had gone back there, parked my car in the garage, and strolled into the lobby, tried to work out the security arrangements in place (whether I could access the elevators to his office unattended, whether I had to sign in with building security and wait for someone to escort me, whether I needed a badge. It turned out I did have to sign in at the desk but didn’t need a badge or an escort to access the elevators.) Then yesterday, first I had tracked down Martin’s home address, thanks to a simple search on PeopleFinder.com, which also provided me, for just $39.95, a complete background report on him (which, by the way, is squeaky clean – no liens or bankruptcies, no mention of any lawsuits or a criminal past) and then, having apprised myself of that information, taken a trip out to his condo, waited there until I saw him drive up in his sleek, black, shiny $75,000 Mercedez CLS 550 (I was dazzled, I have to say, both by the car and him - he is handsomer in real life than he had appeared in Jenny’s memory.)


    Today is Thursday, it’s my lunch hour, and I’ve ventured forth to make my first contact with him. I’m a little nervous, admittedly, not having done this sort of thing before, but I’m not afraid, feel I’m up to the task. Besides, he’s not expecting this, so I definitely have a leg up on him.


    Martin is an Executive Vice President and a Valuation Specialist at Stromberg International, a reputable law firm which has been around for close to forty years here in Houston. I know this from the google search I’d conducted on him earlier. A press release from his company had popped up, from six months ago, stating something to the effect that “with the addition of Mr. Weiss, Stromberg adds litigation support services to its M&A offerings,” and that “as a litigation specialist with extensive experience in the area of corporate law, Mr. Weiss will bolster Stromberg’s position in the marketplace as a full-service Mergers & Acquisitions law firm.” I don’t understand what it means to be a full-service Mergers & Acquisition law firm, have no inkling of what precisely a valuation specialist does, but I can guess that it’s serious work, and that he is a man of credible and impressive qualifications. And that he probably rakes in boatloads of money.


    I wonder how he will react to being accosted by his lover’s husband, without a warning. Out of left field. Right after he’s done fucking her at his condo.


    Meanwhile, I’ve been waiting in the lobby for the better part of a half an hour now and I’m beginning to wonder if my wife has prevailed upon him to go in for an additional round of lovemaking. Maybe I should give her a call and find out how much longer Martin’s going to be? I chuckle at the thought. It would certainly make for a most entertaining chat.


    Me: “Hi honey, it’s me.”


    Her (breathlessly – because I imagine her answering the phone while in action): “Oh. Hi, Ed. What’s up?”


    Me: “I was wondering, how long do you and Marty (I’m assuming she calls him that) plan to keep on fucking. You see, I’m waiting here for him at his office and I do need to get back to work soon. So, if you can just let him finish off for today as soon as possible, I’d appreciate it.”


    Her: “I’m so sorry honey. I didn’t realize you were waiting. But you know how much of a challenge it is to get me off sometimes. Marty’s trying, trying really hard, poor baby, but just can’t get me over the edge today.” (This is a fact, by the way. It can sometimes be an arduous task to make Laurie climax by employing run-of-the-mill efforts. This is particularly true around the time she’s close to her period. When she is in that state it normally takes deep and sustained pounding to get her off. Thankfully, this hadn’t been the case during the birthday fuck the other night – her G-spot had been much more cooperative. Or, as I would prefer to think, I had been pretty darned good.)


    Me: “Just help him, honey. You can bring things to closure a lot quicker if you just lend a hand – or a finger or two, hehehe, if you catch my drift. (This too, is factual. As my ability to pound away has waned over the years, her active involvement in the proceedings has increased proportionately and become an effective aid in the process, and to be frank, there have been occasions when I’ve been grateful for that.)


    Her (giggling at my pun): “You’re right. Maybe I should let him off the hook. Thanks for the advice honey. I will have him over at the office momentarily. ‘Bye now. Gotta go.”


    Me: “Don’t you mean, “gotta come”?”


    Her (laughing out loud): “You’re killing me Ed. See you later.”


    Me: “See you later, Laurie.”


    Yeah, it would make for one heck of a funny exchange.


    But I don’t have to go through it. Because Martin Weiss has just ambled into the lobby. I’ve been so beguiled by my imagined dialog with Laurie that I haven’t noticed him making his entrance.


    He sees me sitting in the impossibly low sofa, my legs almost level with my chest, and smiles the forced, polite smile of a man idly greeting a stranger. I get up and block his path.


    “Hi Martin,” I say. “Do you have a minute?”


    The woman at the desk gazes in our direction. For once, she looks as though her interest has been piqued by something in her immediate surroundings. I had told her I was a friend of Martin’s but he has failed to recognize me. She is probably wondering why.


    “This gentleman has been waiting for you, Martin,” she says. “Said he was a friend of yours.”


    Martin looks me over. “I’m sorry,” he says. “Do I know you?”


    “No, you don’t actually. I’m afraid it was a bit of a white lie on my part. I came by to introduce myself. My name is Ed Kaminsky. I believe you’re acquainted with my wife – Laurie.”


    The effect of my words on Martin is priceless to see – his face turns white, and he shrinks away from me instinctively as if he’s afraid I might lash out at him (I probably should, just to assert my manhood and my honor, but that’s not why I’m here).


    I have to give him credit though. The inner lawyer in him rises to the occasion. He recovers his poise, even manages a small smile, which, under the circumstances, is quite a feat of self-assurance. I can see why Laurie is so enamored with him. The guy is cool as a cucumber.


    “This is quite a surprise,” he says. “Would you like to come inside?”


    “Actually, I’m in a bit of a rush. All I wanted to do was stop by, say hello, put faces to names, so to speak.”


    “I see…” his voice trails off.


    We exchange awkward glances. “Was there anything in particular I could do for you…? I believe I have an appointment I’m late for.”


    “Of course. I have no intention of keeping you. It was good meeting you finally, Mr. Weiss,” I say and extend my hand, as if it’s the most natural thing in the world to do, and it is in a sense, considering, for all practical purposes we are just two men meeting for the first time, notwithstanding the backstory, which is embarrassing and grim, but not something we cannot handle like gentlemen - which we have already gone a long way toward demonstrating we are - without losing our composure.


    Martin doesn’t think twice about it – he accepts my hand with an unrestrained, gracious flourish.


    “Good to meet you as well, Mr. Kaminsky,” he says, a sun-shiny smile lighting up his chiseled, movie star-like countenance.


    I make it back to my office with my mind caught in a maelstrom of thoughts. I want to sit down and sort them out – shut myself away in my office, slump in my chair, close my eyes, and examine them for details and subtleties I may have missed.


    But as soon as I walk into the reception area, Penny, our shrewish, permanently frazzled office assistant, gives me a look which has “panic” written all over it.


    “Ahhh, there you are Mr. Kaminsky. Mr. Smith has been asking for you.”


    That would be Founder Bob. So much for the down-time I needed. If he’s been looking for me, there must be a situation on my hands to deal with.


    “You should’ve called. I had to run a personal errand.”


    “I did.” Her tone is accusing.


    I pull my phone out of my pocket and see four missed calls – two from her and two from Jessica, Founder Bob’s secretary (…excuse me, his “Executive” secretary…).


    “I’m sorry. It must’ve been on silent.”


    “He said to send you to his office the moment you get in.”


    “I’ll go over there right now.”


    I rush past Penny, through the hallway and into the Executive Suite, where Jessica greets me with the same austere look I had gotten from Penny.


    “I know, I know,” I say. “Bob’s been looking for me and I missed your calls,”


    “He said it’s urgent,” Jessica says. “Let me buzz him and tell him you’re here.”


    “Is he pissed at me?”


    “He’s about to blow,” she says.


    “Really? Darn.”


    Jessica smiles mischievously. “I’m just teasing ya, Ed. He’s not pissed. He has a ton of meetings later in the day and wanted to see you before he got busy, that’s all.”


    “Phew. That’s good to know. I thought I was in trouble.”


    “You could be. I didn’t say you weren’t.”


    “Great.”


    Still grinning, Jessica picks up the phone and taps out Founder Bob’s extension.


    “Ed’s here, Bob. You want me to send him in?” She listens, nods. “I will, thanks.”


    She puts the phone down, tells me Founder Bob is ready to see me now.


    I sidle past her desk over to Founder Bob’s office. His door is closed. I knock.


    “Come in.”


    I open the door and enter. The size and splendor of his office never fails to make me dizzy with envy. He has a sitting area in here which wouldn’t fit into my little cubby-hole of an office. It’s roughly ten times its size, I’d guess, five times the size of my old office which Mary Ann now has her fat butt parked in, and twice the size of Paul and Rudy’s. He also has a row of bookcases along the entire length and height of one of the walls, which is brimming with business books, various trophies, mementos, pictures and plaques. Then there’s a huge bay window behind his desk – the centerpiece of the space - which overlooks the street below. It’s a bright and cheerful room, exudes power and status.


    “Sit, sit,” Founder Bob says, waving me to a chair from behind his oversized desk.


    I thank him and sit down.


    “You’ve been MIA all afternoon,” he says.


    “I apologize. I had to go run an errand and missed everyone’s calls.”


    “No problem. It happens sometimes. I just wanted to catch up with you today before I got stuck in meetings.”


    “I appreciate that, Bob.”


    Founder Bob pulls forward the massive chair he’s sitting in (it’s so big he seems like a little boy in it) and leans toward me.


    “So, what is this I’m hearing about you pursuing an opportunity elsewhere?”


    Aha. That’s what the meeting was about. Rudy had finally made good on his end of our bargain.


    “It’s true, Bob. I’ve gotten an offer from an old college friend of mine who’s launching a Tech start-up. And since I’m considering it seriously I thought I’d mention it to Rudy.”


    Bob’s beady, penetrating eyes are scouring my face, perhaps seeking signs of dissemblance or deceit on my part. I stare back at him evenly, forcing myself not to avoid eye contact.


    “According to Rudy it would be a huge loss to the organization if you left. He suggested we give you a raise, maybe even adjust your title so we can convince you to stay.”


    “I’m grateful for Rudy’s support.”


    A sly smile appears on his lips. “I have to say I was shocked when Rudy said that to me,” he says. “Just a few weeks ago, he was, shall we say, not your biggest fan. ‘A beer short of a six-pack,’ is I believe how he’d described you. Quite a dramatic change of opinion, don’t you think?”


    “Well, it’s true that we haven’t always been on the same page in the past. But we’re communicating more effectively now.”


    “Uh-huh,” Bob mumbles, watching me closely all the while.


    I shift in my seat. Founder Bob’s penetrating gaze is starting to make me nervous.


    “I think he’s been much happier with my performance of late,” I mumble. “Especially with this New York assignment.”


    Founder Bob’s gaze doesn’t waver. “I see,” he says, “Be that as it may, I’ve been going back and forth with Chuck and HR on what we can offer you. I tend to agree with Rudy that losing you at this stage would not be in our best interest.”


    “Why, thanks, Bob…that’s very flattering, coming from you.”


    “Yeah, so here’s the deal,” he says. “We are giving you a 20% raise. Your maximum bonus will increase to 30% of your base, contingent, obviously, on certain targets, which HR will determine in consultation with you. You will also qualify for a car allowance and a home office set up. Plus, you’ll get the requisite package of stock options commensurate with your title and tenure.”


    A wave of jubilation ripples its way through the length and breadth of my body. This is a far sweeter deal than I would have expected to receive in my wildest imagination. Rudy has out-done himself.


    “Does that sound like something that would be acceptable to you?” he says, mistaking my amazed silence for hesitation.


    “Yes, of course. It’s…very generous of you…and Chuck,” I stammer. “I’m just, well, extremely grateful…”


    “It’s our pleasure,” he says with a smile. “And by the way, I think you’ve earned it.”


    “Thank you,” I say. “But I do have one question. What about this new position you were going to create – for the New York operations?”


    Bob shrugs. “That’s no longer my decision.”


    “Sorry? I don’t think I understand…”


    Founder Bob chuckles, seemingly amused by my puzzlement. “It’s up to the VP of Operations to make that call. Which, as soon as you formally accept the offer, means you.”


    I think maybe I’ve misheard him. Did he just say Vice President of Operations is going to be my title?


    “Ah, I don’t think I heard you correctly, Bob. Did you just say my new title is Vice President of Operations?”


    “That’s exactly what I said. And I apologize for being so melodramatic.”


    I’m still at a loss. “But what about Rudy?” I ask. “That’s his title…”


    Bob’s hooded little eyes suddenly seem to grow even smaller. His jaw clenches, the mandibles quiver and pop out.


    “Rudy resigned this morning,” he says.


    Rudy resigned? I’m flummoxed, stunned, rendered speechless.


    “He said something about having to address urgent personal issues,” Founder Bob is saying. “And when a man tells you that, you don’t argue with him. The announcement about his resignation will go out later this afternoon, which is why I wanted to have this discussion with you ASAP – so I can name you as his replacement simultaneously. You’ll be receiving the formal offer via e-mail from HR in the next ten minutes. I would appreciate it if you can send back your acceptance promptly. Sound good?”


    Does it sound good, I ask myself? Let’s see: My heart is doing a joyous two-step in my chest and my head is spinning so fast I can’t tell if I’m in Founder Bob’s office or in Valhalla. Darned right it sounds good!


    Meanwhile Founder Bob has gotten up from behind the desk and is standing next to my chair.


    I rise to my feet, my legs shaky. “It sounds wonderful, Bob. Thanks so much for the opportunity. I will do my best to justify your faith in me.”


    A sort of hawkish smirk forms on Founder Bob’s face. Maybe I can decode its meaning when I shake his hand. Now that I’m reporting to him directly, I would need to understand how his mind works…


    And as if on cue Founder Bob stretches out his hand. “Congratulations, Ed. Good luck with your new role.”


    I take his hand in mine. It’s soft and cushiony, in an almost childlike way: the hand of a man who has clearly never worked with anything weightier than a pen all his life. But I must focus on his energy, not the texture of his hand.


    I brace myself and search for the imprint of his thoughts, scouring his aura for that blast of energy. I feel nothing; probe deeper, press harder, but encounter only blankness. Then Founder Bob’s hand escapes from my grasp, and I realize I’ve blown the chance.


    I make a move toward the exit, feeling somewhat deflated,


    “Oh, by the way,” Founder Bob says. “I forgot to mention. Paul’s heading back to New York next week. I think he wants you to accompany him and Dana.”


    I should be walking on air, doing cartwheels, and handstands; gloating, luxuriating in my moment of triumph. The victory I have been coveting with such intense, cutting passion for so long is mine at last. But I’m stupefied, altogether too stunned to feel anything.


    Why would Rudy just up and quit?


    Was he afraid I would continue to milk him for more, and increasingly egregious, favors? That I would make his life a living hell? I wouldn’t have, just for the record. After this one time, I only intended to use the information as strategic leverage in the future – as a sort of deterrent, in case he stepped out of line, did something gnarly or unsavory toward me. He need not have worried. Honestly. I’m a man of integrity. Not some rotten blackmailer.


    I decide to swing by his office to see if I can get a read on what’s going on with him. But it turns out to be empty. The door is open, and the lights are turned off, indicating that he won’t be coming back today. But all his personal effects, including the eerie deer-head on the wall, are still there, which means he may be in tomorrow to clean it out.


    I consider whether to go in or not.


    I know this space belongs to me now and I want to experience it as such.


    I wonder how it would look without all of Rudy’s things on the desk and in the bookshelf and on the walls, and how I would decorate it, once everything has been cleared away, because it would need to be decorated - it would appear forlorn and impotent if not properly decked out. I’ve never actually had an office big enough to decorate before, and I find the prospect exciting.


    I step inside the office, suddenly feeling cagey, unnerved - feeling as though Rudy were hiding inside somewhere, waiting to pounce on me the moment I walked in. I swallow hard, tip-toe my way over to Rudy’s luxurious, thickly upholstered chair, run my hand along the high back. The leather feels smooth and inviting, and for a second I think about sitting in it, but quickly recoil from the idea – I don’t want someone passing by to see me lounging in it. It would look odd, to say the least.


    Instead I tread over to the window on the back wall and peer out. It’s a sunny day outside and the sky is clear with wisps of white clouds sailing through it haphazardly - a disorganized flotilla of shapeless vessels heading who knows where.


    I can linger here for hours, admiring the view, staring at the sky, dreaming about all the important and impressive feats I will accomplish here in this office in the days to come. Then I remember that Founder Bob is waiting for my formal acceptance of his offer.


    It also occurs to me that in just a few hours the whole office will be engulfed in a feeding frenzy of histrionic allusions (about Rudy’s departure) and envious, fawning chatter (about my promotion) – and the notion fills me with awe-struck anticipation.


    My transformation from a washout, a butt of everyone’s snide jokes, to a winner, a man of substance, is about to be officially consummated.


    The gift, such as it is, seems to be finally working to my benefit.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty Four


    I’m wondering why Laurie hasn’t called me yet. If I were Martin, I would have jumped on the phone right after that bizarre encounter this afternoon. And if I were Laurie, after talking to Martin, I would have blown my top and called me to read me the riot act.


    Maybe she’s waiting for me to get home. Maybe she’d rather look me in the eyes while she’s giving me hell. (I know she likes to watch me squirm, exults in insulting me; my embarrassment and chagrin gives her immense joy.)


    As luck would have it, I’m feeling so confident right now that you could throw me in front of a charging bull and I would grab it by the horns and toss it aside like an over-sized stuffed toy. I have no fear of confronting Laurie. In fact, I’m looking forward to it.


    I park my car in the garage, grab my computer bag and walk into the house, my head held high, swagger in my step. The first person I see is Josh. He has the fridge open and his head stuck inside. I steal up behind him and lean in close.


    “What are we looking for?”


    He gives a little start.


    “Sheesh, dad. You scared me.”


    I straighten up. I’m feeling playful, filled with love and affection for him and the rest of family. Heck, I love the whole world right now. What a wondrous, beautiful bunch of people we all are (with the exception of a few, and we know who they are) and what a miraculous, awe-inspiring planet we live on. Forget the planet, the entire universe is worthy of veneration and extolment.


    “Sorry, buddy,” I say. “Didn’t mean to startle you. Looks like you missed dinner.”


    “There was no dinner, dad, and there’s nothing to eat in here either - except stale pasta you made over the weekend and a bunch of raw veggies.”


    He is annoyed. He gets this way when he’s hungry.


    “I see.”


    Not making dinner is Laurie’s preferred technique for signaling displeasure, anger, hurt, or all of the above.


    “Did you sister eat?” I ask Josh.


    “Who knows? She’s starving herself these days anyways, trying to get thin for that stupid home-coming dance.”


    I pull my car keys out of my pocket. “Why don’t you take the car and buy yourself dinner. Ask Jenny if she wants something.”


    His mood changes at once. His eyes light up. He snatches the keys from my hand as if he’s afraid I might retract the offer. “Cool,” he says. “Do you want anything?”


    “No, thanks,” I tell him. “I’ll just have some of those raw veggies you were complaining about.”


    He nods. “You’re trying to lose weight too, aren’t you?”


    “Is it working?”


    He narrows his eyes as he examines me. “Yeah. It’s working, I guess. But you better get some new pants. The ones you have on look like pajamas.”


    “I’ll take your advice,” I say and reach out and muss his hair. He twists away from me.


    “Not the hair, dad.”


    I laugh and make my way to the bedroom, mentally girding myself to face Laurie.


    “Oh, and dad…,” I hear Josh say behind me.


    “Yes?”


    “Can you call Aunt Beth? She’s called and left messages a few times.”


    Darn, I’d forgotten to call her back. Or rather, I had allowed myself to forget. There was way too much going on right now for me to worry about mom’s estate – which is what I suspect she wants to talk to me about.


    “Yes, I will. Did you talk to her?”


    “Yep. She said she left messages for you to call on your cell and on the home machine. She sounded kinda ticked off.”


    “I’ll call her. Thanks.”


    I hear him bound up the stairs to Jenny’s room, probably to ask her if she wanted him to get food for her.


    “Hey Jen…” I hear him call out.


    I continue my resolute march to the bedroom.


    The door is open and the TV is on (we have a 42” flat-screen Samsung TV in our bedroom, across from our bed; we bought it to watch things in private we didn’t want our kids to think – or know – we were watching. We never ended up doing much of that, and Laurie now uses it to catch up on her favorite shows, which she records on the DVR). Laurie is lying in bed, head propped up on a small mountain of pillows, hands crossed on her chest, one leg draped on the other, locked at the ankles, wearing her gym pants and a t-shirt.


    There is an annoyed, ‘I’m-so-fucking-pissed-I-could-bite-your-head-off’ look on her face, which tells me all I need to know. Namely, that she and Martin have talked, and she knows I’ve been to see him at his office.


    But for the moment I choose to ignore her foul mood, pretend everything is fine, nothing out of the ordinary has occurred.


    “I’ve got some great news,” I announce to her breezily as I enter the room. “You’re ready?”


    Whatever reception she had planned for me appears to have been thwarted, suspended by my animated, blithe tone of voice. Laurie is stumped momentarily, can only stare at me uncomprehendingly.


    “I just got promoted!” I say. “You’re looking at the new VP of Operations!”


    I raise my head and hold my arms aloft majestically, like some emperor presenting himself to his adoring subjects to be lionized and bowed to.


    Laurie pulls herself up into a sitting position.


    “What is this, some kind of joke?” she says.


    I let my arms drop by my side and meet her eyes. “No joke, honey. Rudy quit today and I got promoted. Isn’t that wild?”


    “Just like that?” Laurie looks as though she still hasn’t shaken off her disbelief.


    “Just like that.” I say. “Bob called me into his office after lunch, told me Rudy had resigned, and offered me his position. Along with a 20% raise, a bigger bonus, stock options, car allowance and other perks. The whole nine freaking yards.”


    “Uh-huh,” she says, her eyes hardening. “And how was your lunch?” she says.


    I kick myself for bringing up lunch. I should have been more careful. It was the worst segue I could’ve engineered, under the circumstances.


    “Funny you should ask…” I say.


    Laurie picks up the remote, turns the TV off (it was tuned to some sort of medical emergency show, from what I had gleaned subconsciously, about some mystery illness contracted by a woman who had travelled to Mexico) and gets up from the bed. She glides over to the door and closes it softly, stands facing me with her back to it.


    “That was quite a stunt you pulled today,” she says.


    I glare at her. “Really? You call confronting the guy who’s banging your wife a stunt…?”


    Her cheeks flush red. Advantage Team Ed, I think to myself. Strike one.


    But she doesn’t take long to recover. “What the hell were you trying to do anyway? Intimidate him? Intimidate me?”


    “I’m not sure I was trying to intimidate anyone. I was just sizing him up, getting a read on him. Know thy competition, isn’t that what they say?”


    She takes a couple of steps toward me.


    “You’re a piece of work, you know that?” she says. “You think by harassing Martin you’d be making some sort of bold statement? I’ve got a news flash for you, Ed… all it does is make you look weak…and creepy.”


    I can see that Laurie’s eyes have a gleam of righteous anger in them now. When she gets into this zone, she’s unstoppable.


    “And how did you find out about us anyway?” she says. “By paying some two-bit gum shoe to snoop on me? I would’ve had way more respect for you if you’d just come to me, talked to me like an adult, instead of showing up at Martin’s office like some…sneaky imbecile.”


    She’s breathing hard. Her breasts are heaving, her hands trembling, lips quivering. Any minute I expect to see smoke emitting from her ears


    “Just what are you trying to prove, Ed?” she says. “And then you walk in here like some delirious prima donna and start blabbing about your goddamned promotion. Like telling me about it will make me swoon and fall into your arms?”


    All of a sudden, a sort of bleak, crushing weariness descends on me. I feel gutted, desolate. I find myself wondering: how did Laurie and I end up here…where did all those years of love and affection disappear...what did they accomplish…


    I look at her now and don’t even know who she is. Perhaps she can’t recognize me anymore either.


    “Well,” Laurie says. “Are you going to say anything? Or will you just stand there gawking at me all night with that moronic look on your face?”


    Her words seem to send a shockwave surging through me. I stagger back toward the bed, unbalanced, my mind in a tumble. And then the strangest thing happens: a burst of light, like the flare of a thousand flashbulbs going off all at once, obliterates my vision. I blink in confusion and drop down on the bed. A roaring flood of emotions seizes hold of me, and it dawns on me that whatever I’m feeling is not coming from within. It’s coming from Laurie.


    I haven’t had any physical contact with her whatsoever…yet I can sense her thoughts, know her mind as if it had pried itself open and poured out its every secret in one big, almighty deluge.


    “You hate me so much…” I say to her when I’ve had enough of the visions. “What did I ever do to you...”


    Laurie’s expression changes. She appears perplexed.


    “I – I don’t hate you,” she says. “Why would you say that?”


    That little familiar ball of rage begins to stir and simmer inside me, against my better judgment, even as I tell myself: hold your horses, man, you shouldn’t lose your shit again…it would be the third time in three days – first with Rudy, then Jenny, now Laurie…


     “Spare me the pretense, Laurie,” I hear myself say. “I know you don’t give a fuck about me, have nothing but contempt for me. And you know what? I’m done being your punching bag. The object of your scorn and loathing.”


     “But that’s just…” Laurie starts to say.


    “Let me finish,” I snap back. “I know you think you’re better off being with Martin…and to be honest…it’s perfectly fine by me. So, I’m going to be an adult about this whole thing – just as you suggested – and I’m going to stand aside, and let you go to him. Because I can’t go on like this anymore.”


    Now Laurie’s the one who’s gawking at me with a moronic look on her face


    “You’re saying you want to break up?” she asks.


    “What else do you think I ought to do? Take you on a second honeymoon?”


    Laurie sneers at me, incensed again at my words.


    “That’s it, isn’t it?” she says. “Your whole game. You’ve wanted out of this marriage for a long time, haven’t you? Because it was too much for you to handle. You never really had the backbone for it, and now you want to walk away – from me, your kids, your responsibilities.”


    I get on my feet slowly. My head hurts so much I can’t think straight.


    “Jesus Christ, Laurie” I say. “Do you even know what you’re saying? You’re the one who turned her back on this marriage. Made it into a fucking sham. By cheating on me. I’ve always been committed to it, tried my best to be a good husband to you. Busted my ass every single day to make you happy…to make the kids happy. I didn’t shirk my responsibility. You did…”


    We’re standing face to face, squaring off against each other, blood in our eyes.


    “How typical of you,” she says. “Always playing the victim. Poor little Eddie. The whole world is against him. No one understands him…”


    “That’s it,” I say. “I’m tired of this shit. Please…why don’t you just leave. Go and be with your lover…that’s what you want, isn’t it?”


    Laurie folds her arms across her heaving chest. “Oh, so now you want me to leave my own home. And if I refuse – then what? You’re gonna kick me out?”


    “You know what?” I howl at her, exasperated. “You don’t have to go anywhere - I’ll leave.”


    I hasten toward the door. Laurie blocks my path. “Wait…” she says.


    “Wait? What for? Give me one good reason…”


    I try to walk past her. She takes a step back, positioning herself between me and the door.


    “Maybe we should talk this over…” she says.


    “Talk it over? Gimme a fucking break…”


    I reach around her and grab the door handle. She holds her ground for a moment and then moves aside, letting me get past her.


    “Fine…” she says. “Go…run away…I’m tired of this shit too…”


    I pull the door open, my mind a tumult of fury. As I step out, there is a flutter of feet and scraping of clothes, followed by the sound of footsteps scurrying down the hallway. I turn the corner and catch a glimpse of Jenny as she dashes up the stairs.


    Damn it. How long has she been hanging around outside our bedroom?


    “Jenny,” I call out after her. “Were you looking for us?”


    In response I hear her bedroom door slam shut upstairs.


    “Shit!” I curse under my breath.


    As I back the Beast out of the driveway and my head begins to clear I suddenly realize that I have nowhere particular to go.


    I certainly hadn’t planned on doing what I’ve done. I’d be lying if I said the thought of walking out on Laurie (and the kids) had even remotely crossed my mind when I got home from work. I’ve been as blind-sided by my behavior as Laurie must have been.


    It was the glimpse of her mind, the way she saw me, what she thought of me, which had made me lose my head. There was so much antagonism there, a sort of blanket hatred and repudiation of me, that it pushed me over the edge.


    In retrospect, maybe I shouldn’t have suggested that she move in with her lover – she’d taken it personally, felt I was being mean and vengeful. In truth, that wasn’t what I was doing.


    You see, I had read Martin. That was the purpose of my visit to see him in the flesh.


    I wanted to convince myself that Martin was just toying with Laurie, that he wasn’t serious about her. That he would toss her aside and move on to someone else the moment he tired of her, had had his fill of her. But that turned out to be a self-serving fantasy, yet another vainglorious, specious narrative I had created – like so many others that I’ve clung to over the years – to lull myself into believing in my own relevance.


    Martin is head over heels in love with her. He would do anything to be with her. He’s tired of sneaking around, of having to share her with me (even though there ain’t a whole lot of sharing going on anyway). He is thinking about throwing down the gauntlet, forcing her to make a choice – him or me. In fact, if she had gone to him tonight and told him she’d left me, he would have happily taken her in for good.


    Life is full of hidden ironies.


    If only they’d stay hidden; we’d save ourselves from a lot of heartache.


    At the very least I don’t feel like a little boy anymore, too afraid to peer under his bed. I’ve taken a good hard look under it. And instead of a monster, all I saw there was my own haunted reflection: a lost, sad, aging fool, on the run from himself, with nothing but a bagful of clothes and painful memories to keep him company.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty Five


    There’s something to be said for the feeling of relaxed idleness, of indifferent languor which comes with staying at a hotel (or motel, which is the case presently), no matter how cheap and shabby it might be.


    For one thing, a hotel room doesn’t have the clutter that irritates me and grates on my nerves when I’m at home. Second, I can watch whatever I want to on TV without someone disturbing or mocking me and wanting to switch channels to something they want to see. And third, I can go around wearing nothing but my underwear (or even go around naked if I so choose), without fear of being caught by one of the kids (which is embarrassing) or being chastised by Laurie (which is ego-crushing – ‘Jesus, Ed, do you have to subject me to that?’).


    At the present moment, I’m lying spread-eagled on the bed, clad only in my Ralph Lauren white briefs, watching a show about the eruption of Mt. Vesuvius in 79 A.D. on the History Channel. And I feel strangely carefree and unencumbered. My mind isn’t off-kilter anymore, thanks to its wondrous powers of self-regulation.


    I’m staying at the Comfort Suites on Richmond Drive – one of Houston’s main thoroughfares and entertainment strips, which runs East-West from Downtown across mid-town and the galleria area to just past Beltway 8, parallel to Westheimer Drive.


    I chose this place because of its convenient location. It’s about two miles from my office. It took me just ten minutes to drive there this morning, and only fifteen to get back here after work, which in itself is a marked improvement from driving up and down Highway 59 for forty five minutes or longer in rush hour to and from Sugar Land.


    It will be an interesting experience, spending the entire weekend here on my own. It makes me feel like a tourist in my own backyard. Who knows, I might even do something daring and unusual, like checking out the action at one of the neighboring strip clubs. (The motel is nestled between two strip clubs, one block in either direction, but I swear it was the proximity to work which attracted me to this place; that and the price – you can’t beat $60 a night.) I haven’t stepped into a strip joint in ages – don’t even remember when the last occasion was, maybe all the way back in the late-eighties or early nineties in Kansas City with a couple of guys from work.


    Meanwhile, the Vesuvius show is concluding after a touching wrap up by the presenter about the frailty of humanity in the face of nature’s unpredictable, devastating forces which our species has been at the mercy of since the dawn of time. I turn off the TV and put away the remote. I’m hungry. It’s past 6:30. Time to order some dinner, though what variety, I don’t know. (That’s another advantage of being away from home: I can choose my cuisine.) I roll over and reach for my phone, and as I do so it starts beeping. I look at the caller ID.


    It’s Beth.


     She’s been trying to hunt me down for days. I don’t have the heart to resist her anymore. I pick up the call.


    “Wow, you actually answered my call,” she says when I answer. “Darn it, Eddie, I must have left ten messages for you. Where have you been?”


    She is chafed, and rightfully so.


    I apologize to her, tell her I meant to call back, but there was stuff I had to deal with.


    “What kind of stuff?” she asks. “Everything OK?”


     “Oh, you know, just some work-related crap. Critical deadlines and what-not. But it’s not an excuse, I know…I should’ve called.”


    “You bet your boots you should have.” That’s one of Beth’s favorite catch phrases.


    “Yeah, the problem is,” I say. “I don’t wear boots, don’t own a single pair.”


    “You’re in Texas, aren’t you required to?” she says.


    “Despite universal belief to the contrary, it’s not law of the land - yet.”


    She laughs. And I’m relieved. All is forgiven.


    She says: “Did it ever occur to you that I might have been trying to get hold of you because I had something urgent to talk to you about?”


    “It did when Josh told me how pissed off you were.”


    “I was that…yes.”


    That makes me chuckle. I ask her what the urgent thing she wanted to talk to me was all about.


    “Yes. I was coming to that,” she says, and pauses, as if trying to build suspense. “You remember I told you we had to go through the state probate process because mom didn’t leave a will?”


    “I do.”


    “Guess what. We were wrong. She did leave one.” There is a note of excitement in her voice, as if what she’s just told me is some kind of momentous development of earthshaking significance.


    “That’s good, right?” I say without much enthusiasm.


    “Well, yeah. It means we don’t have to go to court. And the estate can be wrapped up pretty quickly – and cheaply.”


    “Wonderful. Let me know what you need me to do.”


    “You’re not going to ask how we found the will? It’s quite a story.”


    “Sure. I’d love to know.” I say, trying to sound at least a little intrigued.


    “It tuns out,” she says, “mom had an attorney, and the will had been in his custody all along. But he’d been on some kind of evangelical tour of Africa for the last three months and had no idea mom had passed. It wasn’t till last week that he returned and found out. And then he called Uncle Bill and told him about the will.”


    “Ah. Great.”


    “So now we have a meeting set up in his office for a formal reading of the will. And that was why I was trying to talk to you.”


    For a second I don’t see what she’s saying, but then it finally becomes clear. She wants me to be in Perry, Iowa for the reading of mom’s will.


    “When is this meeting?”


    “We set it for end of next week – a week from today. But we can delay it to the following week if it’s too late for you to make travel plans.”


    “I’m in New York all next week. And the week after is going to be crazy…do I have to be there? Can I just call in? Listen on the phone.”


    There is a moment of quiet on the other end.


    “So you’re saying you’d rather not be here for the reading?”


    I feel embarrassed all of a sudden, ashamed of my indifference, my utter lack of regard for Beth’s sentiments. As well as my selfishness. I have no interest in mom’s will because I know she wasn’t exactly a wealthy widow. The only property she owned was her house, which probably isn’t worth more than a hundred grand in value at the most. I stand to make no more than fifty grand or so from her estate, if that, in aggregate. But money isn’t everything. Not in this case anyway. This is about taking care of your family business, like Beth had said.


    “I’ll tell you what – give me till Monday…to confirm whether I can come out or not.”


    “I was hoping you would come…I haven’t seen you since…the…the funeral…”


    I feel absolutely rotten now.


    “Let me rearrange my schedule…” I say.


    “No, you don’t have to. You can call in. I will confirm a time and text you...”


    Now she’s angry. I can almost see her pouting at the other end.


    “Beth. I will come. I want to, OK? Just set it up for two weeks from tomorrow. It will be easier for me to do on the weekend.”


    There’s a limit to my callousness, I guess. One can’t be a total asshole with one’s family, especially right after a major tragedy.


    “You’re sure?” her voice is chipper again.


    “I’m sure. Make it around noon. I’ll take an early morning flight. And probably leave by late evening.”


    “I’m so glad you’ll be here.” she says. “I’m so looking forward to seeing you…”


    I tell her I’m looking forward to seeing her as well.


    She says she will arrange to have all the documents ready for me to sign, so we can take care of everything in one day.  She asks about Laurie and the kids, wishes me a good weekend and a safe trip to New York. Then she hangs up.


    I look at the clock on the nightstand. It’s just past 7 PM. I no longer want to order food in. I want to go out. Be among people.


    And I feel like having Mediterranean.


    There’s a place called Café Byblos, not too far from my motel which the Indian guy behind the counter had recommended when I went down to the lobby to ask where the nearest decent Mediterranean restaurant was.


    “It’s very upbeat,” he mused. “Not bad experience for a tourist.”


    He then asked me where I was from. I told him ‘Sugar Land’, and he laughed, thought I was pulling his leg. “Good one, buddy,” he said in an Indian accent twice as heavy as Sumit’s.


    Anyway, that’s where I am now. And the Indian hotel guy was right: it is very upbeat. It’s bursting at the seams with people - mostly youngish Arab/Persian and Indian/Pakistani crowd (though it’s hard for me to tell them apart). With lots of very exotic looking, dark haired girls around. And loud, swingy, clap-heavy Arabian music playing in the background.


    The hostess asks me whether I want a table inside or on the patio.


    “The patio is our hookah bar…I wouldn’t recommend it if you don’t smoke.”


    I’ve never smoked a hookah in my life. Or much of anything else for that matter – other than my one and only cigarette in High School and the odd joint or two back in college. (Come to think of it, Andy Crocker had given me my first one. Hmmm. I’d forgotten about that…and thinking back on that reminds me I need to get back to Andy about his offer; I can’t help marvel at how drastically things have changed since our last conversation…)


    I ask the hostess how bad the smoke would be.


    “I can take you there – you can see for yourself,” she says.


    I thank her. She leads me past the dining hall out into the patio, which is enclosed with a sort of tent, with cooling towers set up to keep the muggy late-summer heat at bay.


    There’s a cloud of smoke hanging thick and bold in the air and even though I like the arrangement here (and the crowd – lots of voluptuous Mediterranean girls sitting around releasing streams of white smoke from their sensual mouths and noses) I doubt I can withstand the weight of the atmosphere.


    “Maybe inside.” I tell the hostess.


    “No problem, sir.”


    We start to retrace our steps back toward the hall. I feel a tug at my elbow, and then a woman’s voice.


    “Ed?”


    I gaze at the source of the tug – and the voice. It turns out to be Jessica, the Founders’ admin. She’s with Penny, our shrewish receptionist, and a couple of other women who I’ve not seen before.


    “Hey, Jessica,” I say.


    “What are you doing here?” she chirps in a sing-song voice. “Who’re you with?”


    She’s all smiles and good cheer, has clearly been imbibing, which I can tell from her glassy eyes and over the top perkiness.


    “I’m actually by myself…”


    “Oh, come join us then,” she gushes.


    I look at the hostess. I look at the other women at the table. Everyone is waiting for my response.


    I know I shouldn’t join them. They are people from work. And all women to boot. There’d be all sort of talk and innuendo if word got out that I’d shown up at a restaurant in Richmond on my own on a Friday night and cavorted around with a couple of office admins.


    “Sorry, ladies. I’m not staying long. Another time…perhaps?”


    Penny, who’s got a hookah next to her, and a bony hand wrapped around the nozzle on its long, serpentine hose, emits a rich stream of smoke from the corner of her mouth and says: “Come on Mr. Ed. Join us. We’re celebrating Jessica’s last day with us.”


    “I can get you a chair…” the hostess says. She seems eager to get me off her hands.


    “You do that, hon,” Jessica purrs. “Mr. Ed would like nothin’ better’n buying me a farewell drink. Isn’t that right, Mr. Ed?”


    “Well, if you put it in those terms…” I say.


    And just like that a chair materializes and I join the women. Feeling awkward. Self-conscious.


    “I didn’t know this was your last day with us.” I say to Jessica. “I’m sorry you’re leaving.”


    Jessica snorts and laughs. “No, you’re not. No one is. And neither am I, to tell you the truth.”


    One of the women I don’t know leans toward me. “She’s moving on to better things.”


    “Of course,” I say.


    Penny takes another long drag on the hookah and blows smoke right in my face. I cough and wave it away.


    “She was underappreciated by Bob and Chuck, and everyone else, in my humble opinion,” she says.


    Jessica places her hand on mine (I’m sitting next to her – she’d made sure of that by making room for my chair). “Not Mr. Ed. He didn’t underappreciate me. He’s one of the nice ones.”


    “Ah, please, just call me Ed. This mister thing is reminding me of the horse.”


    All four women break out into whooping laughter.


    “See,” Jessica purrs. “You made us all laugh. This is why you were –are– my favorite, Ed.”


    She nods toward the other woman. “Ed’s a great guy. So soft-spoken. Nice manners. A real gentleman. Which is rare in our company.”


    Penny coughs as she lets out another burst of hookah smoke. “And funny too. Evidently. Which is also rare.”


    “Well, thanks ladies. I’m flattered.”


    “Oh you’re welcome, honey,” says Jessica with a smile and reaches out and gently rubs my shoulder.


    “What is it that you do?” the fourth woman asks me. She’s the oldest, and the least attractive, of the four.


    “I – ah – I run operations,” I say.


    Jessica giggles. “Ed is being humble. He’s a VP. One of the big bosses. Just got promoted, in fact. Didn’t you, Ed?”


    “Well, yeah…”


    “Oh how nice,” the woman says. She offers me her hand. “I’m Rhonda, by the way.”


    We shake.


    Jessica slaps a hand on her forehead. “How rude of me. I didn’t introduce you guys. Ed, meet Rhonda and Juanita. They work in the same building as us. And you know Penny, of course…everyone this is Ed Kaminsky, our new Vice President of Operations.,”


    I smile, wave. “Hi. Nice to meet you all.”


    A waitress comes over to ask how we are doing.


    “I think this gentleman here needs a drink. As do we,” Jessica says.


    “And a menu for something to eat too,” I say, looking around the table. “Have you all eaten?”


    The women nod.


    “Honey, we’ve been here since 5:00,” Jessica says leaning close to me. “It’s almost 7:30 now.”


    “7:30?” Penny says, slamming the hookah nozzle down on the table. “It’s time for me to leave…”


    “Yeah, us too.” Juanita says.


    “That’s not fair. Poor Ed just sat down and y’all are running off,” Jessica says.


    “It’s perfectly alright. I don’t want to keep anyone,” I say.


    “Sweetie, can you close us all out?” Penny says to the waitress, who grunts something that sounds like “sure” and goes away.


    Jessica leans in close to me again and says: “They have families to go home to, you know.” She nods at my ring. “What about you?”


    “The wife’s visiting out of town. The kids had their own plans…so I thought I’d stop by here and grab a bite…”


    “Hmmm. In that case, why don’t I stick around – have one more drink with you.”


    “No, please, if you must go…”


    Jessica gives my arm an emphatic pat. “I’m the one who invited you over. I’ll stay until you’re done.”


    She turns to her companions. “I’ll stay with the big boss man. Y’all can take off.”


    Penny says: “You don’t need to suck up to the boss man, girl. You don’t work for him anymore.”


    Jessica laughs. She has one of those high-pitched, shrieking laughs which can be annoying if you hear it too often.


    The waitress comes back with everyone’s tickets. Jessica tells her she would like to keep her tab open. The waitress mumbles in acknowledgement (she is probably Iranian, very young, a little plump, but cute) and we place our orders (vodka tonic for her, bourbon on the rocks and a Makanek - lamb links - sandwich for me). Penny, Rhonda and Juanita settle their checks, hug Jessica in turn, tell her not to be a stranger, to stay in touch. Then they shake hands with me politely and leave.


    Jessica pulls her chair closer to me, smiles, and says: “Oh goodie. Just the two of us at last.”


    I look closely at her. She’s not a bad looking woman. Her features are soft and symmetrical, her blonde hair is neatly styled and flat-ironed. She must be close to forty, but her skin is smooth and taut and unblemished. She’s not thin, but not chunky either, with curves that are proportionate with her body - a big, impressive bust, and a butt that is firm and nicely rounded out (which I had had occasion to observe in abundant detail when she got up to hug her companions good-bye). I’m sure her legs (which I can’t see because she’s dressed in jeans) are solid and fleshy. No, she’s not a knock-out, but she’s no slouch either.


    “So where will you be going to work?” I ask her.


    And that initiates a conversation which continues to flow and expand and evolve into increasingly more personal areas. She is an open, chatty sort of person. Doesn’t put on airs. She is also very candid in sharing her opinions about the Founders (“I worked for them for five years,” she says. “Not once did they talk to me about anything other than work. Never asked about family. Never asked about money, never asked if I was okay, if I needed anything. They are all dollars and cents and no heart.”)


    “I really am sorry to see you go,” I say to her. By now I’m nearing the end of my sandwich, although we have placed an order for one more drink each.


    She giggles. “You don’t even know what I did. How can you be sorry?”


    This is true. I know her primary role is that of an assistant, meaning she maintains the Founders’ calendars and keeps track of their emails, arranges their travel, and manages their expenses, but whether she did anything more than that, I have no idea.


    “You don’t necessarily miss a person for what they do,” I say. “You miss them for who they are. And you will be missed because of your wonderful personality and your friendly smile.”


    “Aww, what a nice thing to say,” she says and pats my forearm (along with being chatty, she’s also one of those touchy-feely type of girls – probably grew up in the South; her voice does have a hint of that Southern lilt). “But you still don’t know the first thing about me.”


    “Oh yeah?” I say. “On the contrary, I believe I do know more about you than you think.”


    I probably shouldn’t be going down this path. I realize that. But there is something refreshingly, endearingly sweet and charming about her - in the way her eyes sparkle with mischief, the way she touches me every so often with a sort of subtle suggestiveness, not to mention the way her voice undulates with that soft, Southern melody.


    “Alrighty then, boss-man,” she says. “Let’s hear what you know.”


    I turn my chair toward her. “Bear in mind. I’m just going by observation and hearsay - stuff I’ve heard at work. Go easy on me if I get something wrong.”


    “Don’t be scared,” she says. “I’ll be gentle with you.”


    I grin. Then I start to focus on her, invoking the gift, coaxing it to emerge from the shadows, to seek the shimmery portal of her mind. I had read Laurie without touching her. Could I read Jessica the same way?


    The effort feels alien and clumsy without the familiarity of the accompanying touch. But eventually the energy of her aura emerges, and the flashing, silvery images of her thoughts begin to reveal themselves – shifting in and out of my perception in a flimsy, mad tangle. Like a speed-reader I run through them quickly, ignoring details, absorbing context and broad trends, letting the story take shape in the background…


    “You’re from Kentucky originally,” I tell her. “Happy childhood, around horses and chickens and pigs. On a farm.”


    “OK,” she says. “So far so good…just about everybody at work knows it.”


    (Everybody but me, I think to myself.)


    “You moved to Houston after college, I’m guessing, to be close to your boyfriend…ended up getting married…had a kid…”


    Here I stop, look into her eyes.


    “This child…he’s…he requires special care. Your husband could not deal with that. You divorced a few years after he was born…”


    A woman on a table next to ours suddenly starts laughing hysterically. Her companions join her. Someone starts thumping on the table. I pause, reach for Jessica’s hand.


    “For the last ten years,” I say. “You’ve remained devoted to this child’s wellbeing…”


    I feel Jessica squeezing my hand.


    “Most people know that as well…” she says.


    “But they don’t know how tough it’s all been. How many sacrifices you’ve had to make. No one knows that but you. You’re one heck of a strong woman, Ms. Jessica Simmons. And you have my undying admiration and respect for the way you’ve lived your life.”


    Her face flushes at my words, her elfin eyes get moist.


    “You really know how to get a girl to tear up.”


    “Sorry,” I say. I grab a napkin from the table and give it to her. She takes it and dabs her eyes. She smiles daintily as she hands it back.


    Then she starts telling me about her son. The joy and pain that goes into raising him. Every day is a challenge, and a blessing. She is a better person because of him.


    She continues to hold my hand as she relates all this – or I hold hers, it’s not clear. She moves closer to me. I can smell her hair. I listen to her attentively, patiently. And it begins to dawn on me that something is happening between us, that she is opening herself up to me, inviting me in, asking a question in a sense, which I’m answering by entwining my fingers with hers more insistently, aware that it’s not a sympathetic, casual act, but a more meaningful one.


    “Do you want another drink?” I hear the waitress say.


    I hadn’t noticed her arrival. Stopped taking notice of much of anything around me, had even blocked out the riotous melange of sounds on the adjoining table. I’d been on a different plane altogether, a different world. A world inhabited by just two people: me and Jessica. And I’d been holding her hand all along. I let go of it the moment I realize that. How long had I held it anyway?


    “Drinks?” the waitress repeats.


    “What do you say, another one?” I ask Jessica.


    Jessica considers the question then shakes her head. “Naw. I’ve had about all I can handle.”


    I tell the waitress to close us out and put her drinks on my tab. Jessica starts to say something, but I silence her. “You wanted me to buy you a farewell drink…remember?”


    Jessica laughs. “Touche.”


    When the waitress leaves, she takes hold of my hand again. “Thanks for the drinks, and for listening…and all those kind words…”


    I mutter something like “you’re welcome,” but all I can think about is her hand, and how it’s making me feel.


    She senses my confusion, smiles and uncurls her hand from mine. The waitress brings us our checks and we pay up.


    “Walk me to my car…?” She asks as we get up to leave.


    “Of course.”


    We saunter out to the parking lot. She spots her car, fumbles for keys in her purse when we get to it, finds them, turns to me, seems to hesitate, and then gives me a hug, leans in close.


    “You have a nice night, now,” she whispers, her breath warm on my ear, tickling the nape of my neck. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”


    A voice in my head says: stop; this has gone far enough.


    She draws away. I place a hand on her arm.


    “What if I did?”


    “Did what?”


    “Whatever it is you wouldn’t do it. Would you care to join me?”


    She takes a step toward me. “Would you like me to?”


    Her eyes are shining, reflecting the light from the lamp post next to her car. I look right back into them. Boldly. Unflinchingly.


    “I would.”


    She’s quiet, motionless for a beat and we stand together in the muggy night, gazing questioningly at each. Suddenly, she giggles, floats away from me, pulls open her car door and gets in.


    The ignition turns. She lowers the window, leans out.


    “Let’s see if you can catch me first,” she says and guns the engine.


    As I take off running toward the Beast, feeling like an over-sexed teenager, I think to myself: What am I doing? What is happening to me? What am I turning into?


  




  

    Chapter Twenty Six


    Ah, New York City! The heady pace, the tumult of activity, the explosion of charged, electrifying ebullience. It’s all so uplifting, so enlivening. I’m glad to be back here. I have a feeling I’ve actually missed it.


    I’m walking down 46th Street toward 8th Avenue, NYC’s restaurant row, in search of a place to eat. Dana is with me. It’s Monday evening, the end of our first day of meetings.


    We have spent the last ten hours arguing and haggling about service fees, sales targets and payment terms with myriad sales brokers and agents and marketing services providers. And as contentious and animated as these discussions had gotten at times Paul has succeeded in negotiating some very aggressive and favorable pricing and customer acquisition targets with at least two of the parties. They will put people on the street - dressed in our uniforms and armed with our marketing collateral and price offers - to knock on doors and drum up sales for our company. There will also be a team of “inside sales reps” who will support the field effort by making cold calls to potential customers and setting up appointments for the door-knockers to go and close the sales. In order for the entire effort to work smoothly and seamlessly, we will need to automate the link between the sales reps and our systems so that we can capture customer enrollments and push them through the intricate process of getting them “switched” from their present energy providers to us. That’s why Paul needed me to be in New York – so I could figure out the best possible way of affecting that link. In addition, I need to determine an efficient method of keeping track of and reporting the number of sales closed and amount of commissions earned by the agents and brokers on our behalf.


    It’s going to be a busy, whirlwind sort of trip. Tomorrow we will meet with representatives of three property management groups who we hope to convince to be our anchor customers in the market. We will get to review their current utility rates and determine if we can offer them a supply arrangement that would benefit both sides.


    Finally, on Wednesday, the last day of the trip, I have an appointment with the billing and meter data systems vendor who will be providing the systems we will need for servicing and billing customers in the New York market. My goal is to lock in the implementation timeline and project plan and to finalize the pricing and service level agreements. In light of the meetings I’ve had today, I will also talk to them about building out the interface we need for communicating with our outside sales agents.


    I’ve never felt so intellectually engaged and so motivated about my work as I’ve done these past few days. I’ve always taken pride in what I do, but most of the time, it’s been a chore, a hard grind, endlessly repetitive and lacking in creativity.


    That’s no longer the case. I’m loving every minute of my job. The difference: Rudy is no longer in the picture, hovering around like some impending calamity. I feel empowered to do things my way, without any fear of being blamed for anything that might go wrong.


    But presently, I’m not thinking about work. I’m thinking about dinner – and spending some time with Dana. Paul is still back at the hotel. He had a call scheduled with the Founders to update them on the progress we had made today. He had asked us to go on ahead and find a place to eat. He would join us later (he also had to check in at home, he’d said, after finishing the call with the Founders). Which means I probably have Dana to myself for about 30 minutes before Paul shows up.


    Our happy hour the other night at Prohibition had stirred up some interesting possibilities. But those possibilities were always beyond my grasp. And now that things have gotten complicated between Laurie and me, they’re even more difficult to contemplate.


    “What do you think of this place?” Dana says suddenly, the words sluicing through my train of thought.


    “Which place?” I ask.


    “Ahh, the one I’m pointing to...?” she says, grinning.


    I look at the signage she’s gesturing towards. It’s a restaurant called “Brazil Brazil”. And it appears to be a happening place: its sidewalk seating is full of boisterous, spirited patrons, scrumptious smells of grilled fare is wafting about, sharpening my appetite, and an insistent bossa nova beat is thrumming and throbbing somewhere inside.


    “It’s perfect,” I say.


    We walk up to a greeter standing just outside the entrance. He has already anticipated our approach and is smiling from ear to ear. Most restaurants on Restaurant Row have energetic, highly gregarious hawkers stationed street-side to entice and attract the passersby to their establishments. This guy, by comparison, is relatively laid-back - with him there is none of the intrusive hailing and accosting which appears to be the modus operandi of choice for the other greeters.


    “Welcome to Brazil, Brazil, guys,” he says. “The authentic taste of South America. You’ll be glad you came. The food here is spectacular.”


    His voice is as soft and soothing as a priest’s. I wonder who decided to make him a hawker.


    “Is there seating available outside?” Dana asks.


    “Of course. We can seat you right here by the sidewalk, but there is a wait. Or you can check out our covered patio in the back and see if you like it. We call it our ‘outdoor oasis’.”


    “You want to wait, or do we take the patio?” Dana asks.


     “I’m fine either way,” I say.


    “Then we’ll take the patio,” she says.


    And I think to myself: Oh please, not another patio…


    The memory of Friday night is vivid in my mind. I can’t shake off the guilt, the sense that I had taken advantage of a vulnerable, unsuspecting woman. Even if the experience had been pleasurable and satisfying for both of us, and Jessica had been as willing a participant in it as I was. (I still don’t know what had gotten into me, and am ashamed that it had, and that it made me do what I did- I’d only had two drinks, so it couldn’t have been the booze talking. I’ve never done anything like this before. Perhaps there is some validity to the concept of being on the rebound I’ve heard so much about.)


    The hawker leads us inside and hands us over to a hostess, who directs us to the patio, which turns out to be a sort of gazebo, with a glass roof, hanging flowerpots all around, and a quaint, gurgling fountain up against the far wall. I take a liking to it right away: it’s serene, charming and romantic. Relatively quiet as well.


    We place an order for drinks – wine for her, a light beer for me – which arrive almost immediately.


    “Darn, I should text Paul and let him know where we are,” Dana says. “Forgot about that.”


    She pulls out her phone from her purse.


    “What a wonderful spot,” I say. “And it’s right in the middle of all the craziness of Manhattan too. This is why I love New York.”


    “It’s nice. Very relaxing,” she says, dropping the phone back in the purse. “Though I’ve got to say I’m not such a big fan of New York per se. Too crowded, too intense, too stressful, for my liking.”


    “You know, that’s exactly how I used to feel. But then last time I came here I discovered this vibe, which, I don’t know, infuses you with so much energy. You feel bold. As if you can do anything.”


     “Oh, I don’t think you need New York necessarily to feel that way,” Dana says chuckling. “There’s plenty of that going on for you in Houston too.”


    I feel myself blushing.


    The message from Founder Bob announcing my promotion had gone out on Thursday evening as he had promised, and on Friday morning when I came in to work the entire company was in a state of part disbelief and part awe. An unending stream of dumbstruck, wide-eyed people had begun stopping me in the hallways or visiting my office to congratulate me. Even Mary Ann had been gracious (and diplomatic) enough to drop by to say a few (rather forced) words of acknowledgment. Sumit’s congratulatory remarks were decidedly the most authentic, if somewhat incoherent, of all. (“If anyone deserves this more, it should have been you, boss,” he’d said.) The only person I hadn’t seen or heard from was Dana. I later learned from Paul that she had taken a personal day but would be on the same flight as us on Sunday. When I’d finally met her at the airport, she too had been genuine and profuse in her compliments and appreciation.


     “To be honest with you, I’m still shocked about this whole thing,” I say.


    Dana takes a sip of her wine (a fruity roset of some sort) and nods.


    “It does seem odd, the way Rudy quit without a warning. I mean, did anyone have any idea it was coming?”


    “I for one did not. Bob said it was due to personal reasons. He seemed as surprised as me.”


    “I asked Paul if he knew and he said he didn’t either. He was pretty shocked too,” she says. “And speaking of Paul – here he is…”


    I’d just spotted him entering the courtyard, looking around for us. I wave at him and he walks over. As he pulls up a chair and drops down on it, I notice he looks grim, ashen.


    “Is everything OK, Paul?” Dana asks him, before I can.


    Paul runs a hand through his neatly brushed hair, sighs. “I’ve got some sad news, guys. Rudy is dead.”


    Rudy was supposed to call Shelly Norris, our head of HR, on Friday morning at 10 AM to finalize some paperwork related to his resignation. He never did. She didn’t make too much of it, figured something urgent must have come up and sent him an email asking him when it would be convenient for them to talk. She didn’t hear back from him. Earlier this afternoon, she grew tired of waiting for a response and decided she would draw up the documents in question and just email them over. She thought she’d call him and let him know she was planning to do that. This time the phone was answered – not by Rudy but his son, Kurt (whom I recall seeing in Rudy’s family photos in his office – a strapping kid of twenty-two and a Junior at Texas A&M, studying Engineering). Shelly told him who she was and asked if she could talk to Rudy. The boy was silent for a moment, then informed her that his father had passed away on Friday. Shelly was stunned, didn’t know how to respond to that, but being curious by nature she couldn’t restrain herself from asking him how it had happened. Kurt told her there had been an accident: Rudy had been cleaning his guns Friday night in anticipation of a trip to his ranch this weekend and one of them had discharged, killing him instantaneously.


    That was what Founder Bob had told Paul. That was all anyone knew. Sherry was planning to call the family back later in the week to find out when and where the funeral would take place and to see whether they would be amenable to having representatives of the company attend Rudy’s memorial services.


    “What an awful thing to happen. I’m sure his family is just…devastated.” Dana says, after Paul is done relating to us what Founder Bob had told him.


    Paul shakes his head. “A terrible tragedy...”


    “Unbelievable,” Dana says.


    We fall silent, each of us lost in our own thoughts.


    Then Paul looks my way and says: “How’re you doing there, Ed? You look a little out of it.”


    He had probably noticed that I had turned white (my forehead felt cold and clammy and my stomach had tightened into a knot), that I hadn’t uttered a word since Paul had mentioned Rudy’s passing (my throat felt constricted, and my tongue so heavy I was unable to form any words with it ) and that I hadn’t so much as moved a muscle (my body felt as if it was being pressed down by a 500-pound gorilla).


    I tell him I’m fine and try to smile. Though I’m not sure if I’ve succeeded. Thankfully the waitress comes over to take our order, which draws Paul and Dana’s attention away from me, and gives me the chance to gather my wits.


    I somehow manage to order my entree, to pick at it when it arrives, and to take part in the sporadic, restrained conversation which accompanies the meal, but all the while my mind is debating and agonizing over the pivotal question Rudy’s death has raised in my mind: was it really an accident? He was a seasoned firearms handler, had been shooting guns since he was eleven years old, I remember him telling me. Guns were to him as an instrument is to a musician, as tools are to a plumber. It was difficult to imagine a gun he was cleaning would go off by mistake.


    Maybe there was something else going on.


    I know he was a flawed man, beset with self-doubt, tormented by his inner demons and his fears. There was lots of aggression and anguish bottled up inside him.


    I wonder if I’d uncapped the bottle, popped the lid right off it.


    Sometimes it can be hard to reconcile effect with cause, means with ends, action with reaction.


    Would Rudy be alive right now if it hadn’t been for my gift? If it hadn’t been for the crass, merciless manner in which I’d conspired to wield it against him?


    Dana, Paul and I are visiting the offices of Crest Property Group in downtown Brooklyn, not too far from the famous Williamsburgh Savings Bank Tower. This is my first time in the area, and although the skyline here is not as impressive as Mid-town or Lower Manhattan, it does have a unique character of its own. (It happens to be the third largest Central Business District in New York City, just for the record - a junket of information shared by our host, Pete Singer, the Director of Operations with Crest, a compact, bald, restless-eyed, Yamaka-sporting Jew, who talks a mile a minute, and always appears to be on the verge of abruptly getting up and leaving.) We are discussing the terms of providing power and gas to Crest’s sprawling empire of office buildings, hotels and apartment complexes sprinkled throughout New York. Their CEO, Chris McCombs, is Founder Chucks’ old pal from his college days at the Wharton School of Business (both were in the same graduating class in the early 90’s, from what I’ve been told, and though their backgrounds are completely different – Chuck is a Texan, a Southerner through and through and McCombs a life-long Yankee, a Long Islander to boot - they have remained in constant contact over the years; Founder Chuck is a big believer in forging bonds, especially with the influential and the well-connected, and McCombs and his family definitely qualify on both counts: the McCombs clan is said to be worth upwards of a couple billion dollars in net worth, and is deeply imbedded in and dominates New York’s local economy and politics) and it was his generous consent to becoming our anchor customer that has been the catalyst for our company’s expansion into the New York market. As such, we want to make sure that we seal the deal with Singer today. (McCombs had indicated to Founder Chuck that in order for them to do business with us Singer had to be, as he put it, ‘fully on-board with pricing and the T’s and C’s of the supply agreement’.)


    We have worked our way through the customer service and billing requirements (they want a dedicated account manager, consolidated billing for multi-location properties, 30-day payment terms, electronic remittances, etc.), but pricing has been a tough nut to crack. Crest is currently paying a variable rate to the utility – meaning the utility is charging them a market-based price which changes from month to month. They would prefer to fix their rate with us, and they want to make sure they fix it at a good price, which guarantees them a decent saving over the utility. The problem is there is no way to fathom, let alone guarantee those savings. The market rate can go up in the future, or it can come down. If we fix their rate today, at current market prices, it doesn’t mean those prices, and concomitantly, the rates the utility will charge, won’t be lower in the future. Singer has been having a hard time wrapping his head around that concept and is getting more and more agitated with our arguments and logic as to why we cannot, in principle, promise to save him money against future utility prices.


    “It’s like this, Mr. Singer,” Paul tries to reason with him yet again. “Set aside the fact that we are talking about electricity for a moment. Suppose you wanted to buy 100 widgets from us over the next 12 months. In order for us to give you a fixed price for those widgets, and to ensure that we make money on them, we would have to buy them all today at whatever the prevailing market price is and store them for you and charge you as and when you consume them. Correct?”


    Singer thinks this over, then nods. “Go on.”


    “The same rule applies with electricity and gas. We estimate your usage, look at today’s market price, offer you a rate which makes us a little bit of money, and if you sign off on it, we go and source the entire supply for you for the desired term. But we can only lock in the current price. We don’t know, nor can we predict how prices might pan out in the future. That’s why if six months from now, the market goes down, and the utility starts charging less, we cannot drop your price, because we have already bought the entire supply for you ahead of time.”


    “Also, keep in mind,” Dana chimes in. “That even if the utility’s price drops for a while, there is no guarantee that it won’t increase sharply again over the coming months. So even if our price turns out to be higher for a period of time, it can also turn out to be a lot lower when market prices go back up.”


    “What you’re getting from us,” Paul says, picking up the thread of Dana’s line of argument, “essentially, is the long-term peace of mind of a predictable operating cost, so you can budget your expenses and estimate a realistic profit for your business.”


    I’ve been sitting back and watching the exchange between Dana, Paul and Singer without too much involvement. After all, price negotiation is not my area of responsibility, and I’ve had my say on the operational part of the discussion. Instead, I’ve taken to observing Singer, studying his body language, watching his facial expressions, listening to the staccato rhythms and cadences of his New York-accented voice. He’s a fascinating subject. His mannerisms and movements - the way he waves his hands while he speaks, holds his head at an angle when he is trying to emphasize a point - have a theatrical, expansive air about them. I begin to wonder what’s going on in his head, what he’s really looking for in this deal, where his discomfort is coming from, because he has been progressively becoming over-wrought as the pricing discussion has dragged on.


    I kick up my examination another notch, begin to explore deeper, seeking signals, something in his body language to give me a clue. Up until this time I have not had any intention of reading him, in fact the Rudy business has not only cast a gloom over my state of mind, making it difficult for me to focus on things, it has softened my enthusiasm for using my (so-called) gift. But now, out of sheer curiosity, I find myself slipping into my psychic zone. It doesn’t take me long to pick up on his thoughts – his aura is as expressive as his gestures.


    The first sensation I get from him is one of fear. He’s not just skeptical of our fixed-price offer; he is downright terrified of endorsing it. The reason being that he is scared to death of his bosses. He does not want to enter into a bad deal, which would compromise his credibility, whatever little he enjoys with them, and threaten his ongoing employment and paycheck. His bosses are ruthless businessmen. They don’t tolerate mistakes, especially the ones which cost them a lot of money, or the people who make them. He can’t afford to lose his job. He has kids to feed – four of them from what I’m able to glean. He is looking for some sort of reassurance that if market prices drop in the future, he would have the ability to redress his losses, and save face with his employers.


    And I think I have an answer to his dilemma.


    “I understand your point about variable nature of market prices,” Singer is saying in his clipped, nasal voice. “But then how do we know we are making the right decision? I cannot sign this contract without knowing what I’m getting us into.”


    Paul starts to reply, but I jump in.


    “If I may interrupt for a second, Paul.” I say.


    Everyone turns to look at me. I’ve been quiet for so long it’s almost as if they’ve forgotten I’m in the room.


    “Sure, go ahead, Ed.” Paul says.


    “Here’s how we can give you the assurance that you’re making the right decision,” I say. “If I hear what you’re saying correctly, Mr. Singer, you’re looking for a way to hedge your bet on our fixed price by making sure there is some way for you to make up your losses if market prices nose-dive over the course of your contract with us. Am I right?”


    Singer’s face relaxes. “Yes, that is exactly what I’m saying.”


    “Excellent. Your concern makes perfect sense. And I think we have a way to address it. What we can do is put a clause in the agreement to the effect that if utility prices are consistently lower than ours by a certain percentage for, say, 2 or 3 months in a row, you will have the right to ask for a refreshed price. That way you can take advantage of a persistent downturn in market prices. We’ve done this sort of arrangement before and we won’t have any problem offering it to you. With just one caveat - the new price will be the average of existing price and the new market price, blended across a longer term. In other words, we will extend your contract while lowering your price. What do you think about that solution?”


    There is silence in the room for a while as Singer appears to mull over what I’ve said. I peer at Paul and Dana out of the corner of my eyes. Paul gives me an approving nod.


    “I like it,” Singer finally responds. “But I will need to know exactly how that re-pricing mechanism will work.”


    “Let me expand on that, so we can all get on the same page…” Paul says.


    I realize he wants to take back the helm, regain control of the meeting which I had temporarily wrested away from him, and I dutifully let him do so. But I no longer have to listen to him. I already know Singer has bought into the concept. He’s ready to sign the deal.


    I lean back in my chair and steal a quick look around me. We are in a mid-sized meeting room, sitting at a standard-issue, rectangular, eight-seat conference table. It’s a minimalist room. The furniture is on the cheap side, and dulled and scratched with age and use, the carpet has seen better days as well, and the walls are bare and marked here and there with stains and smudges. (For a multi-billion dollar operation, this sort of set-up seems out of place to say the least, but Singer had indicated their main office is in Mid-town Manhattan, which I’m assuming would be glitzier and swankier than this dump and more in keeping with their corporate image.) But there is one thing that makes the dullness of the room entirely inconsequential: the view from the window directly behind Singer. The Williamsburgh Tower, with its unique part-Byzantine, part-neo-Roman architecture hovers gracefully in the distance – lofty, proud, and inexorable: a soaring testament to humanity’s ingenuity and resourcefulness, its unremitting obsession with constructing monuments of awe-inspiring magnitude and beauty. Against the backdrop of a charcoal sky, with a gentle rain cascading down over its stately clock tower, adorned with a magnificent gilded dome, it appears nothing less than breathtaking. It’s hard not to appreciate the majesty of its form, the sheer nobility of its columns, the ornate workmanship of the carved details around its façade.


    I sense Dana’s eyes on me and turn away from the window. A hint of a smile appears on her lips as she catches my eye. It’s only there for a split second, but it’s unmistakable. I don’t know what it means, nor can I imagine the feelings behind it. But it pulls at my heart, makes it sing with joy.


    The Rudy affair, tragic and lamentable as it is, suddenly seems to wither into a tiny blip of unpleasantness, a miniscule smidgen of a disagreeable flashback which I can easily cast aside. I feel my spirits – and my hopes – lifting again.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty Seven


    The day has flown by.


    After finishing up with Singer we grabbed lunch at a deli down the street from his office and then took a cab to Matawan, New Jersey, about 30 miles away. Our destination being the offices of yet another property owners’ group affiliated with Crest which owned several small to mid-sized hotels and motels in New York.


    Things went much more smoothly there. We walked their CFO through the arrangement we had offered Crest, he shot back several probing questions at us, which we must have succeeded in answering to his satisfaction because after bantering with us for another ten minutes or so (and extracting a couple of additional minor concessions) he agreed to give us his business. We thanked him, assured him of the wisdom of his decision, and then headed back to Manhattan.


    We were batting one hundred. With one more inning to go. And by now we have perfected the template for a proposal which seems to work like a charm, so we don’t anticipate any curve balls with the third and final prospective customer group – a real estate management company called Shaw Enterprises. These guys owned four large apartment complexes in Manhattan and were in the process of acquiring two more in Queens. They too were friends and/or associates of McComb’s, though it was difficult to deduce how close that association was - whether he just exercised a sort of cultish moral authority over them due to his stature in the community or whether he was actually a financial partner in the business.


    In any event, things went smoothly with Shaw as well. If Crest had agreed to terms with us, their representatives informed us shortly after we began talking, then they would too, as long as they were offered the exact same ones. We promised them they were. At which point they thanked us, shook our hands, told us we had a deal, and sent us on our way. The entire meeting lasted no more than 45 minutes, which included the fifteen minutes or so we had spent waiting for them to join us in the conference room.


    “That was too easy,” Paul says after we’d been ushered to the lobby and were waiting for the elevator. “And we didn’t even need Ed riding in to rescue us.”


    “I had my armor shined and ready, though” I say, and Paul laughs.


    Earlier, Paul had been very complimentary of my handling of Singer. “Inspired thinking, Ed, on that blend and extend offer,” were his exact words. I’d told him it was no big deal. “It’s not like I invented the concept through my ingenuity. We’ve been doing those deals off and on for years.” “Agreed,” was Paul’s response, “but Dana and I couldn’t tell what Singer was spooked about, what he was looking for, and you did. Shows great intuition on your part.” My head had promptly swelled five times its size, but out loud I only said: “I’m just glad it got us over the hump.”


    In the elevator, on the way down, Paul suggests we walk back to the hotel instead of “cabbing it”.


    “As long as it’s not raining,” Dana intones.


    It has been raining off and on throughout the day, at times making our commute slow and uncomfortable. But when we get out into the street, we find the skies clear and not a cloud in sight. At which point Dana tries to go back on her word.


    “I do have these high heels on, guys,” she says.


    “Oh, come on, you women can do ballet in those things,” Paul says.


    Dana gives in. And we set off on foot, ignoring a taxi which pulls up right next to us, the driver eyeing us expectantly.


    The weather is pleasant with a gentle sunshine and a cool breeze blowing – a welcome change from the stifling heat of Houston. We are near the Chrysler Building, on 42nd Street. Seven or eight blocks away from Times Square where our hotel is located (we are staying at the Crowne Plaza this time around – in the middle of Times Square). And we are full of energy in the wake of our fruitful meetings, so walking that far doesn’t faze us, despite the business attire we are in and the heavy computer bags we are carrying.


    “So, what’s the plan for dinner?” Dana asks after we reach the hotel and are fighting our way up the escalator leading from street level to the lobby. The escalator is buckling under the weight of the scores of people riding it, and the lobby is so crowded it bears the look and feel of a carnival.


    “Oh, I forgot to mention to you guys,” Paul says. “I’m having dinner with McCombs and the head of the New York Chamber of Commerce. I got an email from Chuck earlier. He thinks wining and dining the two of them could open a few more doors for us.”


    I feel a flutter of excitement in my chest. Here’s the chance I’ve been praying for: to have dinner alone with Dana.


    “Well, in that case, I guess it’s just you and me, Dana,” I say. “If you can stand the company.”


    Is it my imagination or do I see color rise on Dana’s cheeks?


    “Why not?” she responds. “Beats ordering room service. You want to meet in the lobby at 6:30? We can decide where to go then.”


    I look at my watch. It’s just past five.


    “See you then.” I tell her, trying to sound as if it’s the most ordinary, prosaic thing in the world I will ever do. Even though, on the inside, I’m trembling with anticipation.


    Shortly after I got back to my room it started to rain again. By 6:00 PM the entire island of Manhattan was in the grip of a mammoth thunderstorm. Lightning flashed, thunder rumbled, streets started flooding. The weatherman on TV mentioned something about golf-ball sized hail falling in parts of Mid-Town.


    At 6:30, as I arrive in the lobby, the storm is still raging, and my hopes of an intimate evening with Dana are dwindling. What if Dana decides to call off the whole thing, decides to stay up in her room and order room service instead?


    But to my relief I find that Dana is already in the lobby, waiting for me, looking delectable and becoming in a short black skirt and a green, tight-fitting blouse.


    “So much for venturing out tonight.” I say when I catch up with her.


    “My thought exactly,” she says.


    “Do you think Paul canceled his dinner?”


    Dana shrugs. “No idea.”


    I cast a look around. The lobby is crammed full of people, all standing around waiting for the weather to break.


    “What are our options?” I say.


    Dana nods toward the bar. “We could just hang out there.”


    I glance at the bar. It is so full even a child wouldn’t find room to fit in there.


    “Let’s check out the restaurant,” I suggest. “Maybe there’s a table there…we could have hors d’oeuvres until the rain stops.”


    She assents. We hurry over to it.


    “There’s an hour wait,” the maître d’ informs us.


    We give him our names and then look around for a spot in the lobby to sit down.


    “Over there?” Dana says, pointing to a couch which a couple has just vacated.


    I rush over and plop down on it, just as another couple is about to claim it.


    “That was quick,” Dana says, grinning, as she comes over and sits down next to me.


    It’s a small two-seat sofa, and her thigh brushes mine as she settles into it, sending shock waves tingling up my leg, over my spine and into the part of the brain which is in-charge of producing sexual impulses. In this case, the resultant response is rapid and intoxicating.


    “So,” Dana says, leaning toward me (I’m happy to notice that our closeness is not off-putting for her in the least, in fact she seems more comfortable than I am). “It looks like Paul was blown away by your performance today with Singer.”


    “Yeah? And how about you?”


    “I didn’t realize I was the audience you were trying to impress.”


    “Why not? I like my applause to be unanimous. Hate idlers in the crowd.”


    She giggles. “In that case I must confess I was equally dazzled. The way you articulated his concerns… it was almost like you’d read his mind.”


    That’s too uncanny of an observation, a little too close to home.


    “A lucky guess, that’s all,” I say.


    “Oh I don’t know about that. It seemed pretty well thought out. You seemed to know precisely what he was looking for.”


    “Well, maybe I did read his mind then.” I say, lowering my voice, as if I’m sharing a secret with her. (Which I am, in a twisted, meta sort of way.)


    She backs away from me in mock surprise. “No! You can read minds?”


    “Of course. Want me to prove it?”


    “Prove it,” she says, her eyes sparkling with devilment.


    “Very well. I will,” I say.


    I lean back in the sofa, shake my shoulders and rub my palms together. “Let me get into the proper position…”


    “Wait, what about me?” Dana asks in a playful voice. “Do I need to sit a certain way? Maybe assume the lotus position?”


    “No, you’re fine, ma’am. Just let me concentrate for a minute.”


    “Whenever you’re ready, Maestro.”


    I rub my temples and close my eyes. “OK, it’s coming to me,” I say. “Ah! I sense hunger, extreme, gut-rumbling hunger…”


    “Wow, that’s so true. You can hear it?”


    “I sensed it, lady.”


    “Brilliant. Anything else?”


    “Yes. You’re annoyed at the weather, reluctant about eating here, ticked off at having to wait.”


    “Check, check and check…and not convincing at all.”


    “Hmmm. I will need to dig a little deeper.” I shut my eyes. “There we go. I’m getting something… despite the inconvenience of the weather and the wait, you’re having a great time. You’re enjoying my company and totally buying into my mind-reading skills. And you’re looking forward to the rest of the evening.”


    I open my eyes. She is grinning. “You got it mostly right. Except for the part about buying into your so-called mind-reading ability.”


    “You’ll come around. I will continue to provide further evidence of that as the night goes on.”


    “It better be more stimulating than what you’ve provided thus far.”


    “You have no idea how stimulating I can be.”


    Dana giggles again. And it occurs to me that, just like that, our relationship has ventured into a whole new realm. There is a hint of flirtation in our interaction. We are no longer professional colleagues, thrown together by necessity, chatting casually, making small talk to kill time just because there’s nothing better to do. We are a man and a woman who are interested in each other, enjoy being together, and they know it, but have yet to establish a sense of what it is they want or expect from each other.


    I begin to wonder what my next step should be…what our next step should be. Or whether there should be a next step.


    “I think your phone is ringing,” Dana says.


    And so it is. I ease it out of my jeans pocket and check the screen. It’s from home.


    I have half a mind to not take the call. It might be Laurie. She and I had talked a couple of times since my abrupt flight from home, and on each occasion the conversation had started amiably enough, with Laurie suggesting I come back home, but then a certain remark had been made, on either side, which had soured the flavor of the exchange. (Her: “Why can’t you see you’re being childish and stubborn? Me: “I’m being childish? Isn’t it childish to forget one’s married and jump into bed with the first person they run into?”; and, in another instance, Me: “I need some space right now – maybe after New York I’d be able to stand being back home”; Her: “Am I so repellent to you? Do you not want to see your kids anymore?”; and, in yet another instance, Her: “What should I tell the kids happened to you? That you fell off the face of the earth?” Me: “Tell them I have to stay back in New York for a couple of weeks”; Her: “You want me to lie?” Me: “Why not? You’ve had plenty of practice lately”. So on and so forth - silly, pitiful stuff, really.)


    In any case, Dana has seen the caller ID, knows it’s a call from my family, and there’s already a questioning look on her face, as if to say: “aren’t you going to get that?” Ruefully, I accept the call. (I don’t want Dana to think I’m the type who ignores calls from home – even if ‘home’ is not so much a place as just an ambiguous, and vaguely unwelcome, concept for me anymore.)


    “Dad?” It’s Josh on the line, not Laurie as I’d assumed. Thank God.


    “Josh. What’s up? I’m at dinner with a colleague right now.”


    “Something bad happened, dad…” His voice is tense, shaky.


    I get up from the couch, mouth the words “excuse me” to Dana, and move to a more secluded corner of the lobby.


    “What’s the problem, Josh?”


    “It’s Jenny. She’s gone…”


    “What do you mean, she’s gone?”


    “I mean she’s run away from home, dad. I think you should come back right away…”


  




  

    Chapter Twenty Eight


    I tell Dana I have to go back up to my room.


    “A bit of an emergency on the home front.” I say, trying to put on as calm and sanguine an appearance as I can.


    “Hope it’s nothing serious?” she asks with genuine concern.


    “No, no. Kid stuff. Just something I need to sort out…”


    “OK,” she says. “You want me to wait, or…”


    I hesitate. I don’t want to be rude to Dana, don’t want to abandon her just as we are about to sit down to dinner, neither do I want to alarm her by giving her the impression that something traumatic has happened at home. Or, for that matter, scuttle the best chance I’ll ever get to spend a quiet, (quasi) romantic evening with her.


    Dana senses my anxiety. “Please, go ahead, take care of whatever needs taking care of.”


    I thank her, apologize for bailing out on her, and rush toward the elevators.


    Josh had told me that there had been some sort of a blow-up between Jenny and Laurie late Saturday night. Laurie had gone out for the evening, and apparently Jenny had been up watching TV. An argument had ensued when Laurie had returned. It was muted at first, not unlike the routine flaps Laurie and Jenny get into almost on a daily basis. But within minutes it had erupted into something much bigger. There was yelling and screaming, some harsh words were said. Then Josh had heard Jenny run up the stairs, go into her room and slam the door shut with a force which had shaken the whole house. He had thought about venturing out of his room to investigate, but then figured it was probably safer not to bother, given the temper of the combatants, and had gone off to sleep.


    The next day Jenny had remained holed up in her room, coming out only to eat, and that too when Laurie wasn’t around, making no bones about the fact that she was avoiding her. Josh had tried talking to her but she had shut him down by telling him to leave her alone and mind his own business.


    The stand-off was still very much in place Monday morning. Jenny didn’t bother to turn up for breakfast. Laurie went to her room to make sure she was alright, but Jenny had refused to open the door.


    “Mom kept asking her to come out, that she had to go to school,” Josh told me. “But Jenny won’t answer. Finally, mom gave up, she had a class at the gym or something and we were running late. Later when I got back home, I went to her room to look in on her. Her door was open, but she wasn’t there. I figured maybe she was out in the back, but she wasn’t there either. She wasn’t anywhere in the house.”


    “What did mom do about it?”


    “I don’t know…she drove around the neighborhood, she called some of her friends…”


    “And no one knew where she was?”


    “Nope.”


    I paused, wondering whether to ask the question I wanted to ask. It was difficult for me to pose. It would expose far too many things – things I didn’t want exposed. But the time for erecting facades and appearances was long past.


    “I’m assuming you figured out what mom and Jenny were arguing about?”


    There was a muffled cough, or a groan, I couldn’t be certain, on the other end. Then Josh said: “Of course I did, dad. They were so loud maybe the neighbors heard too.”


    “I’m – I’m sorry about all this, Josh. Sorry you had to find out like that…”


    “It’s OK, dad. I can deal with it.”


    I felt a stitch in my chest, heard myself sigh. We never give kids credit for their sharp instincts, their innocent penchant for clarity and truth, their keen ability to uncover and bravely face up to all the obvious, bitter facts that tend to make us adults so uncomfortable in our skins.


    He wanted to know when I’d be coming back home.


    “Let me figure it out, Josh.” I told him.


    The elevator stops at my floor and I get off.


    On the way to my room I think to myself: why must life keep serving up these blistering, shocking blows, especially just when you’re beginning to feel as if you’ve finally got the measure of things.


    I dial Laurie’s numbers as soon as I shut the door behind me.


    “So, I guess you heard…” Laurie says.


    “Jesus, Laurie. Why in the hell didn’t you tell me what was going on? Why’s Josh the one calling me about this?”


    “Come on, you know why,” she says. “It’s not like we’re BFF’s right now.”


    “But this is beyond the pale. You should’ve called me right away – who cares whether we’re BFF’s or not.”


    There’s a pause, then Laurie says. “Maybe I should’ve told you. I just thought…she’d be fine, you know. After she calmed down, she’d come back home. I didn’t think she’d make such a big deal out of it.”


    “She’s a teenager, Laurie. Everything is a big deal for her.”


    “I feel like such a monster…” Her voice is suddenly small, sounds distant, hollow.


    I find myself feeling sorry for her. She’s a mother, after all. This must be extremely painful for her.


    “I’m at fault too,” I say. “Jenny and I had gotten into an argument last week and I was pretty rough with her.”


    “What?”


    “Yes, it was the day I went to Dallas. But that’s not the worst of it. I found her lurking outside our bedroom the night we were going at each other. She probably overheard everything.”


    “Why didn’t you say something? I would’ve dealt with her differently then.” Her voice has changed now. There is a ring of accusation in it, and it immediately gets my hackles up. But I know this is not the time to get into another war of words.


    “What happened Saturday night anyway?” I ask.


    “She just pounced on me. Out of nowhere. It was totally unexpected. I came home late from a dinner and she was waiting for me. I had no idea why she did that. Now I know. I wish you’d told me she’d heard us, Ed.”


    I feel like saying ‘And how was your dinner with Martin? Did you guys get the chance to firm up your future plans? Or was it just another one of your light-hearted sexual interludes?’ But I hold back. Instead I say: “What did she say to you?”


    “I can’t even remember. The whole thing is a blur. I think she said something like ‘did you have a nice date, mom’ when I walked in. And it totally took me by surprise. I told her where I’d been was none of her damn business and that it was late and she should go to bed. And she just exploded. She’d obviously been working herself into a state, preparing for some sort of confrontation. She said she was tired of being lied to, being treated like a child. She said she knew I was having an affair, and she had seen me and Martin together coming out of some restaurant a few weeks back. She said she knew you had walked out on us because of it. I was shocked, asked her if she was the one who’d told you about it. And she went berserk, started yelling things like ‘you’re a sneak and a cheater, how can you accuse me of telling on you’, stuff like that. Then she said, ‘why don’t you stop acting like a slut, you’re destroying your family just so you can have your fun.’”


    “Wow. That’s a bit much...”


    “Yep. And it made me so angry I did something I shouldn’t have. I walked right up to her and slapped her face. And I told her to shut up and go to her room. That stopped her cold. She told me she hated me and then ran up sobbing to her room.”


    I can almost see the conflagration between Laurie and Jenny in my mind’s eye. The pain, the sense of betrayal on one side, the horror and anger on the other. In hindsight, I should have talked to Jenny when I’d caught her outside our bedroom. Maybe instead of running away I should have hung around. I would’ve been able to read what was bothering her, and help ease her out of the fraught mental state she was in. But I wanted to escape, avoid the discomfort of the situation, was thinking only of myself.


    “Any clues as to where she might be? Josh said you talked to her friends.”


    “I didn’t even know who she’s friends with,” she says. “That’s how uninvolved I am in her life. That’s how terrible of a mom I am…I had to ask Josh to get me their numbers.”


    “Stop beating yourself up, Laurie. No kid her age wants their parents involved in their lives.”


    “Yes, but as parents, we need to insist to be involved…isn’t that what parenting is?”


    “Let’s not get into that right now,” I say. “What did you find from her friends?”


    “Not a thing,” Laurie says. “I talked to three of them. I didn’t want to tell them what was going on. So I made up some excuse that she was sick and had stayed home, but apparently had slipped away to a friend’s place to get caught up on homework and I was wondering if she was with them. None of them knew where she was, or who else she might be with.”


    “What about the school? Did you send in a note or something?


    “I did for today and yesterday. I might go see the principal tomorrow.”


    “Hold off for now. Let’s think this through.”


    “Should we go to the police?”


    “The police? Jesus Christ, Laurie. Heck no, not yet anyway.”


    “Are you sure? I’m feeling so helpless, Ed. And so scared. What if something happens to her? I won’t be able to live with myself…” She chokes up suddenly, starts sobbing.


    “Laurie, listen to me. You can’t panic right now. We can’t solve this if we’re not thinking straight. We’ll find her. I promise you. I have a plan.”


    This grabs her attention. “Really?”


    “Yes.”


    “Are you…”


    A loud crash of thunder sounds outside and drowns out her voice.


    “What did you say?” I ask.


     “I said, are you going to come home?”


    “Yes. I’ll change my flights.”


    “I want you to. Will you call and tell me?”


    “I will.”


    “I really…”


    The line crackles with static, cutting her off in mid-sentence.


    “Laurie…?” I say into the phone.


    But the line has gone dead. I remove the phone from my ear and stare at it.


    I think what she was saying at the end was “I really miss you, Ed.” But I could be mistaken.


    I hadn’t been lying, or just trying to make Laurie feel better, when I’d told her I had a plan. I really do have one. Or maybe not a plan – more like a plea, a prayer.


    I dig into my pocket and remove my wallet. Hopefully, what I’m looking for is still in there and I haven’t discarded it. I open it and start scouring through its various pockets and slots. At last I see it, hidden behind my American Express and my Bank of America ATM card: Rebecca’s exotic, gold-lettered visiting card.


    I check the time. It’s only 8:00 PM. I reach for my phone and punch in her number.


    Sometimes things have to come full circle to make sense. It was my chance encounter with Rebecca which had set me off on the journey which has brought me here. Perhaps she can help me find my way back to the beginning. Or the conclusion, as the case may be.


    There’s someone knocking on my door.


    It can’t be Rebecca, that’s for sure. I wasn’t able to reach her on the phone earlier and could only leave a voice mail. (Hopefully, she will get it tonight and call me back. Otherwise my plan will fall apart. I have yet to change my flight; I’m waiting to talk to Rebecca, seek her advice, before I do that. I also haven’t apprised Paul and Founder Bob of the situation. I wonder how that conversation will play out, coming on the heels of the time I had to take off to attend my mother’s funeral, and given the fact that I’ve just been promoted and we’re in the middle of a high priority business initiative…)


    I open the door and see Dana in the hallway. There’s a bag in her hand. She has brought food for me.


    “I’m sorry,” Dana says. “I was calling you from the restaurant to see if you wanted anything but kept getting your voice mail. I went ahead and picked up a grilled Chicken salad for you. Hope I’m not disturbing you.”


    “No, no, no problem,” I say hurriedly. “Thanks for…being so thoughtful.”


    She hands me the bag. “Everything sorted out back home?”


    She’s looking closely at me. I wonder if I look as bent out of shape as I feel.


    “I’m afraid not. In fact, I might have to go back home tomorrow.”


    “Oh really? Sorry to hear that. Have you told Paul?”


    “I haven’t yet…I was…”


    I stop mid-sentence. Something Dana said a minute ago has just sunk in. She said she was getting my voice mail when she was calling me from the lobby. That fact in and of itself is not surprising – my call with Laurie had been cut short due to loss of signal. But what this means is that the same might be happening to Rebecca. I have to check my phone to see if there’s a voice message waiting from her.


    “If there’s anything I can do, please let me know.” Dana is saying.


    “Thanks, Dana,” I say. “Sorry I had to rush off and let you have dinner by yourself.”


    (And I’m in almost as much of a hurry now to have her leave so I can get to my phone - I can’t seem to let go of my shoddy manners tonight.)


    “Don’t worry about it.”


    “How about I make it up to you in Houston?”


    Dana smiles. “That’ll be nice,” she says. “In case I don’t get to see you again, have a safe trip back home.”


    And as she says this, she takes a small, gliding step toward me and wraps her arms around me. My heart begins to thud in my chest.


    “Good luck with the family,” she says when she pulls away.


    “Thanks,” I reply, with some effort.


    Dana smiles again, this one shy, demure, a little self-conscious, and turns and starts to walk away. I can’t help ogling her swaying, rolling gait as she moves down the hallway, admiring her slender legs, her exquisite figure, the way she holds her upper body erect, with a queenly grace, as if she owns the place (and she may as well, as glorious as she is).


    She seems to sense my eyes on her and looks back at me. Blood rushes to my face (I’m glad she is far enough away to not see me blushing) and I wave at her lamely. She laughs and waves back. I quickly step inside my room and shut the door.


    I’m not blind to the significance of Dana coming to my room. This is a breakthrough moment – a watershed event – in our relationship. Too bad fate wasn’t on my side. It could have been an interesting evening.


    I toss the bag of food on the desk and grab my phone. My premonition had been right on the money. There is one new voicemail waiting for me.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty Nine


    I glance at my watch as I ring Rebecca’s doorbell. She lives in East Village, on 13th Street, between Second and Third Avenue, in a plain-looking four-story brownstone apartment building. She had said in her message that she’d wait up for me till 10:00 PM, and it’s already ten minutes past. It had taken my cab nearly an hour to get me here, what with the partially flooded roads, the constant detours we had to take to avoid them, and the intermittent patches of extreme weather which we kept running into every few miles (the rain did seem to relent as we closed in on our destination, and had slowed down to a drizzle when I finally hopped out of the cab).


    “Yes?” Her voice rings out of the intercom.


    “It’s Ed Kaminsky, Rebecca.”


    “Come on up,” she says, “Apartment 325.”


    The lock on the door starts to buzz and I pull it open.


    Inside, the lobby is modest and parsimonious, but it is tidy, pleasant. The marble floor is spotless and sparkles under the quaint, vintage-style overhead ceiling lights. A tasteful flower arrangement adorns a mahogany table in the center.


    I walk over to the elevator and hit the “Up” button. There is no sound, no indication that pressing the button has had any impact on the machinery behind those closed steel doors. Then I spot an ‘Out of Service’ sign stuck to the adjacent wall and realize why.


    The stairway is just around the corner from the elevator bank and I hurry up the steps, taking them two at a time. (I can do that without thinking twice thanks to the regular jogging I’ve been doing lately – I’ve also lost about ten pounds in all by now - and when I reach the third floor I can’t fail to congratulate myself over the fact that my breathing is still steady.)


    I find apartment 325 at the corner of the hallway, which runs along three sides of the building - north, east and west - in a squared “U” shape.


    I knock on the door and it opens immediately.


    I haven’t seen Rebecca in what seems like an age but now that I’m seeing her again, I’m reminded of how classy and tantalizing of a figure she cuts, how delicate her features are and how expressive and probing her eyes are. She’s wearing a simple cotton dress, has no make-up on, and her hair is loose and flowing.


    She greets me with a smile and waves me in. “Please make yourself comfortable…”


    Her apartment is small - a kitchen and living area is all there is to see, with a narrow, semi-darkened hallway leading, presumably, to a bedroom beyond. But it’s cozy and stylishly furnished - in what appears to be a rustic French traditional decor. There are rugs and candles and dark furniture and crystal chandeliers in the kitchen and living room, runners in the hallway.


    From the general feel of the place it’s clear she lives here by herself, and it suddenly strikes me that I know next to nothing about her personal life - despite the lasting impact she has had on mine. I have no idea where she grew up, whether she was ever married, whether she has kids, whether she has any other family, whether there is a special someone in her life. Perhaps I should try and read her…but, of course, that’s not a task suited to the present moment.


    I sit down on an ornate maison settee (don’t ask me how I know what it’s called; suffice to say my wife is an aficionado of French furniture and over time the terminology has rubbed off on me as well), and she asks me if I want anything to drink. She has tea, soft drinks, coffee, she says.


    “No, I’m fine,” I tell her.


    She regards me closely with those formidable turquoise-blue eyes of hers.


    “I was troubled by your message,” she says. “It sounded urgent…”


    I try to gather my thoughts. Where do I even begin?


    She says: “Your powers have grown stronger, haven’t they? I can sense it.”


    I cross my legs and run a hand through my hair. Like our previous meeting, I feel as though I’m being observed under a microscope.


    “They have,” I say. “And maybe not in a good way, I’m afraid.”


    “Then you haven’t been taking care of your gift like you should have.”


    “Well, I was sort of hoping it would take care of me…you know.”


    She fingers a pendant she’s wearing around her neck, a single green stone on a fragile-looking gold chain. “That’s not how it works, Ed,” she says. “I told you before. The gift can bring great rewards. But there are strings attached.”


     “Then it’s not much of a gift, is it? What good can it be if there are strings attached, if I can’t use it to…to get a leg up on things?”


    The warmth in her turquoise eyes fades to a dull sadness, as if I’ve disappointed her in some profound way. “I remember what you told me,” she says. “Money, power, acclaim – those were your three wishes.”


     “I just thought…I needed to… exercise a little control over my life. Sort of nudge things in my favor. That’s all.”


    “And did you?”


     “I - I think so. I got promoted...got a raise…people at work respect me now.”


    “Then why are you here?”


    For some reason I find that I can no longer meet her eyes, feel compelled to busy myself with examining my hands in order to evade her probing gaze.


    “Because…everything has gotten mixed up all of a sudden.”


    I screw up my courage, raise my head and look at her.


    “It’s hard to explain,” I say. “But the more I use the gift, less control I seem to have over things. It’s like knowing things only makes you weaker, not more powerful. All it seems to do is cause pain…”


    I can’t keep my voice from trailing off. Rebecca is continuing to regard me with scalpel-like sharpness.


    “There’s an aura of death around you…” she says.


    I nod. “My boss…and before him, my mother, as well. I feel responsible for both.”


    “I’m sorry, Ed.”


    “I should have called her when you told me to. But I didn’t…couldn’t. I was just too self-obsessed.”


    I bury my head in my hands. Rebecca sighs and a moment later, gets up and sits down next to me on the settee. She touches my shoulder.


    “Give me your hands,” she says.


    I do as she says. Her hands feel soft. And incredibly reassuring. I close my eyes. The million voices and worries buzzing in my head begin to abate. A minute passes, perhaps two.


    “The thing about this gift,” Rebecca says, her voice a feathery whisper, “is that it’s not meant for those it’s given to. We are only conduits, pathways, directing it to whatever purpose it’s supposed to serve. The trick is to discover what that purpose is. Because if we don’t, we can never find peace.”


    I open my eyes and turn to her. “But pathway to what? I’m just an average guy, with a brutally average life. What can I possibly be a conduit to?”


    She lets go of my hands. “You have a lot to get off your chest. Why don’t you tell me why you came here.”


    I draw in a long, deep breath and let it out slowly. “Maybe I should just start at the beginning…how much time do we have?”


    “We have time,” she says.


    It takes me close to an hour to tell her everything that has happened since we met.


    I tell her about the belated call to my mother, leading up to the night I spent alone with her in the hospice, where I first encountered my gift, and her death the next day, followed by the gradual evolution, and strengthening of my new-fangled skill, as well as my self-confidence, my sense of power. I confess to learning Rudy’s secret, stumbling into it inadvertently, how I used that knowledge against him, how it might have led to his apparent suicide. I also tell her about my wife’s affair, my walking out on her, even my dalliance with Jessica, and my feelings toward Dana. I hold nothing back. And she listens and absorbs everything I say without a comment, without a hint of affirmation or disapproval, without so much as a gesture or change of expression. Her face remains impassive, her body immobile, only her eyes show signs of life, rippling with brilliance now and again in the glow of the chandelier above us, like smoldering embers.


    Finally, I tell her about Jenny’s altercation with Laurie, its culmination in her disappearance. And then I can’t go on any further. My voice cracks. The pain, the fear of losing her becomes too much for me. I sit back, exhausted, shattered.


    “I want you to help me find her, Rebecca. That’s why I called you earlier,” I say. “I couldn’t think of anything else to do, anyone else to ask for help. You’re my only hope, there’s no one else I can turn to.”


    Rebecca doesn’t reply for a long while, continues watching me with those luminous, unwavering eyes of hers.


    “Will you help me?” I say, starting to feel unnerved by her silence.


    “Of course I will,” she says.


    “Thank you.”


    “But you’re going to have to do the work.”


    I almost start with surprise. “Me? How?”


    “I will show you.”


    “But I thought…”


    “Thought what?”


    “I thought…my plan was…to get you to come to Houston with me, help me look for her.”


    A knowing, ineluctable smile appears on her face. “But that would defeat the whole purpose.”


    I can only stare at her, confused. “What purpose?”


    “It’s like I just said. You have to find out what your gift is for. Why it’s been given to you. And this is the chance for you to do that.”


    I feel that spark of blind anger flaring up inside me again. It surges through my body like a wave – a wave that keeps gathering speed as it grows.


    “But that is just insane,” I say. “There’s a child’s life at stake here, for God’s sake. I can’t afford to waste time on some ridiculous quest for self-discovery.”


    Rebecca remains serene, unmoved by my tantrum.


    “I’m sorry you feel that way,” she says. “You must know I would never jeopardize your daughter’s safety.”


    “Then why can’t you come with me?”


    “I can. But I know you need to do this on your own. Will you at least let me show you how?”


    “Do I have a choice?”


    “You always have a choice, Ed. I can go with you if you want, but you’ll be squandering the most important opportunity of your life.”


    “What opportunity?”


    “To find your true path, your destiny…”


    The wave of anger crashes ashore. Kicking up a gargantuan, towering mushroom cloud of rage.


    “Oh please, spare me the bull-crap,” I snap at her. “Who gives a damn about destiny? You know what destiny is? It’s a figment of human imagination, asinine pseudo-mystical twaddle. A foolish fantasy constructed by our collective delusional minds to make us feel our lives have meaning, that we are all headed to some sort of magical destination. While the truth is that life is nothing but a series of absurd, meaningless accidents, a never-ending chain of random events in the vast patchwork of random events unfolding throughout this cruel, pointless, directionless universe.”


    Silence envelops us when I finish my rant. Somewhere in the room I hear a clock ticking, and it reminds me that time is running out. I have to book my flight, tell Paul and Founder Bob I have to abandon ship and return to Houston…


    I glance at Rebecca. She is as calm and still as a monk in deep meditation. I suddenly feel embarrassed.


    “I’m sorry,” I say to her. “That was uncalled for.”


    Rebecca shakes her head. “No need to apologize, Ed,” she says. “I know you’re upset. And you might be right. Maybe everything we believe about purpose and destiny is just useless fiction – a fantasy. But in the end, it’s all we have. Without that fantasy, there’s only darkness. The question you must ask yourself is if that’s how you want to live: Immersed in utter darkness.”


    I let her words wash over me. Perhaps there’s a deeper meaning in them. A grim truth which has always eluded me. But I have bigger fish to fry right now.


    “Won’t you change your mind? Please. And come with me?”


    Rebecca places her hand on my arm. “I would if I didn’t think it was important for you to do this on your own. If I didn’t see where it might lead.”


    “You mean ‘see’, as in my future?” I ask.


    That faint glimmer of sadness I’d seen before flickers in Rebecca’s eyes again. “I told you before, Ed. There’s no such thing as a future. There are only possibilities. And all I can say with certainty is that the possibilities I see before you – you can’t afford to ignore them.”


    I hear myself sigh. And then that awful silence returns. The clock’s ticking becomes audible again, more urgent than before.


    I hang my head in resignation. “OK, show me how I can find Jenny…”


    She takes my hand and presses it. “Don’t worry. Everything will be fine. Trust me.”


    “I do trust you,” I tell her.


    “Wonderful,” she says, and springs up off the maison. “But first, I have to make us some tea…”


    Later, after she’s shown me how to do what she wants me to do, after I’ve taken my leave, and she’s called me a cab and embraced me with affection and is walking me downstairs to the lobby I turn to her and say:


    “Can I ask you something?”


    “Anything.”


    “If I’d called my mother that night, like you told me to – would she still be alive?”


    She moves toward me and the overhead vintage lights in the lobby catch her hair in a dazzling gold halo. “I wish I knew. I really do. But I don’t…I can’t. Even if I tried.”


    I sigh. “And this vision you had earlier – of my destiny – can at you least tell me what you saw?”


    She places her hands on my shoulders, rises on her tip-toes and kisses me on the cheek.


    “Just follow your heart, Ed. Don’t be afraid. Trust yourself to live the truth. And your gift will lead you where you must go.”


  




  

    Chapter Thirty


    The Beast is flying down Beltway 8 in Houston, taking me home from the airport. I’m doing 80 mph and I have one eye on the rearview mirror and the other on the road ahead, on the lookout for any random highway patrol car that might be out there, its radar on the alert and tracking my speed, at the ready to equip its occupant with the excuse – the legal grounds - to flag me down and write me a ticket, so that the city’s eternally cash-starved coffers can be replenished with easy money made at my expense.


    I feel like a deserter, an absconder who let his fellow comrades-in-arms down, abandoning them in their time of need before the force’s mission was achieved. This despite the fact that I really have an emergency on my hands.


     Paul had been (at least on the surface) supportive and understanding when I’d told him I had to leave him and Dana in the lurch. He had not delved into the details behind the “family issue” I told him was the reason for my hasty return to Houston. “Let Bob know as well,” he had advised me. And I had immediately done so. It was early in Houston (7:30 AM, when I placed the call on his cell phone) and I had gotten his voice mail, but I was in the process of leaving a message when my phone began to buzz with his call. He too had taken the news of my premature return to Houston with a kindly mix of concern and compassion. “Family comes first, Ed. I’m sure we can hold the fort for you for a couple of days. Call us if you need us, and let us know how things are going.” I had thanked him profusely and sincerely, my heart almost on the verge of bursting at his generosity and benevolence (even though at the back of my mind I knew this was a considered, and temporary, gesture, and I would wear down his patience very quickly if I wasn’t back at my job and working at full tilt in short order; corporate leaders tend to appreciate, and expect, sacrifice and commitment from their managers – if you don’t put work ahead of family, refrain from spending long hours at your desk, even if it’s just to surf the web, your career is likely to stall and eventually nose-dive).


    But I’m sufficiently distraught at Jenny’s flight from home to set aside my concerns about not being able to do justice to my new job. I was putting up a bold face with Laurie the night before so as not to freak her out any more than she already was. In reality, I was, and still am, as freaked out as Laurie. After all, Jenny is a sheltered and relatively naïve teenager. She doesn’t even drive yet. Has no form of identification other than her High School ID card. She has a cell phone, but Josh had found it ringing in her room when he’d tried calling her. She doesn’t have a credit card either (unless she has stolen one of Laurie’s- I should check on that…) and doesn’t know her way around Houston. She probably has some cash on her, but I can’t imagine it’s more than a couple hundred bucks. Bottom line is, unless she’s being aided by one of her friends (which is possible but not probable – why would another family take on the risk of harboring a run-away at their home?) she is running a huge risk of landing herself into all kinds of trouble very quickly.


    I’m ten minutes away from home now, having just exited the Beltway to merge on to 59 South.


    My cell phone rings. It’s Laurie calling.


    “Where are you?” she asks when I answer.


    “Not too far. Just hit 59.”


    “See you soon, then.”


    She is about to hang up when I remember to ask about the credit card.


    “Laurie, wait…”


    “Yes?”


    “Do you have all your credit cards? I was thinking maybe Jenny might have taken one of them.”


    She says she doesn’t think so, but will check anyway, puts me on hold. I wait. She comes back on in a minute.


    “I have all my cards.” She sounds disappointed.


    “It’s alright. Just thought maybe she had. Would’ve made things easier.”


    “Jenny is too cunning for that.”


    “I can see that.”


    We hang up. I drive on, thinking about what Rebecca had told me I needed to do, and how to explain it to Laurie, without coming across as some sort of hack or crackpot. It would be better to keep Laurie away, to conduct the exercise alone. Maybe I can send her off on some trivial errand so I can have the house to myself. I check my watch. It’s almost 1:30 (I had taken the 10 AM flight from Newark, having paid $200 for changing my itinerary). Hopefully she’ll have to go pick up Josh from school, and I won’t have to come up with an excuse to get her out of the house.


    Jenny’s room has a lived-in (or rather, still-living-in, be-right-back) feel to it, with the covers turned aside as if she has just hopped out of bed, the pillow still showing the depression her head had left in it when she had gotten up. She may as well be downstairs, helping herself to a muffin, or a waffle from the fridge (she loves Eggos with blueberry syrup – it’s her favorite breakfast). A feel a lump in my throat as the reality of the situation engulfs me. She’s not downstairs, she’s not anywhere in the house, I have no idea where she is. She could be lying dead in a ditch somewhere for all I know.


    I look around for an item belonging to her, something she would have been in close contact with – an article of clothing, or an accessory, like a scarf, or even a watch. But there’s nothing around that fits the bill, would enable me to accomplish my objective.


    I realize, much to my dismay, that I may have to resort to rummaging through her clothes hamper. I shudder at the thought, and thank my luck that Laurie isn’t around. (She did have to leave to pick up Josh from school soon after I got home.) If she saw me fishing through my teenaged daughter’s dirty laundry she’d think I’ve lost my mind. Or descended into depravity. I must move quickly – and decisively - if I want to finish the task at hand before she returns.


    I steel myself against shame and disgust (it is dirty laundry, after all) and stride over to the bathroom. There in the corner, sitting on top of the hamper, is the perfect solution to my problem: a T-shirt, one which Jenny would have woken up wearing the day she disappeared. I grab the T-shirt with almost ecstatic relief and return to the bedroom.


    Rebecca had given me detailed instructions on the process I am required to follow from here onwards. It is quite simple: hold the chosen object firmly in your hands, exerting enough pressure on its surface so you can feel its texture, its weight. Close your eyes while doing this, slowly turning the object around, making sure you touch every square inch of it. In time, she’d said, the inner energy of the object will begin to emerge. Continue to concentrate deeply when this happens, and soon you will start seeing visions, vague at first, but becoming stronger and more definitive if that resolute focus can be maintained.


    “Don’t give up,” she’d warned. “If you persist, keep stray thoughts and distractions at bay, you will be rewarded – you will see what you want to see, you will sense the mind of the person the object was in contact with, and if you’re really thorough, you can also get a sense of where they might be presently and how they got there.”


    Easier said than done, I’m sure, I think to myself, as I close my eyes and gently squeeze the T-shirt in my hands, trying to focus on nothing else but the feel of the fabric, the sensations it might summon. But my mind is disconnected from what I’m doing. It will not quiet down, keeps jumping between random, slap-dash notions, conjuring up unsettling images of Jenny embroiled in various forms of hazards and difficulties. I exert all my willpower and quell these noisy thoughts, let my mind drift into a state of hushed blankness. And I wait for the images to come…


    Sometime later (I can’t say how long; I haven’t been keeping track of time) my mind registers the creak and whine of a door opening downstairs. The spell which Jenny’s shirt has cast over me snaps, and I lose all contact with the sensations it had wrought.


    The images I have culled from the shirt are uneven and faint, but it’s not difficult to cobble them together into a chronological flow of events – some of which have a distinct emotional texture behind them as well, a sort of residue of feelings, like faint fingerprints of memory.


    Jenny is angry. She is hurt. Emotionally rudderless. She wants to run away: from her school, the teachers, her studies, her class-mates, Josh, Laurie and me. We are all a band of frauds, posers and hypocrites, a freak show; everything we do is wicked and fake, everything we say is a lie; we are selfish and deceitful. She feels as if she is locked up in an insane asylum with an army of delusional lunatics. She must escape or lose her own mind…


    Adolescence can be cruel and painful and unforgiving. I wish I had taken the time to help Jenny navigate through its sharp curves, its steep, and at times, treacherous ascents and descents. I had told myself she needed to do the growing up on her own, needed to find her own way around her problems. I gave her space, the room to chart her own path. But perhaps what I was really doing was giving her a wide berth, copping out of my own obligations as a father because I was too busy and too lazy and too wrapped up in my own life to bother about her.


    As it turns out, Jenny did chart her own path. That Monday morning after her fight with Laurie, she packed a bag, rounded up whatever cash she could get her hands on, and set off for the bus station. She called a cab to get there.


    That’s all I could glean. From there on, the shirt is silent. She must have changed out of it and put something else on. I can’t tell what she did and what she went through after that, or where she is right now.


    But I do know where she was headed, or at least where she was planning to go: She was on her way to Iowa. To my mother’s house.


    “There you are,” I hear Laurie’s voice.


    She’s standing in the doorway, looking surprised at seeing me lounging on Jenny’s bed, ostensibly passive and a little dazed, staring blankly into space.


    “And what are you doing with Jenny’s shirt?”


    I had forgotten about the shirt in my hands. “Oh, it was laying on the floor and I picked it up…”


    I fold it and set it down on the bed next to me.


    “Are you cleaning up in here or trying to find out where Jenny is…didn’t you say you had a plan?”


    “I did.”


    “And?”


    “And I think I know where she is.”


    Just then Josh appears behind Laurie.


    “Hi dad,” he says. His eyes are red and have dark rings underneath them. He looks as if he hasn’t been sleeping well.


    “Hi Josh. You’re doing OK?” I ask him.


    “I’m fine dad. Glad you’re back.”


    “Your dad thinks he knows where Jenny went.” Laurie says.


     “Really?” he asks.


    “Yes.” I say. “Though it’s still just a hunch – I’m not 100% certain.”


    “Are you going to tell us?” Laurie says.


    They are dying for me to do that. I can tell by the hopeful, pleading look on their faces. And I want to tell them, but…


    “Not yet,” I say to them. “I want to make sure I’m on the right track.”


    Barely three hours after returning to Houston from New York I’m back at the airport to get on yet another flight. The irony is that I’d already booked my travel to fly to Iowa the following week, to join Beth for the reading of my mother’s will. I have yet to decide what to do about that reservation - whether I should still go, whether I will be able to go. That’s for later consideration. For now, I’ve bought a one-way ticket. (It set me back $750 – yet another expense I can ill-afford. This last-minute ticket purchasing is killing me.)


    I park my car at the airport garage (another $25/day down the drain; I could have parked on a remote lot, but at this stage, who cares about saving a few lousy bucks…), pick up my boarding pass at the automated kiosk and get in line at the security check-point. There aren’t a lot of people flying and I whisk through it no time.


    One thing I’ve been mulling over is whether Jenny has reached out to Beth. Surely, Jenny wouldn’t have made it all the way to Iowa without asking for her help. There was no way she’d know how to get to mom’s house in Perry on her own. And even if she did, how would she let herself in? Besides, the house would be empty, cleaned out in preparation to be put on sale. There would be no furniture, no food. No phone connection either, because I’m sure Beth has canceled mom’s phone service by now.


    I shudder as I think of her holed up all alone in a cold and empty house in Perry right now. Cut off from everyone.


    I had checked the Greyhound bus schedules from Houston to Iowa. It was a 24-hour journey, with three transfers along the way – in Dallas, Oklahoma City and Kansas City - before terminating in Des Moines, Iowa. If Jenny had caught the 11 AM bus out of Houston on Monday, which is what I’m assuming she did, she would have made it to Des Moines at 11 AM on Tuesday – roughly 30 hours ago. I can only hope she’d found some safe means to get to Perry, and then to the house.


    It just may be that she did call Beth. In which case, she could very well be at Beth’s in Des Moines right now, instead of the house in Perry.


    On the way to my gate I give in to my curiosity and call up Beth. I look at my watch. It’s 4:30. She would be home by now.


    She answers on the second ring.


    “Wow, is it really you, Eddie?”


    “The one and only. Live and in person.” I shoot back.


    “What a rare honor. Twice in a week you’ve called me now. I’m flattered, I’m sure.”


    Then she says: “Wait, you’re not calling to say you can’t make it to the meeting next week, are you? Because everything is set up just as you asked…”


    “Not on your life,” I tell her. “I was making sure we were still on. That’s all.”


    Beth is silent for a beat. “What’s wrong, Eddie? There’s something else on your mind. I can tell by your voice.”


    I hate it when she does this. Like mom, she too has always had a knack for getting inside my head.


    “Nothing is wrong.” I say, but the words ring untrue, even to me.


    “Are you at the airport or something?” she asks.


    I’m walking past a melee of passengers talking and laughing excitedly and there’s a flight announcement booming in the background.


    “Yeah, I’m about to get on a plane.”


    “I could tell.”


    “Listen,” I say quickly. “What’s going on with the house in Perry? Is it cleaned out and on the market yet? Or do you still have all the stuff in it?”


    “No, it’s not on the market. I put things on hold until after the meeting next week. Why? What’s up?”


    “Oh nothing. Just wondering.”


    “In any case, we won’t be throwing anything away. Probably put them in storage for now. Did you need anything from there?”


    Poor Beth. She thinks I’m feeling nostalgic about a bunch of old, useless, decaying objects which I couldn’t run away fast enough from even when they were relatively new. I couldn’t care less about them now. But there’s no reason for me to disabuse her of that notion.


    I tell her I might want to pick out some keepsakes.


    “Of course. Anything you like. I won’t dispose of anything before you’ve had a look.”


    They’ve started boarding my flight now. The PA system is asking special needs and first- class passengers to come forward.


     “I gotta go, Beth. My plane is boarding.”


    “You’re flying back to Houston from New York?”


    I hesitate. Should I just come clean and tell her I’m actually on my way to Des Moines? And that I’m flying out there to find Jenny and bring her back? I don’t necessarily have to disclose all the sordid, uncomfortable details behind the situation. All I need to tell her is that Jenny is going through a rough patch, having trouble coping with things. Beth would understand. She has two girls of her own. She’s probably been in Jenny’s shoes herself. She’ll be discreet and supportive and maybe even help get her back to Houston.


    From our brief exchange, however, I have deduced that Jenny hasn’t contacted her (unless Beth is putting on an act worthy of a Golden Globes Award, which I doubt). There’s a possibility I can get to her without Beth, or anyone else, catching wind of the entire episode. Then again, who’s to say Jenny won’t call her before I reach Perry? The poor girl is on her own, in an unfamiliar city, with little or no money to keep her going. She might break down and reach out for Beth’s help. Which would put me in an exceedingly awkward position with her.


    I decide to stay mum on the subject.


    “Yeah, I’m headed back home,” I say to her. (Which wasn’t quite a lie; I was headed home, my childhood home…)


    She wishes me a safe trip.


    After I hang up, I think to myself: when will I learn to not fight all my battles on my own? What is it that compels me to keep my troubles locked up inside, hold everything close to my chest? Is it extreme self-confidence? An indomitable belief in my ability to cope with things on my own? A debilitating obsession with secrecy? Or just a crippling sense of insecurity?


  




  

    Chapter Thirty One


    It’s dark by the time I reach Perry. The drive from Des Moines International Airport had been lackluster, a dull passage across a flat, colorless terrain, dominated by drying farm fields and withering grasslands, all grim and desolate in the fading light of the dusky early-autumn sky, which had gradually failed as I drove on and given way to absolute inky blackness, interrupted only occasionally with little points of light, indicating sporadic human presence amid the interminable emptiness.


    I’d seen few cars along the way (I had taken Highway 141 from Des Moines airport due west to 144 in Ames, and then exited at Willis Avenue), and cruising through the city it feels like I have come upon a ghost town. The shops are shuttered, the streets deserted, and it’s still only around 8:30 PM. The scene makes me wonder how I’d survived in this town for 18 years. It also makes me realize, all over again, why I’d been so anxious to escape it. And yet, I tell myself, people do choose to live here, some of them their entire lives (like my mother and her family) and wouldn’t imagine moving anywhere else.


    As I approach the old house, I see that it’s completely dark. Which worries me. What if Jenny never made it here? The thought is chilling, heart-rending.


    I park the car, get out and look around. The neighboring homes are all lit up but the narrow street is empty. (It’s funny how tiny and inconsequential this street seems to me now, as do the homes that line it; when I was growing up this little street seemed as wide as a Freeway and the homes as big as mansions - it’s as if the passage of time had somehow robbed these things of their size, reduced them to miniature replicas of themselves.)


    My mother’s house has a raised porch in front which is reached by ascending a short, squat flight of three rickety wooden steps, and as I slowly mount them it occurs to me that if Jenny is not inside I wouldn’t know what to do, where else to look.


    I quickly discard the thought, cross the porch and walk up to the entrance. I open the outer screen door and try the knob on the main door. I find that it’s locked.


    Should I knock, I ask myself? Would it alarm Jenny? (The doorbell doesn’t work, it conked out years ago and my mom never got it fixed, so knocking is the only way to go.)


    I proceed to knock. There is no reply. I call out Jenny’s name and bang on the door with my fist. Nothing.


    What to do now?


    Mom always kept a spare key stowed away in one of the flowerpots on the porch. Maybe I could use it to get inside. Hopefully, Beth hasn’t taken it away. I tip-toe over creaky wooden boards and locate the flowerpot where the key should be. I grope through its drying leaves and soil and come up empty. I try again - run my hands all along the pot’s edges and through the foliage. It’s not there.


    Maybe Jenny knew about the key and had used it to gain entry into the house. Or maybe Beth had already removed it. In either case, I’m now stuck.


    My only remaining option is to see if there’s a window I can lift open (the house has those old-style, single-hung, lift-up windows with sliding bolts which have to be locked into place to secure them; there are no screens behind them, which means that even if they are shut, if they haven’t been bolted, they can be opened). The only problem is I could get into trouble if I’m spotted by one of the neighbors. (The house is surrounded by nosy neighbors ever on the alert for robbers, even though one hasn’t been seen around these parts in decades.) But under the circumstances it’s a risk I must take.


    There is a window where I’m standing, right behind the flowerpot, and I grab the frame and give it a heave. It groans and growls and, much to my surprise, begins to inch upwards. I can’t believe my luck. Success at first try.


    I raise the window as far as it would go, grab the ledge with my hands, bend down, swing a leg through the gap and ease the rest of my body inside.


    I know every inch of this house, of course. Its every corner, every wall is carved into my memory like grooves on a vinyl record: indelible, unmistakable. I’m in our living room – our family’s one-time hub of activity. It’s where we used to watch TV (Starsky & Hutch, Six Million Dollar Man, and The Twilight Zone, were my favorite shows) and hang out to talk or eat or entertain or sometimes play games: cards, backgammon, monopoly (I always won, Beth always cried when I did). Right now, it’s deathly silent. And pitch dark - even more so than outside on the porch, which had been partially illuminated by the moon. I can’t see a thing in here. I wonder if I should call out Jenny’s name again. Surely by now, if she is here, she has become aware that someone has entered the house. She may be scared. She may have decided to hide - or worse, to leave the house.


    I’m still debating what do when I see a figure leap out at me from the shadows, holding what appears to be a thick, long object of some kind. In the next instant the object strikes the side of my head, just above the left ear, and I experience an explosion of pain, followed by a sort of fireworks of bright, pin-pointed, dull blue and violet colors.


    As I feel myself dropping to the floor and slipping inexorably into the waiting arms of a dense blackness, I realize that the shadowy figure must have been Jenny, and that she has just struck me on the side of my head with a baseball bat (perhaps one of my own). And that for the first time in my life I understand the exact meaning of the term “seeing stars”.


    When consciousness returns, the first thing I see is Jenny’s scared, worried face bending down on me.


    “Are you OK, dad?” she asks me.


    I’m still lying on the floor, in the living room, in the dark, right where I’d fallen. And my head is throbbing violently.


     “That was a heck of a swing, Jenny.” I say, wincing. “Maybe you should take up baseball instead of hoops.”


    The worry lifts from Jenny’s face. “I thought someone was trying to break into the house,” she says.


    “Didn’t you hear me knocking and calling your name?”


    “No, I had my headphones on…sorry.”


     “Well, you just about cracked my skull open,” I say.


    I touch the side of my head and groan with pain. The area feels lumpy and raw and is tender to the touch.


    “Should I call 911?” Jenny asks.


    “Don’t worry. I’ll live, I think.”


    “What are you doing here anyway?” Jenny says. The shock and mystery of my sudden appearance seems to be finally sinking in for her.


    “What do you think I’m doing here? I came here for you.”


    “I know that. But how did you know I was here?”


    I’m about to answer, not with the truth, obviously (which is too incredible to share) but in a vague, oblique way, when the house is suddenly lit up with blue, red and white flashing lights. A car door slams shut and heavy footsteps begin climbing the rickety staircase.


    “Oh no,” Jenny says. “I think the cops are here.”


    “I guess someone saw me getting in the house. I’ll go talk to them.”


    I try to get to my feet but the sudden pang of blistering pain in my temple stops me cold. A wave of nausea seizes me. I fight it – and the pain – and force myself up off the floor. The room sways, my legs start to wobble, and I grab hold of the wall to support myself.


    “You don’t look good, dad.” Jenny says. “Maybe we should ask the cops to help take you to the hospital.”


    Jenny is sitting on the floor, cross-legged, arms bracing her knees. In the flashing lights of the police car I can see that her eyes are puffy and swollen and her face is drawn and exhausted.


    “I’m fine, sweetie. Don’t worry.”


    The footsteps outside have thudded their way to the door. I stumble over to it and pull it open. The cop has his fist raised to knock on it and takes a quick step backwards when he feels it opening of its own accord. One of his hands flies toward the gun in his holster.


    “It’s OK,” I say to him, slowly raising my hands. “This is my house, I’m not an intruder.”


    The cop reluctantly lets go of his holster and examines me suspiciously. I can see him squint his eyes to make out my features in the intermittent glare of the lights from his patrol car.


    “We got a call that someone was trying to break into this house.”


    “I lost my key, had to climb through the window to get in. But I can assure you this really is my house…or actually my mother’s house…”


    The cop stiffens. “Wait a minute, you’re Ed Kaminsky.”


    “I sure am,” I say.


    “I’m Jake Wombacher. You went to high school with my older brother, Jimmy.”


    I realize I still have my hands up and lower them. “Yeah, yeah. Jimmy Wombacher. What’s he up to these days?”


    In reality, I have no idea who he’s talking about, the name hasn’t rung any bells for me, not a one, but I figure this isn’t the time to quibble about such minor details. As long as he knows who I am, we’re good.


    Meanwhile the cop is beaming with joy at discovering that I remember him and his brother. “Jimmy’s still in Chi-town. Working for the same trucking company. He loves it there so much I think he’ll retire there.”


    “Good for him,” I say. “Give him my regards when you talk to him.”


    “I sure will,” the cop nods, his grin getting wider. “So, you’re in town for a few days?”


    “Just for today,” I say. “Sorting through some of mom’s stuff.”


    The cop’s (Jake’s) expression changes. The smile is replaced by a sort of sad, deferential solemnity. He reaches forward and places a hand on my shoulder.


    “Condolences on your mom’s passing, Ed. She was a great lady, did a lot of good work for the community. She’ll be greatly missed.”


    The way he said it, I can tell he means it. And out of nowhere I feel a whole slew of emotions well up inside me: gratitude, a sense of loss, an all-encompassing love for the good side of humanity.


     “I appreciate that, Jake,” I say.


    There is a crackle on Jake’s walkie-talkie. He reaches down and snaps it off.


    “Well, I gotta report back to the station and get on with my rounds,” he says.


    “Sorry for the inconvenience.”


    “Hey, no problem. It gave us a chance to meet…it’s been a long time since we talked.”


    “That’s true.”


    For the life of me, I cannot recall the last time I’d spoken with him. As a matter of fact, I can’t recall ever having spoken with him.


    Jake nods, touches his cap, turns on his heels.


    “Don’t forget to say hi to Jimmy.” I call after him.


    He turns and smiles. “I won’t. Take care, Ed.”


    I watch him get into his car, give a little wave and then drive away. As the car disappears around the corner, I notice a shape silhouetted in the window of the house across the street. It belongs to the Hutchinsons. So they’re the ones who’d called the cops on me. I never liked that family – the father was loud and uncouth, the mother shrill and gossipy, and their two daughters whiny and ditzy. I retreat back into the house and close the door.


    I find Jenny sitting on the floor at the exact spot and in the exact posture I had left her.


    “How’re you doing?” I ask her.


    “Fine.”


    “Are you hungry?”


    She shakes her head. “There were some canned beans in the pantry.”


    I sit down next to her in the darkness.


    “Your mom is worried to death. What do you say we call and let her know you’re safe?”


    “Mom doesn’t know I’m here?”


    “No.”


    “You didn’t tell her?”


    “Not yet…”


    “Why not?”


    “I figured it’d be better if you and I talked things out on our own first.”


    She doesn’t respond. A deep silence settles around us. I find myself struggling to come up with anything to say. She’s always been a reticent, introverted, walled-in kid, difficult to talk to.


    I slide closer toward her and put an arm around her shoulders. I feel her body flinch, but she doesn’t repulse me.


    “You know when you were born,” I say. “And I held you in my arms for the first time, you opened your eyes and looked up at me with such cool, brash confidence that I was just blown away. It made me so nervous.”


    Jenny turns to me. “Really?”


    “Yep. It felt like you were sizing me up, saying, ‘so, you think you can be my dad’. I told your mom you were going to be something special when you grew up.”


     “Ha,” she says. “And what about when Josh was born?”


    She is nuzzling closer to me now, her head grazing my shoulder.


    “Josh was a mess. He was crying and screaming at the top of his little baby lungs and writhing and squirming to get away from me. I thought he was going to be a trouble-maker.”


    “And what do you think now? You think I’m the trouble-maker now?”


    Her voice sounds small, delicate, vulnerable. I squeeze her closer to me.


    “Don’t be silly. Why would I think that? You’re smart and mature and pretty and amazingly talented.”


    Jenny pulls her head away from my shoulder. “That’s not true. You’re just saying that to make me feel better.”


    I remove my arm from her shoulders and stroke her hair.


    “Jenny, I know what you’re going through…I understand how difficult it must seem…”


    “No you don’t,” she says sharply, and pulls away from me with a fierceness that makes my head throb with pain. I let out an involuntary groan, reach for the tender area above my left ear.


    “Does it hurt really bad?” Jenny asks with genuine concern and contrition, the earlier belligerence forgotten. At least for the moment.


    I shake my head and continue to gingerly massage the bruise – it’s gotten bigger, lumpier, and it hurts like hell. Maybe I should take some pain medication. I have Advil in my bag, back in the car. I’ll be sure to go get it as soon as I can…


    To Jenny I say: “It actually hurts me more to hear you say what you just said…you’re being too hard on yourself…”


    “I’m not,” she says. “I can’t do anything right. My grades suck, my teachers call me dumb to my face, I have no friends, and all the boys think I’m ugly and boring. I can’t get a date for the homecoming dance. I feel so worthless…”


    I reach for her hands and hold them tight. “Jenny, you’re not worthless. Mom and I are both proud of you. And we love you – very, very much.”


    Jenny wrests her hands from mine. “That’s a lie. You and mom don’t have time for me. You only care about your job, and mom – she just goes to the gym and shops and – and cheats on you with her precious new boyfriend…”


    “Jenny…please, listen to me…”


    “And both of you are such fakes,” she goes on. “Pretending to be in love and being happy and carrying on like there’s nothing wrong. And you think Josh and I will believe you, because we’re stupid. But we’re not stupid, we can see what’s going on dad, and it’s…disgusting…”


    Her voice breaks and I try to put my arm around her again, but she fights me off.


    “I…I…can’t stand being in the same house with you and mom anymore,” she says. “And I hate going to that horrible school, and I hate those dumb classes and the mean kids…I hate my life…”


    She’s sobbing now - turbulently, wretchedly, her body convulsing, her breath coming like the bellows.


    “Jenny,” I say. “I can’t even begin to tell you how much my heart breaks to see you this way. No parent wants to hurt their child, but I know we have. I have - I won’t deny that. And I wish I knew how to take away all the suffering I’ve caused you. It makes me feel so helpless…so useless as a father.”


    I pause and wonder…am I getting through to her? She’s weeping as if she hasn’t heard me.


    “I know you feel let down, sweetie,” I say. “By both me and your mom…but the truth is, our problems were private – they were ours to deal with. It wouldn’t have been fair to involve you and Josh in them. Besides, there was no way for us to know what you knew…I didn’t even know about it until…”


    I catch myself and let my words drift. Some things are better left unsaid.


    “Any way,” I say. “The point is, I’m sorry you had to go through the things you went through. I should have done better. I should’ve helped you cope. I should’ve seen how much you needed me. But I promise you this: I won’t ever let you down again. I’ll always be there for you, whenever you need me. And I won’t ever lie to you again or treat you like a dumb child.”


    Jenny is quietly staring ahead now, no longer sobbing. I take hold of her hands again – she lets me - and they feel cold, small, limp in mine.


    “Do you believe me?” I ask her. “Will you accept my apology, and take me up on my promise?”


    She tilts her head and looks at me. “I don’t know.” She says. “You promise you won’t yell at me again? It scares me when you do that…”


    “Never,” I say. “I should never have. It won’t happen again.”


    “OK,” she whispers, and hangs her head.


    “OK, meaning you forgive me?”


    She doesn’t respond, but her shoulders twitch ever so slightly.


    I reach around and hug her, kiss her head. “You remember how we used to make a promise when you were little?”


    “Yes…”


    “And I never broke a promise I made that way, right?”


    “I guess so…”


    “Then let’s do it. That way you’ll know I won’t break this one. Give me your finger.”


    “It’s kinda lame, dad. I was a kid then, you know…” She sniffs, or is it a giggle?


    “Just humor me. It means a lot to me. Besides, to me you’re still a kid.”


    “Okaaay,” she says, exhaling through clenched teeth.


    She holds out her right index finger.


    “You remember how it goes?


    “Yeah, dad…”


    We touch fingers, lock them, tug, and then release.


    “And there’s my promise,” I tell her. “I’ll never let you down again. Never get mad at you. Or ever lie. You believe me?”


    “I do.” She says – and this time I can tell she does.


    I give her another hug. And she hugs me back.


    “Now,” I say. “Let’s take stock of where we stand…”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Well, we are sitting here on the hard floor in the dark, my butt is hurting, so is my head, and my stomach is growling with hunger. And we haven’t called your mom to tell her what’s going on. Don’t you think it’s time we rectified these things – or at least the hunger part?”


    Jenny chuckles. “Tell you the truth, I’m starving too,” she says.


    We find a packet of spaghetti and a bottle of Ragu sauce in the kitchen cabinet (which I’d suspiciously analyzed for its expiration date – and found it was still good). Neither of us is a fan of spaghetti, but we look at each other and shrug, as if to say: ‘oh well, what other choice do we have?’


    I get a pot and start boiling the spaghetti. Then I pour out the sauce into a pan and put it on the stove on slow heat. And as I turn toward the breakfast table and see Jenny sitting there with a plate in front of her, her head bowed, hair falling over her face, I’m gripped with an irresistible feeling of nostalgia. The scene is almost surreal in its familiarity, takes me back to the time when I would be sitting in the same chair Jenny is, waiting for my mom to serve me dinner. (Generally, her cooking was haphazard and bland, consisting mostly of quick fixer-uppers like pre-packaged pot pies, or self-cooker-uppers, like stew; she did make one heck of a meatloaf though, which she would only prepare sparingly, so as we didn’t get sick of it, continued to appreciate it.) The recollection makes me smile. And I’m taken by surprise because I’ve never been particularly fond of the memories of my childhood, of the time I spent in this house, or in this city.


    I look around the kitchen, examining it as if I’m seeing it for the first time, or at least for the first time in decades. It is still almost exactly the way it was when I was a kid. Some of the appliances have been replaced (the stove has been updated), and a couple of others have been added (like a dishwasher and a microwave, both of which I don’t recall us having when I was growing up). The wallpaper is different now too, the linoleum floor has been re-laid, and the cabinets have been re-painted, but the layout is the same, and the breakfast table and chairs are the same. And thinking about these things makes me feel something I haven’t before: an almost visceral sensation of intimacy with this space, it’s memories and stories, it’s past…


    I walk over to the table and sit down.


    “What made you come all the way here from Houston?” I ask Jenny.


    “There was nowhere else to go,” she says matter-of-factly, which strikes me as stunningly poignant. Though in what way, I can’t quite gather.


    “Do you like it here?” I ask her.


    She seems to think about her answer. “I feel safe here,” she says. “Always did. It felt like home.”


    “But you’ve only been here, what, three or four times at most? And the last time was like when you were 12.”


    “I know. I wish we’d come here more often.”


    “I never knew you wanted to.”


    She turns to me with an expression that appears knowing and sanguine beyond her years.


    “You never asked, dad. You just thought because mom hated this place, we all did.”


    “Well, to be honest, I wasn’t exactly a fan of this place either.”


    She looks at me sharply, incredulously. “But this is your home.”


    “Was my home,” I say, and it occurs to me that I can probably say the same about my present home as well.


    I hear the water boiling on the stove. The spaghetti is done. It’s time to serve dinner. I get up and pick up the plates. Jenny gets up as well.


    “Keep sitting. I’ll bring it to you. That’s how your grandma used to serve your aunt Beth and me.”


    Jenny sits down. I go over to the stove, fill up the two plates with spaghetti, drench them with sauce, and bring them back to the table.


    “Hmmm, looks yummy,” Jenny says as I place the food before her.


    “Yeah, right,” I say, and we start eating. But upon tasting, I have to admit the food hasn’t turned out that badly; or maybe I’m just really hungry.


    “What did mom say to you when you told her you’d found me?” Jenny says between mouthfuls of spaghetti.


    I’d called Laurie just before preparing the dinner.


    “What do you think she said? She was ticked off at me for not telling her where you were and for not bringing her with me. But she was happy you’re OK and would be coming home soon.”


    Jenny tenses. “I – I don’t…I can’t go home…” she says.


    “We can’t stay here, that’s for sure.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because you need to go back to school, before your grades are ruined. Because I need to get back to my job. And because this house is going to be cleaned out and put on sale next week.”


    A frown creases her forehead. “You’re selling this house?”


    “Not just me. Aunt Beth and I both made that decision.”


    “I don’t believe you,” she says. “Aunt Beth would never agree to sell this house.”


    There’s aggression in her tone, a compressed anger beneath every word, and it surprises me.


    “Why would I lie? Didn’t I promise you I won’t do that?”


    “But this is where you and Aunt Beth grew up…”


    “That is true. However, there’s no one living here anymore and it’s old and will be expensive to maintain.”


    Jenny flings her fork on the plate and bolts up from her chair.


    “All you people ever think about is money. Money, money, money. It makes me want to puke.”


    She storms out of the kitchen and I hear her footsteps clattering down the hallway to a room toward the back of the house – my old room. Then a door slams shut.


    It’s going to be an uphill battle dealing with my daughter, I think to myself, as I take one final mouthful of the spaghetti and hustle after her.


  




  

    Chapter Thirty Two


    I knock on the door and ask Jenny if I can come in. There is no reply. I knock again. This time she tells me to enter and I do so.


    She is lying face down, chin resting on clasped hands – on the same single bed that I’d slept in when I used to live here, in which I continued to sleep every time I visited thereafter, until I got married, and Laurie and I were invited to sleep in Beth’s old room which by then had been converted to a guest room with a new queen bed. (For some reason my mom kept my room pretty much the way it was the day I moved out of the house – except for the posters and pictures and sundry team emblems and pennants I had affixed to the walls, which she did take down: I was a fan of Pink Floyd and Bruce Springsteen and Walter Payton and the Chicago Bears and the Cubs and most of the stuff on the walls paid homage to those infatuations of mine. The rest of the junk is still around, tucked away in the closet, including my old clothes, shoes, books and other paraphernalia such as the baseball bat Jenny had used to clobber me over the head with.) The room is dark except for the dim light of a small bed-side lamp, which, I remark to myself, is a new item, the one I used to have twenty five years ago sported a crinkly, beige camel-skin shade and had this unique funky, organic smell about it, similar to leather but not quite, and it startles me to realize I can still conjure it up in my senses.


    I sit down at the foot of the bed. I don’t know what to say to her, haven’t the foggiest notion what the appropriate thing to say would be, and am afraid whatever I do say may end up alienating or angering her even more.


    I realize my only recourse is to read her… to get to the bottom of what’s perturbing her and to address it head on.


    I shut my eyes and seek her aura. My mind strains, casts about, groping, prowling the void for that spark of her essence… relentless against the vacuum, the white silence of it. A moment later I find what I’m searching for, the faint signature of her thoughts…the softly rippling imagery…and just like that Jenny’s mind is unfurled before me…like an elaborate folding fan.


    There’s so much sadness in her, so much regret, such profound fear…


    She is in such agony. Her future is a dark cavern of unknown perils…she is filled with despair when she thinks about what may lie ahead.


    I can’t help but cringe and sigh and shudder as I forge ahead, dig deeper into her feelings – they evoke such heart-breaking innocence and pain.


    Is she the root of her own problems, she constantly asks herself? Is she really too dumb, too weird, too abnormal to fit in with others? Just what is it she can do to find acceptance, friendship, love? Why won’t boys talk to her? Why is her family so screwed up? Why can’t her parents get along? Why doesn’t everyone get along? Why all the hate, the jealousy, the scheming and plotting and the deliberate fibbing and hurting? Her mother’s affair is tormenting her – she doesn’t get it: how can she do this to her family, her own husband? She feels betrayed.


    She’s insecure about her body, hates the way she looks. Her face is too broad, her figure too gangly, her hair ungovernable. Her movements are clumsy; she is a clod. It would all be more bearable for her if she were smart or funny or charming or athletic; that would make up for her ordinary, unseemly appearance. But she’s not, which makes her hate herself even more. She wishes she had Josh’s easy-going appeal, his hard-hitting wit, his unflappable style. She wishes she had his thick skin, didn’t feel so utterly daunted and paralyzed by the smallest of setbacks, didn’t feel so easily hurt and embarrassed by the tiniest of criticisms thrown her way in the most innocuous, casual of manners.


    It’s all too much for me to go on. I wrench my mind away from hers.


    I wonder what happened to the good stuff, the more pleasant moments of her childhood, all the happy memories. There were none of those in sight…


    I always believed we had filled her life to the brim with love. We had tried to give her everything we thought she needed. She was our little princess and we wanted her to feel that way. Did we get it wrong? Were we oblivious of what it takes to make a child happy? Or had the misery of adolescence, all the stark, ugly sensibilities it entails, erased, annihilated the delight and joy of her childhood?


     “I’m tired, dad,” Jenny says. “Can we talk tomorrow?”


    I’m losing her to her desolation again. Maybe I should switch to a different strategy, a more sensational one. An idea pops into my head out of nowhere.


    “Give me your hand.” I say.


    “Why?” she says.


    “So I can read your palm.”


    “Dad…I know you don’t read palms.”


    “How can you be so sure? Maybe I do.”


    Jenny exhales loudly. “Dad, I’m not in the mood…”


    “What do you have to lose? Who knows? You might even learn something interesting.”


    “You’ll let me go to sleep after?”


    “Yes.”


    She purses her lips, slides toward me and gives me her right hand. I take hold of it, palm upwards and catch her rolling her eyes. I turn her hand up and down and sideways, pretending to read the lines.


    “Yes, I do see something…” I begin. “You’re struggling with a subject. Algebra, I believe. It’s like an alien language to you. The harder you work, worse you do in your tests. You feel you’re letting yourself down, disappointing your family. And it’s affecting your other grades. You’re worried if you can’t pull them up, you’ll end up going to a bad college.”


    I pause and ask her: “Am I right…?”


    She nods, her eyes wide with awe.


    “Can I tell you what I would do if I were you?”


    “Uh-huh.”


    “Don’t fret over the odd bad grade or two. Just do your best. Not everyone can be good at everything. And don’t ever think you’ll disappoint your mom and dad. All we want you to do is work hard. Do your best. OK?”


    “OK…” she says. There is a hint of doubt in her voice.


    “Everyone has a knack for something – a gift that makes them special. You will find yours too.”


    She grimaces. “I have no special gift, dad. I told you. I suck at everything. School. Basketball. Making friends…whatever I try, I suck at it.”


    My mind searches for something to counter her with.


    “You remember last year when you were in Theater? Your class participated in a competition with other schools?”


    “Yeah…”


    “You were so nervous, weren’t you? Didn’t know if you had your lines memorized. Then you went on stage and what happened?”


    “Our play won first place and I got a trophy for best supporting actress.”


    “Exactly. Acting was a hidden talent you didn’t know you had – until you reached inside and brought it out. And won an award.”


    “So?”


    “So, there may be other talents, other gifts you don’t know about, lying dormant, waiting to be discovered. Would you agree with that?”


    She shrugs. “I guess...”


    I smile. She is trying to sound uninterested and blase but I can sense I’ve grabbed her attention.


    “Good,” I say. “Let’s move on, see what else is there. Oh yes. A boy. (His name is Austin Teague, but I decide not to mention it.) He’s funny, good-looking, popular. He talks to you, likes you – or at least that’s what you thought. You worked up your courage and asked him if he was going to the Homecoming dance, and he gave you this look, this sort of smirking, snooty look, as if he was mocking you for insinuating he wouldn’t be going, and even if he wasn’t that he would consider going with you. And it just tore you to pieces. He said he was going with Brianne and you said ‘Great, hope you have fun’ and you thought that was that. But the next day everyone was teasing you about it, because he had told them you were trying to ask him to the dance…and then you noticed he’d started avoiding you, hasn’t talked to you at all since the incident.”


    Jenny is gawking at me disbelievingly.


    “You can tell all this from my palm?” she says.


    “Yes. Please don’t interrupt. I’m trying to concentrate.”


    “Sorry.” She’s hanging on every word I’m saying now.


    “You feel so bad, so embarrassed, so ashamed of having made a fool of yourself that you want to hide away and never go back to school. You want the earth to open up so you can bury yourself in it forever. On top of that, your Sweet Sixteen is coming up, and mom wants to throw you a big party, but you’re dreading it now, because you don’t know who to invite. You’re an object of scorn and ridicule. You’re afraid no one will come.”


    Have I gone too far? Am I being callous, re-opening her barely-healed emotional wounds with my razor-edged directness? Jenny’s hands have started shaking.


    “You can’t just wish away your hurt feelings,” I say. “It’s not easy to plaster a stiff smile on your face and pretend the whole thing never happened. Or the thousand other things that left you sad or embarrassed didn’t happen. But in the end, everything passes. The people who truly care for you will continue to like you. Those who don’t, who’re out there taking shots at you will eventually forget. Someone else will make a faux pas and they will move on. What you did will become yesterday’s news.”


    I stop there. That’s enough, I tell myself. She looks like she might start crying.


    “You think it was a faux pas to ask Austin?” she says, her voice hoarse, quaking.


    “No. It was bold. It took guts. A lot of people don’t have that sort of courage. Instead, they make themselves feel better by ridiculing those who do.”


    “What should I do about my party? Mom wants to start planning. She wants to know how many kids are coming…”


    “Tell her you don’t want one.”


    “But all my friends had theirs. Kareena had hers at Straits.”


    And I know all about that one, don’t I.


    “There’s no harm in spending it with your family. We can take you to an equally fancy restaurant.”


    “But that’s so lame. No one spends their sixteenth birthday with their family. It means you’re a loser.”


    “Then have a smaller gathering at a nice restaurant. Tell your mom you don’t want anything lavish, and invite the four or five people who care for you.”


    She doesn’t respond. Her eyes are misty, forlorn.


    “We all love you, Jenny. Very, very much. Me, your mom, even your brother. You should have seen his face yesterday. He looked so shaken up.”


     “Josh was shaken up? Did you take a picture?”


    She’s smiling now – a small, vulnerable smile which makes her look even younger than she is.


    “I should have. I think it would have surprised him too. His reputation as Mr. Cool would be forever tarnished.”


    Jenny looks down at the hand I’m holding. “Sometimes I wish I was a boy. They seem so…I don’t know, like nothing affects them.”


    “Not really. I think we just learn to hide our emotions. Because we’re expected to – otherwise we’ll be laughed at. So we tend to channel it into aggression.”


    “Hmmm. I never looked at it like that. I wish I could do that.”


    “What, be aggressive?”


    “No, just be able to control my feelings.”


    “You will. In time. It’s difficult at your age.”


    “Why?”


    “Because your brain is still developing.”


    She grabs a pillow and throws it at me.


    “You’re so bad…” she says. Finally, there’s a hint of cheerfulness and frolic in her eyes.


    “I’m not putting you on. It’s a scientific fact. You can google it. Something to do with the frontal lobe, I believe.”


    We go on talking late into the night, or early into the next morning, depending on the way you look at it. We have never done this before, never really talked openly without pretense, or misgivings. And like two adults – not just father and child. I find her interesting to talk to; she is smart, witty and perceptive – much more sensible and pragmatic than I was at her age. And brave, too.


    “Weren’t you scared, when you were on the bus?” I asked.


    “No. Everyone was nice. I told them I was going to visit my sick grandma. They even shared their food with me.”


    “And what about being in an empty house – all alone. Didn’t that scare you?”


    “Why would I be scared? It’s my grandma’s house. And I always had so much fun here.”


    I just nodded my head in wonder. She knew the address to the house (she had googled it just to be sure), knew about the key in the flowerpot (observant child that she is). She had caught a bus to Perry from Des Moines, and from the bus station in Perry she had taken a cab. At one point, she had considered going to Beth’s house as well, but she didn’t know the address and didn’t want to call her before giving herself some time to think through things on her own.


    And she did have a plan in mind. She was going to lie low here at the house until Friday and then she was going to call Beth. She was hoping Beth would help her plead her case with Laurie and me and take her in to live with her in Des Moines - permanently. She would enroll in school there, and never come back to Texas again.


    It was a naïve plan, conjured with a simplicity that was both idealistic and touching. And it showed how traumatized her life at home was.


    I asked her if she didn’t think she’d be a bother to Aunt Beth.


    She shrugged. “I would do chores around the house, get a job somewhere and pay my way. And I know Aunt Beth would never think of me as a burden.”


    “Do you think you’re a burden to your mom and me?”


    She was silent for a while, then she said: “No, but maybe you guys are a burden to me. Everything back home is a burden to me.”


    It was my turn to be silent.


    She went on: “I won’t mind being with Uncle Joe and Aunt Beth and my cousins. Just because you and mom don’t like them doesn’t mean I don’t either.”


    “I do like them, Jenny…it’s just that we’re…well, we see things differently.”


    “Then maybe I like their way of seeing things better.”


    I considered that. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe it is better.”


    She just fiddled with her hair and said nothing.


    She is dreading going back home, she told me. The thought of going back to school makes her want to cry. Is there any way I could send her to a different school?


    “If you can tough it out this year, who knows, you may end up going to a different school next year.”


    She looked sharply at me. “You’re saying that because of mom’s affair. You’re going to get divorced, aren’t you?”


    I held her gaze without fear. “I don’t know. But things can’t stay the same.”


    “Do you want to be with mom?”


    “Question is, does she want to be with me?”


    “But do you love her?”


    I had to think about that one, search my feelings. “I don’t know.”


    That was the honest truth.


    Then she asked: “Do Josh and I get to choose who to live with? If you guys do divorce…”


    “I think so.”


    “I’d like to be able to. I don’t want to be forced.”


    I couldn’t help thinking: how seamlessly kids morph into grown-ups, how quick they are to wise up to their parents’ foibles and shortcomings and how stealthily and surreptitiously their perception of them devolves from adoration and veneration to a sort of sullen, reluctant tolerance. They come to regard their parents as these hapless dopes, who are incapable of doing what’s right.


    But then, in time, they will become parents themselves - and finally realize that they are as fallible and imperfect as their parents were.


  




  

    Chapter Thirty Three


    It’s just past 6:00 AM and I’m up already. My head feels heavy and the bruise on my temple still stings. I’m in the spare room – Beth’s old room.


    I decide to get out of bed and brew myself a cup of coffee. Hopefully there’s some in the house. I know for sure there’s no food in the fridge, so I can’t fix breakfast, may have to run to the corner bakery to pick up something to eat (like I used to when I was a kid, every Sunday morning - though I haven’t been there in over ten years and am not even sure if it’s still around).


    I make my way to the kitchen, stopping at Jenny’s door for a moment to see if I can hear her moving around. I can’t; she’s probably still dozing.


    In the kitchen, I locate a forgotten, unopened can of Folger’s coffee in the pantry. (It’s not Starbucks but will have to do.) I carry the can to the counter next to the stove where an old, dilapidated coffee maker sits gloomily in the corner. I plug it in, willing the little light on the front panel to come on. It does. What joy! Sometimes the little things in life matter more than the big ones.


    As the coffee maker gurgles and hisses and discharges spurts of steaming, brown liquid into the carafe I find myself thinking about my conversation with Laurie last night.


    “When you bring Jenny back home,” she said, sounding almost apologetic, after we’d already said our goodbyes and I was ready to sign off, “will you be staying…?”


    “I…I’m not sure.”


    She was quiet for so long I thought the line had dropped. Then she said: “Come back home, Ed. I’ll stay out of your way…You can move into the guest bedroom if you want…or I can. But come home.”


    “What’s the point?”


    “The point is we need to talk our way through this.”


    “I don’t think I’m ready for that…”


    “I’m not either. But that doesn’t mean you should forsake your home, and your kids…”


    I thought for a moment.


    “I need some time,” I said.


    The coffee maker beeps. I go looking for a mug.


    I locate one that I recognize, a souvenir I’d gotten mom from Kansas City. I fill it up and decide to take it out to the porch. The neighbors already know I’m here, thanks to the Hutchinson family calling the police on us last night. I might as well parade myself out there as formal proof of my presence.


    I unlock the front door, step outside, glide across the porch and ensconce myself on the top step of the stoop, cradling my mug, enjoying its warmth on my hands, because there is a chill in the air. Fall is already making its impending presence felt, the balminess of summer has begun drawing its last gasps. Soon, winter will arrive and with it the snow, the freezing rain, the slush, the sleet, and the arctic winds. And, to my surprise, I find myself wishing it was snowing right now…there’s something stark and romantic about snow, its ravishing whiteness, the sense of vague melancholy, the hopeful longing it evokes. Houston can be melancholy too, but in a different way: it feels jaded, barren of soul.


    I look around the neighborhood, trying to recall all the families that live here, or used to. It’s a weekday morning, people are up and about – taking their kids to school, walking their dogs, or heading to work.


    Presently, I see old man Hutchinson amble out his front door to collect his newspaper. He spots me on the porch and gives me an enthusiastic wave. I wave back with equal, albeit fake, animation. A couple of joggers trot past, nodding and waving at seeing me here. (They seem to know who I am, but I can’t place them.)


    A car drives by –a white Honda Accord, which has seen better days, its innards clanking and screaming. I see the driver and recognize her. It’s Mrs. Hardy, one of my mom’s close friends. She’s about the same age as my mom, also a widow, with kids who have moved away. She and my mom used to spend a lot of time together. They also belonged to some of the same charities and causes from what I can recall. She had often come to visit when Laurie and I and the kids were in town. I know she lives not more than a few blocks from here.


    She sees me – in fact she does a double-take – and pulls over, the tires squealing in obvious dissent against that abrupt action.


    “Oh no,” I think. “She’s going to come over and talk.” And then remind myself that it is the polite, and neighborly, thing to do; it would be rude of her not to.


    She emerges from the Honda with an agility which I find surprising for her age. Her steps are sure and steady as she begins to walk toward me. And she is beaming from ear to ear.


    I rise from the stoop. “Hello, Mrs. Hardy.”


    “Ed?” she says. “I’d be darned. Sure didn’t expect to see you here…”


    I give her a little hug as she comes near. “Oh, just had to come take care of a couple things around the house.”


    She squeezes me close to her. “I talked to Beth yesterday - she never mentioned you’d be here. I even asked about you.”


    I side-step her comment. Ask her if she’d like to come inside. “I just made some coffee.”


     “I wish I could,” she says. “But I have to be at a meeting at the House of Hope. Can’t be late for it. Now that your mother is gone, I’m the Chairperson, you know. Until the Board can decide what to do.”


    This surprises me. I knew my mom was involved with a charity, but I had no idea she was actually in charge of running it.


    “I understand,” I say.


    “I miss your mother, Ed. She was blessed with so much love and grace by the Lord. And she was a true friend to me.”


    “I miss her too – we all do.”


    “She had such a fabulous knack for relating to people. And she was so giving too. Completely selfless, completely committed to helping those in need. That’s the legacy we’re trying to carry on at the House - now that she’s no longer with us.”


    “That’s really sweet of you to say, Mrs. Hardy.”


    She pulls the sweater she’s wearing – a black woolen cardigan – closer around her. “You don’t know much about your mother’s work, do you?”


    I shuffle and grin and raise my shoulders. “Not a thing, to tell you the truth. Mom never brought it up.”


    She nods knowingly, as if she expected that response. “Your mother started the House of Hope about five years ago. Partly with state and private funding, and partly with her own money. It was her life’s dream to open that facility. We provide shelter, rehab and counseling for battered women and troubled and disadvantaged kids. Most of our boarders are from large urban, metro areas, like St. Louis, Chicago, and Kansas City. Referred to us by State social services departments. The goal is to help them get back on their feet and reintegrate with society – so they can go on to lead happy, normal lives.”


    “That sounds wonderful,” I say. (So, I’d been right: my mother was spending all her money on her charity work. Oh well, it was her money. I just hope there’s enough left to settle some of the bills and her outstanding debts, if she had any.)


    “You should come by and visit us sometime. It’ll make you proud of your mother.”


    “I’ll definitely try to. On my next trip, maybe. I have to hurry back to Houston today.”


    She shifts her weight from one leg to the other. “You know, your mother always said…” Her voice trails off, as if she isn’t sure she should say what she was about to say.


    “Said what?”


    “I shouldn’t be telling you this, your mother wouldn’t want me to, I think. But she’s passed now, Lord rest her soul, so none would be the wiser…”


    “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to, Mrs. Hardy.”


    “No. I ought to, I think,” she says, her blue eyes suddenly burning bright. “It was about a year ago or so. We were talking about getting on in years and such - us old ladies tend to do that every now and then. And I said to her, Katherine, I wonder what will happen to the Foundation, if one or both of us kicked the bucket – we didn’t really have any managers in our staff, you know, we still don’t, as a matter of fact – it’s just me, a bunch of young kids and a handful of volunteers who can’t possibly run things on their own. And your mother looked me right in the eyes, and she said, Gertie, don’t you worry, Eddie is going to take it over after I’m gone. And he’ll keep it going –better than you and I have.”


    She pauses again. “She said it with so much confidence. Like it was a foregone conclusion.”


    I can’t help but feel awkward, and Mrs. Hardy senses it.


    “Oh, look at me,” she says. “I’m making a nuisance of myself, aren’t I? Putting you on the spot like this.”


    “No…no…I’m touched that mom felt I could run her Charity…but I really don’t think…”


    “I know, I know,” she says hurriedly. “I’m not implying that you should. We’re all doing our best to keep things going. Though I don’t know how long we can. We’ll have to take a long, hard look at our resources – and we’re missing your mother’s wisdom.”


    “It would be quite an honor, really,” I mumble. “But - well, I’m just not qualified, I think. I would be clueless as a Director.”


    “I’m sure that’s not true,” she says with an emphatic wave of her thin, bony, but immaculately manicured hand. “If a couple of old gals like your mom and me can run it, you could too. But of course, you have your own priorities to think about. But do try to visit us – whenever you’re back.”


    “I will – I promise.”


    Mrs. Hardy leans forward, as if she were about to confide a secret.


    “I’ll tell you something else too,” she says. “Your mother had the most amazing instincts of anyone I ever met. It always surprised me…how quickly she could understand people. And she never made a prediction that didn’t come true.”


    I feel my neck prickle with goose pimples. I put on a smile. “She was quite a lady, wasn’t she?”


    “She was,” she says. “You’re a good man, Ed. I see why your mother was so proud of you. You’re a lot like her, your eyes have that same sparkle that hers did.”


    “Thanks, Mrs. Hardy.”


    She pulls me to her and embraces me with real warmth. “Well, I should get a move on. Give my love to your family.”


    I tell her I will.


    “Hope to see you soon,” she says.


    “Me too.”


    I watch her get back into her car and drive off, coffee mug gripped firmly between my hands. Then a blast of chilly wind sends a shiver through my body and I gulp down what remains of my coffee and lope back toward the house, and I think to myself: can this trip get any curiouser?


    After Jenny had fallen asleep last night, I’d gone into the living room to shut the window I’d climbed in through. And to retrieve the baseball bat still lying on the floor. But then after I’d closed and fastened the window and picked up the bat, this sensation had taken hold. Like someone was there with me in the darkness - a presence of sorts (my mother’s ghost, the spirit of this old house, my own alter-ego…I didn’t know), murmuring, imploring…


    “Come with me,” it seemed to be saying.


    “Where?” I asked.


    “I will show you,”


    I wavered, unsure.


    “What are you afraid of?”


    “I’m not afraid…”


    “Then come.”


    I put the baseball bat away, leaning it against the wall near the entrance, and felt the presence guiding me to a corner of the living room, to a charred stain on the hardwood floor.


    I stared at the mark. It was only faintly visible in the moonlight filtering through the windows.


    I was eight or nine, and had been playing with matches one day and set a curtain on fire. I was shocked when it happened and stood there helplessly, my brain frozen, watching the flames lap up the curtain like it was made of tissue and then slowly creep upwards toward the ceiling. I knew within minutes the whole house would be burning, but I couldn’t get myself to yell for help or even move.


    It was then that mom had rushed in. She’d been outside in the yard, or at the neighbors’, I can’t recall. She’d grabbed my arm, and dragged me out the front door, then shot back in and put out the fire, I have no idea how. I remember thinking that I was probably in for a thrashing - or failing that, at the very least a severe tongue-lashing. But neither had been administered. After dousing the fire, she had come out, given me a hug, smiled and said: “No matches inside the house from now on.”


    Still shaken up, I’d just nodded.


    I lingered at the spot, re-living the experience, its recollection strangely comforting.


     “Come…” I was commanded again, and I turned away, following the prompting I felt somewhere deep in my body. I stepped through the hallway, past the kitchen, up the stairs to the attic.


    I flicked on the overhead light.


    The room was arranged pretty much the way I remembered from when I was a kid, though I hadn’t been up there for years. A rug lay in the center, with a sofa chair on top, its upholstery worn and dusty, a floor lamp and a small side table next to it. An old roll-top desk stood in a corner, just behind the seating arrangement.


    This was where my mom would sometimes disappear – to read, to go through the mail, or just to catch a break from Beth and me.


    I sat down on the chair, looked across at the window.


    My mom had had it put in so she wouldn’t feel claustrophobic when she came up here. She’d had that done soon after my father had died. She must have been seeking a peaceful refuge –a place to hide her pain. And she probably needed it to be open to the world, not shut off from it.


    A memory came to me and I looked around the room. There used be an ancient wooden credenza in there, near the door. It once belonged to my grandmother, who’d passed it on to my mom…


    There it stood, mysterious and exotic, with its floral carvings and bulky brass handles, which, I noticed, had tarnished with age.


    I pulled open a drawer and found what I knew would be there: old pictures, letters, mementos.


    I went through all four drawers, examined all the content, brooded over the moments, the feelings, they had captured…


    When there was nothing more left to see, I turned off the light and stole downstairs.


    I knew where the presence wanted me to go next: my mother’s room.


    But I froze. “I don’t want to,” I whispered, as much to the presence as myself.


    “You are afraid.”


    “No.”


    “Then do it…”


    I crept up to the door and opened it gently. The hinges squeaked and sighed. I stood in the doorway, hesitating.


    I knew I needed to go in: the presence wanted me to. But there was something about the room…the aura there…


    My nerve failed. I pulled the door closed.


    I stumbled through the hallway, found my way to Beth’s old room, dropped on the bed and fell into a fitful, labored sleep.


    I had thought, when I awoke, that it had all been a dream.


    After a brief discussion, Jenny and I settle on taking the same way home Jenny had taken to get here: by bus. My motivation for doing so is not dictated purely by financial concerns (although I’ve spent a fortune on airline tickets already and can’t afford to purchase two more; my bank account is so thin it might as well be on the same diet I’m on). I believe the length of the journey would afford Jenny the time she needs to come to grips with her anxiety about returning home. It will also allow us to talk some more. We have a lot of catching up to do. Not that a twenty-hour trip will be enough to atone for all those years of detachment and deliberate apathy I had shown toward her. But it will be a start.


    I buy our tickets with my cell phone, call up Laurie to apprise her of our intention to ride the Greyhound back to Houston (she thinks it’s a crazy idea, can’t understand why I would waste time and put myself and Jenny through the aggravation of a long bus ride, but knows she can’t make me change my mind, and hangs up with a terse “OK, whatever, call me when you get to Houston so I can come pick you guys up at the station”), and then we pack up our bags and set off – first to Des Moines airport to drop off my rental car and then on to the bus station (via cab).


    We board the bus around noon and the journey begins. The seats are comfortable, the weather is fine, our fellow passengers are friendly (or at least majority of them are; there are a few who look unwashed, unhappy and mean, but all we have to do is steer clear of them) and I have Jenny for company, who, for once, is in a cheerful mood and is all smiles and sprightly good humor.


    I regale her with stories from my childhood - half-forgotten, distant memories of Beth and me as kids, the fights and arguments we would get into, how we used to drive our mother up the wall by bringing home injured, half-dead, horribly mutilated birds and animals to heal, and then would insist on keeping them as pets. (She always put her foot down, made us take the bigger animals to the shelter and release others into the wild, which we consented to with teary eyed indignation.)


    Time passes easily and unnoticeably. Soon we are approaching the outskirts of Kansas City and I’m reminded of how Laurie and I had re-united here, how I’d had to charm and scheme and cajole my way back into her heart.


    We had dated in College for a year and a half, but when I’d moved here to take up a job we had broken up and I’d moved on – or so I thought. Because I hadn’t really been able to get her out of my head. I pined for her endlessly.


    Jenny seems to read my thoughts. She says: “This is where you and mom got married, right?”


    I proceed to tell her how that had come about.


    “I found out through a mutual friend that your mom had moved to KC as well. It had been nearly two years since we’d last seen each other. And I wanted to see her again. I knew I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if I didn’t try to be with her.”


    “And she was already dating someone else. I know…” Jenny says, smiling.


    “Yep. She was seeing this guy named Hank something or the other, who was working as an engineer at a machine tool manufacturing company in Grandview, Missouri. He was good to her, I guess, and she was happy enough with him. It took me a while to talk her into going out with me again, but I pulled it off somehow. Shortly after that she dumped Hank and moved in with me.”


    It may have been the wrong story to tell Jenny. She grows somber, a downcast look of uncertainty settles on her face.


    “Is it really that easy to dump someone after being with them?” she asks.


    I know where she’s coming from, and it breaks my heart. “It happens sometimes, sweetie,” I say. “People change. Grow apart. Fall out of love. Or…get swept off their feet all over again by someone else, sometimes without wanting to.”


    “Is that what happened to mom – she got swept off her feet by her new boyfriend?”


    “Maybe.”


    “You think she still loves you?” she asks.


    “I wish I knew,” I say, which isn’t exactly true. I know she doesn’t. Not the way she used to. And probably never will again.


    “Don’t you want to find out?” she says. “Why don’t you read her palm?”


    For a moment I’m at a loss for words. Then I say: “Because it might not do any good. Finding out about something doesn’t mean I can make it go away.”


    She nods sadly, says, “I think I know what you mean,” and turns away to look out the window and our conversation comes to a halt. The bus barrels on down the road, heading toward the looming skyline of Kansas City.


    We change buses at the station and the ride continues.


    Hours later, as we hit the state line between Oklahoma and Texas, with the sky having darkened, the scenery outside having taken on a more forbidding, barren demeanor, Jenny having fallen asleep, her head resting on my shoulder, it strikes me that I haven’t called in to the office, nor have I thought about work, or anything or anyone related to it (the Founders, Sumit, Mary Ann, Paul or even Dana). Nor have I thought about myself, my needs, my woes and headaches, my endless laundry list of things to do and goals to achieve for the day, the week, the rest of my life. The only thing on my mind has been Jenny’s welfare, her happiness, her safety. For once, her goals have been my goals, her troubles my troubles. And being involved in her life in this way hasn’t turned out to be the inconvenient, annoying, onerous waste of time I feared it would be. On the contrary, I feel thankful that she is safe, and that I’m with her, that I’m helping her sort through her difficulties. I’ve never felt more content – or happy.


    Next to me, Jenny stirs, lifts her head and nuzzles closer.


    “Dad?”


    “Yes?”


    “Are you going to come back home now?”


    I’m reminded of my conversation with Laurie. She’d asked me the same question. I’m still not sure I’ve found the answer. But I also know I can’t keep running away from it.


    “Yes, I’m coming back home,” I tell Jenny.	


    “Promise?”


    “Yes.”


    “Cool…” she whispers.


    Moments later she is dozing again.


    I recline my seat to make myself comfortable and think: Perhaps self-absorption is not all it’s cracked up to be. Maybe there’s a hidden charm - and satisfaction - in thinking of others as well.


  




  

    Chapter Thirty Four


    “It’s been a real crazy house here today, boss. A real disaster.”


    Sumit and I are in my office – not the old cubby-hole I’d been consigned to not too long ago, but Rudy’s office, which had been cleaned out and prepared for me while I was away. He’s giving me the rundown on the issue du jour in Operations.


    “I think you mean ‘madhouse’, Sumit,” I say with a straight face. “And, yes, it does sound like it’s been that way. But you’ve done a good job of handling the issue.”


    From what he had told me, there’d been a rash of customer calls flooding our call center. Apparently one of the guys in Sumit’s team had inadvertently attached the wrong price plan to an entire batch of new accounts in the billing system. Those customers were now calling in to complain about their billing rates. Sumit had spoken to Mary Ann, owned up to the mistake, and suggested they mail out a letter and set up an auto-dialer message for all impacted customers, explaining to them what had happened and informing them that they would receive proper credits on their subsequent invoices. Mary Ann, instead of being cooperative, had become highly combative and had escalated the issue all the way up to the Founders, while doing nothing to address the problem.


    “No, boss,” Sumit replies, waving away my compliment with a dancing, scrawny hand. “I wasn’t able to take care of the most important thing - convincing Mary Ann to contact the customers.”


    “No worries. I’ll talk to her. I have a meeting set up with her later today.”


    “Thanks, boss. That is very, very important.”


    I tell him he and I are on the same page and then give him a look as if to ask: ‘was there anything else you wanted to discuss?’ And he gets the hint, says he has something to look into and gets up to go.


    “Sumit,” I call out to him just as he reaches the door.


    “Yes, boss?” he says, halting and looking back at me over his shoulder.


    I have this strong urge to read him. I’m sure it’ll be an interesting experience, peering inside his head and seeing how all that elaborate, complex machinery in there operates. As quirky and inventive as he is, I’m sure the place is a veritable vortex of imaginative, twisted thoughts and ideas.


    I crank up the gift, penetrate his aura, scour every inch of it for a glimpse into his thoughts – even if it’s fleeting. I find nothing. I try again, now with more determination. All I can find is a cool, buzzing blankness. I can’t read him.


    “You wanted to tell me something, boss?”


    I abandon the effort. Pull myself back from his aura.


    “Ah yes,” I say. “I wanted to express my thanks…”


    Sumit cocks his head and nods his habitual dreamy, rhythmic Indian nod. “Ahh, what for, boss…?”


    “I don’t think I ever told you how much I appreciate all that you do, the hard work and the long hours you put in, the excellent job you do ensuring that things don’t spin out of control. Especially when I’m not around – and I’ve been gone a lot these past couple months.”


    I can’t say where those words have come from. Did I make them up just to cover up the long pause in the conversation while I was trying to read him? Even though it feels good – and true – to say them?


    In response, a smile of open delight spreads across Sumit’s face. “I...I’m very thankful, boss. I appreciate all you do for me as well.”


    “Well, I don’t nearly do as much for you as you do for me.” I say. “So, again, thank you for everything.”


    His grin broadens some more. He’s happy as a lark. “You’re a good man, boss, and I’m very glad to be on your team.”


    After Sumit leaves I tilt back my chair and clasp my hands behind my head, basking in the afterglow of his happiness. And my own – at having made him happy.


    But the glow doesn’t last long.


    I have to admit, it feels strange to be in Rudy’s office, to be sitting in his chair, at his desk, staring at walls that used to be his to look upon and ponder over things - and to stick and display weird, distasteful artifacts on. I thought the room would fit me like an old comfortable shoe, feel welcoming and homey. It does not. In fact, it feels alien, makes me uneasy. I’ve been here a whole week now, and still haven’t gotten used to it.


    The furniture, the basic layout of the office is the same as it was when it was occupied by Rudy. The computer has been replaced, and his things are gone, of course. The evil deer-head behind the desk, the various other god-awful western-themed knick-knacks of his, the family pictures, etc., were boxed up and dispatched to his house. But the sensation, which I had also felt the day I’d come in here after Founder Bob had given me his job, that this is his office, not mine, persists. It’s as if I’m a squatter, a trespasser, who’s taken unlawful possession of his property while he stepped away, and that he might return any minute to reclaim it. Even though I know there’s no chance of that. He’s never coming back.


    He’s gone. Dead.


    The thought sends a jolt of sadness flashing through my body. Sadness tinged, unmistakably, with guilt. I shudder in my seat as I check the emails on my computer. And suddenly I get this disconcerting feeling that Rudy’s ghost is right here with me, restless and angry, the points of his ears turning red as he watches me read the emails which by all rights should belong in his in-box.


    Hopefully, in a couple more weeks, I’ll get used to being in here.


    The dread of Rudy’s lingering presence aside, the past week has gone pretty well for me. I’d flung myself into my new job with gusto, buried myself in it to the nose. There was much to catch up on. The New York project, for one, but also the on-going, day-to-day activities (I oversee more of them now, having taken over IT, Account Management and Sales Operations in addition to billing, collections and customer service – which, ironically, I’d thought I’d lost to Mary Ann for good only a few weeks ago). Then there are the various C-level deliverables I’ve inherited from Rudy - the most urgent of those being the creation of the corporate annual budget: a tumultuous, character-building exercise involving interminable discussions and endless number crunching which goes on for weeks.


    Last, but not the least, there was all the posturing I felt I had to do, the shameless (but necessary) sucking up and daily devotionals which had to be bestowed on the Founders and my new peers in the Executive Team, to convince them of my unwavering support and unstinting loyalty, while at the same time - with supreme subtlety and nimbleness of mind - making a point of establishing my authority, asserting my dominion over my own territory, this being the case in particular with my peers, making it clear to them that I will not tolerate power grabs and petty politics, that I’m willing to scratch their backs as long as they scratch mine. I will no longer be anyone’s whipping boy, now that Rudy’s reign over this department is history.


    I’ve found being an executive to be an intriguing game, and not exactly a breeze to indulge in.


    During one meeting, for instance, a hot debate had erupted between me and, of all people, Paul, about some minor question of organizational accountability for a certain task which I didn’t believe my team should be on the hook for. I informed Paul that as far as I was concerned, on principle, those tasks should be part of his team’s mandate, not mine, even if my misguided predecessor had conceded otherwise. My unexpected push-back had elicited a collective gasp of disbelief from those in attendance, but Paul failed to come up with a strong counter to my logic, and in the end, not without some bitterness, he accepted my stance, which didn’t surprise me in the least because I’d been reading his mind all along - as a matter of fact I’d been getting a sense of everyone’s thoughts - and knew he would give in, and that there was no real opposition to what I was positing from others either.


    In short, I’ve been indulging in the sort of grab-bag of activities that are an essential and normal part of a corporate honcho’s role, the sort of things I’d always aspired to with fascination and longing. And I find that I’m actually beginning to savor my new position. It’s fun to hobnob with the big guns in the company, on equal footing with them, and feel that my words have power and gravity.


    It’s close to the end of the day now – the week, in fact, this being a Friday – and I’ve managed to check off just about everything I wanted to accomplish. There is just one more thing left on my plate. And it’s a bit of an unsavory dish: my meeting with Mary Ann.


    During my staff meeting earlier in the week (my first with all five of my direct reports in attendance: Sumit, Mary Ann, Deb Johnson - who has taken over that crook, Rob Delaney’s position, Joe Horn, the head of Sales Ops and Fred - yes, Fred reports to me now, a crazy situation I’ve yet to become used to, though Fred doesn’t seem bothered by it; “Hey man, I’d rather work for you than another prick like Rudy, not to disparage the dead…” he’d said) Mary Ann had been conspicuous for being withdrawn, non-communicative and passive-aggressive. It was obvious she had a chip on her shoulder, though she was trying not to make it obvious. I had given her a couple of openings to speak her mind, to contribute to the meeting, but she had refused to be drawn in, electing instead to simply shrug and say things like “it’s your call, Ed, you’re in charge”, or “I’ll do as asked”, or, the one that really got my dander up, “I want to be a team player, so I’ll just shut up.” She wasn’t rude, but she was sending a message: I don’t care for you or your leadership. My intent was to make her feel welcome and wanted, an important contributor in the overall hierarchy, and all I was getting from her in return was a cold shoulder.


    There is a tap on my door and Mary Ann comes stomping in (the woman not so much walks as stampedes her way around – a perception created by her size as well as the angry-woman expression that is perpetually plastered on her face). I greet her cheerfully as she lowers her ample body into a seat. She responds with a terse ‘hi, Ed’, crosses her legs, and scowls at me.


    “Thanks for making time for me so late in the day,” I tell her. “I know you need to get out of here, so I won’t keep you long.”


    She regards me with steely eyes. “You’re the boss.”


    That’s probably the hundredth time she has responded with that exact statement to something I’ve said to her. And it’s starting to drive me insane.


    I bite back my frustration and lean toward her. “The reason I asked you to come by was so I could apologize to you.”


    Her eyes narrow, her eyebrows wobble on her forehead.


    “Apologize? About what?” I can tell she’s instantly on her guard, smells a trap.


    “For not being fair to you.”


    “Not being fair? I – I don’t think I understand…”


    “I haven’t been a fair boss to you. I haven’t listened. I’ve never sought out your advice and recommendations, and when they were offered I didn’t take them seriously. And I failed to give you the proper credit and recognition you deserved for things you accomplished.”


    She’s thoroughly baffled now, doesn’t know what to make of my spiel - whether to believe it or to brush it off as mere lip service, a crafty preamble to some malicious maneuver to come later.


    “I would like for us to start over,” I say. “Pretend the last six odd years never happened. What do you say?”


    A cynical, I-don’t-believe-a-word-coming-out-your-mouth look has settled on her face now. She shimmies her shoulders, unfolds her arms and drops them in her lap. There’s clearly a yawning trust gap between us.


    “I – ah – I don’t think things have been all that bad between us.”


    “That’s nice of you to say, but I know otherwise.”


    She shimmies some more, evades my eyes.


    “I’m asking for your backing, Mary Ann. I want us to be partners in running this department. Neither of us can be successful in our jobs if we can’t do that. Do you agree?”


    Her hands begin to pick at the hem of her blouse. “Sure. I guess so,” she says.


    “I know so. That’s why I’m asking – requesting - that we work together as partners.”


     “We’ve got on alright so far, I think. But we can always try to do better…”


    “Good. That’s all I ask.”


    There doesn’t seem to be anything more to say on either side. Silence ensues. Mary Ann fiddles some more with the hem of her blouse, probably wondering when I’m going to let her leave.


    “How’s the family, by the way?” I ask her.


    She lets go of the blouse and sits back, eyes me with a sort of puzzled apprehension. “They’re fine…the little one is sick…”


    “What’s her name – Emily, right? She must be three now.”


    She’s so utterly shocked she looks like she’s going to fall off the chair.


    “Yes, Emily is the youngest one,” she says. “She’s had this ear infection off and on for months now. The doctor says he may have to put tubes in. I’ve been meaning to take her and get it done”


     “You should. My son, Josh, had the same problem when he was Emily’s age. Unending series of ear infections. Turned out allergies were triggering them. We had tubes put in as well. They helped. You should take some time off and have it done.”


    She nods. “I might just do that,” she says. “Your son, how old is he now?”


    “He turns eighteen in January. Senior in High School. Starts college next fall.”


    “My oldest is fifteen. He is a sophomore.”


    “Curtis…if I recall. He plays football, right?”


    Her eyes get so big it looks like they might shoot right out of their sockets. Her mouth opens and closes a few times.


    “Did I mention that to you?” she asks.


    “I think so. Last year…he went to some sort of summer football camp…if I remember correctly.”


    “That’s right. You have a very good memory.”


    “Best in the business.”


    She smiles at this, her face softens and she is transformed, all of a sudden, into a younger, sunnier version of herself.


    “What does that smile mean? You don’t believe me?” I ask.


    “No. Absolutely not. I’ve known you for years. You’ve got the worst memory ever.”


    “Sometimes I pretend to forget. It’s called selective amnesia. Makes life much easier, especially as a boss. Deep down, I remember everything.”


    “Oh really?”


    “Yes really. Ask me anything.”


     “Anything?”


    “Whatever pops into your head.”


    A flash of something dark and droll crosses her face. She locks her eyes with mine. “I can make this tough for you…”


    “Then make it,” I say.


    She lets go of her dress and clasps her hands in her lap. “Alright, then let me ask this: Do you remember what you said to me the first time we met?”


    It goes without saying that I’ve been, for lack of a better word, cheating my way through our conversation. I didn’t have any awareness of the things I’ve mentioned: her daughter’s name, her age, her son’s football camp - even if she had told me these things, I wouldn’t have been able to recall them because I’m pretty sure I would have flushed them from my memory soon after hearing them. I’ve gathered these facts by reading her mind.


    But I do vaguely remember the incident she’s referring to. And as I quickly delve into her aura, I understand why she’s bringing it up. It was the beginning of the souring of our relationship. Things between had gone downhill from there.


    “As a matter of fact,” I say, “I do recall what I said. You were late coming in to work that morning. Rudy had taken me around to introduce me to everyone, except you, of course, because you weren’t around. And when I finally got to talk to you – I think you’d dropped into my office to meet me – after some routine small talk, just as you were leaving, I said something to the effect that I like to run a tight ship, and expect discipline and punctuality from my team, and that hopefully you won’t make a habit of being late.”


    “You do recall,” she says. A flush has appeared on her neck and is working its way up toward her cheeks.


    “Yes. And repeating it now, to be honest, it makes me feel embarrassed. You want to know why?”


    “Why?”


    “Because it was careless of me. You were going through a rough patch in your life at the time. Which I didn’t know about, obviously, and didn’t find out till later. But I didn’t ask you why you were late; and when I did find out, I didn’t go back to you and set things straight. I wish now I hadn’t said what I said.”


    “Then why did you say it?” she asks. She’s looking me over carefully, not even blinking, and her face is set as hard as tensed steel.


    I shrug. “I was just trying to sound tough, I guess. Lay down the law. I was new to the job, it was my first day, I felt I had to make a bold statement. I didn’t mean to come off as insensitive…but I realize now I did. I wish we hadn’t gotten off to such a poor start.”


    Mary Ann drops her gaze, her eyelashes flutter. She almost looks touched.


    “Thanks for saying that,” she says. “For what it’s worth, I’ve been hard on you as well at times. I didn’t think our personalities…gelled together, you know. And I always thought you favored Sumit over me.”


    “I know I gave that impression. And I probably did favor Sumit – which goes back to not being fair to you.”


    “Well, I don’t blame you for that, necessarily,” She says, meeting my eyes again, her lips curling into a smile. “He’s pretty darned good at what he does.”


    “But all that is in the past now…right?” I say, grinning as well.


    “Ancient history…” she says.


    “I’m glad we had this meeting.”


    “So am I.”


    We go on talking for another few minutes, discussing the various challenges and obstacles at work and what we can do to address them. Including the situation with the erroneous rate plans which Sumit had been trying to get her cooperation for.


    When at last the time comes for her to leave (so she can go pick up her kids from after-school care) her body language has changed, she is no longer combative. I get the distinct feeling things will go much more smoothly between us from here on.


    As I watch her amble down the hallway around the corner and out of my view, I can’t help but wonder: was I serious – sincere – about my desire to connect with her? My penchant for dissemblance is so impenetrable that it can fool me as well.


    Sometimes I wish I could read my own mind.


    The conversation with Mary Ann has enlivened me for some reason – made me feel good about myself. And with so much positive energy surging through my body, I figure it might not be a bad idea to go running. My gear is already in the car – a remnant of the weekend I spent away from home. I’ve been running every few days (when I haven’t been traveling) for the last three weeks. When I first took it up (the debut effort being a pathetic, wheezing, labored, start-and-stop affair which I could barely maintain for more than a few yards at a time) I did so on the walking track in the green area adjacent to our housing subdivision in Sugar Land. But while I was at the motel last weekend I had gone to Memorial Park (on Saturday evening – largely to off-set the aftershock from the Jessica incident) and had loved the experience (even though the trail is 3-miles long, and I could only run half the distance and had to finish the rest walking). That’s where I want to go this evening – the trail is sure to be crowded, this being a Friday, but that’s not necessarily a bad thing because lots of beautiful people in some of the skimpiest and revealing running apparel I’ve had the pleasure to ogle would be there.


    I power down my computer and head toward the elevators so I can go down to the garage to grab my gym bag. I want to change into my running clothes at the office – it won’t be practical to do so in the restroom at the park: it’s not the cleanest venue for the task.


    As I enter the lobby I see Dana waiting there.


    “Hello, stranger,” I say. “Long time no see.”


    She regards me placidly. “Look who’s talking. You’re the one who’s been busy being the big man on campus.”


    I hadn’t seen much of her this week, though she had been in a couple of meetings I’d attended. Last time we had spoken at any length was when she had stopped by my office on Monday to ask if the “family issue” I had escaped from New York to attend to had been resolved and to apprise me of the goings-on for the remainder of their trip (everything had gone well; they had succeeded in getting signed LOI’s from all the target customer groups; official contracts with the relevant Terms of Service would be going out to them soon and all of them were expected to be executed).


    We make small talk while we wait for the elevator. She seems distracted, not her usual warm, cordial self.


    Downstairs, in the garage, just before we are about to go our separate ways, I ask her when she’d like to grab dinner.


    “I promised you one back in New York, remember?”


    Dana brushes away a wavy strand of blonde hair from her forehead. “Oh, you don’t have to do that.”


    There’s something coldly conclusive in the ring of her voice. Like blinds being pulled down, the shutters clicking into place with a stolid, sickening finality, closing me off from her.


    “Why not?” I ask her, almost dreading her answer.


    Emotions seem to cross her face like ebbs and flows of the tide – emotions I can’t quite discern.


    “There’s just too much going on, Ed,” she says. “I don’t know…maybe we’re not quite ourselves right now...let’s wait for things to settle down.”


    And then she sets off toward her car, rushing, as if bent on avoiding further interaction.


    “Dana…” I say.


    She stops mid-step and turns to me, eye-brows slightly arched, patience clearly taxed.


    I must read her again. I have to know what’s happened between us. The other night in New York when she’d come to my room, she seemed so – accessible. So within reach. And now it’s as if I’ve lost her, as if she’s a hundred miles away from me.


    I scan her aura…bear down into her mind…


    “Were you going to say something…?” she asks.


    I pry myself away from her mind…


    “I was going to say…have a wonderful weekend.”


    “You too,” she says, with a swift wave of her hand, as if she isn’t saying goodbye so much as trying to clear the air around us of noxious fumes.


    A muffled sigh, like the last gasp of a dying animal, unhinges itself from the depths of my being and ascends to my lips, and I feel powerless to suppress it.


  




  

    Chapter Thirty Five


    The Beast looks woefully, insultingly out of place amid all the high-end, luxury cars parked next to it in the row of reserved spots in the garage (one of which had belonged to Rudy, and has now been bequeathed to me). It’s flanked on either side by Paul’s silver-metallic BMW 540i and Founder Bob’s sleek and shiny black Mercedes SLK AMG convertible. Other cars are of similar variety, i.e. the insanely expensive: a Lexus LS, a BMW 7 series, a Range Rover, a Porsche Carrera (which Founder Chuck is the proud owner of). Rudy used to drive a big Ford truck - not the ordinary type, but a top-of-the-line, fully loaded King Ranch model with a leather interior and wood trim and all sorts of other elaborate gadgetry. It fit in with the rest of the fancy cars. In comparison, my ride looks like it belongs in a salvage yard.


    I pop my trunk open and reach inside for my gym bag, even though the desire to go jogging has all but vanished after my encounter with Dana.


    It’s given me a lot of food for thought…things that require some honest reflection.


    I’m debating with myself whether I should still go when I hear someone steal up behind me.


    “Ed Kaminsky?” a voice inquires.


    I look over my shoulder. “Yes…”


    A man steps up behind me - as if materializing out of thin air. He’s short and athletic with a scraggly beard. He’s wearing a tan leather jacket one size too big for him, a Houston Astros baseball cap, and dark Ray-Bans sunglasses.


    “May I help you?” I ask him.


    The man looks around, his movements jerky and nervous. Then he walks right up to me and sticks something hard and rigid in the small of my back.


    “In case you’re wondering,” the man says. “That’s a gun.”


    I feel myself flinch. The man pokes the gun harder into my back.


    “Relax,” he says. “I’m not very good with things that go bang.”


    This is unbelievable, shocking, I think to myself. I’m being held up by a gunman. In an office garage. Pretty much in broad daylight.


    “I don’t have any cash…” I say. “All I have is credit cards in my wallet…”


    A car cruises by and the gun twitches and withdraws for a moment as the man backs away from me. I consider yelling for help or flapping my arms wildly.


    The man senses my intent. “Stay put,” he says. His voice is high-pitched, shrill.


    I feel the cold grip of a feral, primal fear clutch my gut. I go very still.


    “I’ll do as you say,” I tell him. “Just be careful with that gun.”


    “That’s more like it. Now, when I say when, you get into that ugly truck of yours – nice and slow - and then we go for a ride. You got that?”


    I nod and turn my head slightly to look at him (I’m still facing the open trunk of the car, my back to him.) The gunman almost loses it.


    “Stay still,” he shrieks.


    “OK, OK,” I say. “Just take it easy.”


    He looks around again to make sure we’re by ourselves. We are. There’s not a soul around. (Where are people when you need them? And where the hell is that worthless security guard who is supposed to protect us from things like this? Had the gunman neutralized him already?)


    “Now let’s get in the truck,” the man says. “And take it real slow.”


    I move toward the driver side of the Beast, but he stops me.


    “No, get in from the passenger side. I want to keep my eyes on you, in case you wanna do something dumb.”


    “I don’t plan on doing anything dumb,” I say. My throat feels dry. Sweat is breaking out under my armpits. My heart is beating faster than it does on the running trail.


    “Good. Now go.”


    I walk slowly to the passenger side of the Beast and he follows close behind. I open the door and climb in, slide over the center console and settle into the driver’s seat. He jumps in next to me and shuts the door. He has one hand stuck inside the front pocket of his leather jacket, which, I deduce, is where the gun is hiding.


    “Stop staring at me and drive,” he says.


    “Where are we going?” I ask him, turning the ignition and shifting the gear in reverse.


    “Here.” he says and hands me a card.


    I look at the card. “I don’t understand,” I say. “This is my business card…? “


    “Turn it over, moron.”


    I do and see an address written there.


    “You want me to take you to a motel?” I ask him. (I had imagined he might be taking me to an ATM to withdraw cash. Going to a motel didn’t make any sense. What did he have in mind, casual sex?)


    “Yes. Start driving. We don’t have all day.”


    I slide my foot off the brake and ease the car out of its spot.


    “There’s no reason to do this, you know.” I say. “If you want money…”


    “I don’t want your goddamned money,” he says. “I want us to go somewhere we can have a nice, quiet chat.”


    “Chat?” I say, as we exit the garage and turn on to the driveway.


    I wonder if I should do something drastic, like bank the car off the sidewalk, slam it into the side of the garage to render it inoperable, or attract the attention of the security guard who might be dozing on the bench around the corner. But I think better of it. There’s no telling how crazy my passenger is. He looks as if he just might be wound up tight enough to fire that gun.


    “Yeah…a chat,” the man says, and he takes his hand out of the pocket of his jacket, thereby exposing the gun within, as if offering proof of its existence. He places it on his thigh and leans back in his seat.


    A chat, I tell myself, could be a euphemism. For maiming, or torture, perhaps. Fear tightens its grip on my gut.


    “What do you want to talk about? I don’t even know you…” I say.


    That makes him jump and sit up straight. “Now that’s where you’re wrong.”


    “I don’t think so – I never forget a face.”


    “In that case,” he says in that discordant, falsetto tone of his. “Let’s see if you remember mine.”


    He pulls off his cap and removes his sunglasses. I get a close look at him and can’t believe my eyes.


    It’s Adrian. Rudy’s lover.


    “Now take us to the motel,” he says, waving his gun at me.


    Adrian orders me to sit on a straight-backed chair by a flimsy desk while he proceeds to half-sit, half-sprawl on a sofa before me. He fumbles the gun out of his jacket and places it by his side, within easy reach. And it sits there looking threatening and dangerous, like an alert, hissing, guard dog ready to charge me if I so much as breathed.


    We are in the motel Adrian had instructed me to drive to. A shabby Econo Lodge on Airport Boulevard near Hobby Airport – Houston’s other, lesser-known airport - a good 45 minutes’ drive from my office.


    Adrian is agitated. He’s nervy, a man teetering on the edge of some sort of explosion. His hands shake. His eyes are restive and sunk deep into their sockets.


    He had been that way in the car all the way here, alternately muttering inaudibly to himself and yelling at me, without any reason, to take it easy, to keep my eyes on the road, to go faster, or slow down. “Don’t even think about pulling some sort of stupid stunt on me,” he kept saying. “Keep both your hands on the wheel.” I kept my mouth shut and drove in silence.


    Presently he sighs, closes his eyes and rubs his temples. “I haven’t really slept since Rudy died. Haven’t been able to do much of anything since then,” he says.


    “I heard about the shooting accident…”


    His eyes fly open. “It wasn’t an accident, you scumbag. You lousy motherfucking low-life.”


    I decide not to say anything back. One of his hands has moved close to the gun, the tips of his fingers just inches away from the butt. He’s making me really nervous.


    “He’s dead because of you.” he sneers. “You killed him - you fucking murderer.”


    I know why Adrian has come for me. Why he brought me here. I’ve already studied his aura.


    He wants to make me pay for Rudy’s death.


    “We both know,” I say, with as much gentleness I can manage. “That’s not true…”


    Adrian snatches the gun from the sofa and leaps to his feet. “You drove him to it…YOU MADE HIM TAKE HIS OWN LIFE. He told me what you were doing to him…”


    I’ve never had a gun pointed directly at me. I confess it’s not a very pleasant experience. It’s downright hair-raising, in fact. Especially if it is being brandished by a sleep-deprived, antsy character who can neither think straight nor keep his hands steady.


    I have to make him put away his weapon, calm him down. So we can talk this over. For some reason, despite the knowledge that he wants to kill me, I no longer feel scared.


    “Listen, Adrian…” I start to say.


    He cuts me short. “SHUT YOUR PIE HOLE,” he yells. The veins in his neck grow taut, look as if they’ll burst. He points the gun straight at me, gripping the butt with both hands.


    I raise my arms. “Please. Be careful with that gun…you don’t want it going off…”


    Adrian’s face goes red. He flings himself toward me and plants the muzzle of the gun on my forehead, right between the eyes. I raise my arms even higher.


    “Do I look like I don’t want it to go off?”


    I peer into his eyes – and beyond them into his mind, his soul.


    “You might want to look like you want to. But I know you don’t.” I say, and marvel at my own audacity.


    Or is it stupidity? Because he flinches, releases the safety catch – and it snaps back with the loudest, the most frightening sound I’ve ever heard.


    He wraps his forefinger around the trigger and squeezes it. “Why? Because you think I don’t have the guts? I’m scared of going to prison?”


    I know what’s in his heart, and that’s one thing, but there’s also the fact that he’s mentally fragile – not to mention physically unstable - and that’s quite another. Do I really want to tempt fate by riling him up? What if the gun goes off accidentally, because of his wobbly finger?


    I feel fear swelling up again inside me again. But I decide to say what I want to say.


    “The reason you won’t shoot me, Adrian,” I tell him in my most calm, tranquil voice, “is because you’re not a killer.”


    He presses the gun harder into my brow, tilting my head back at an impossible, painful angle. I sense his finger tensing on the trigger.


    “You still think I’m not the killing kind?” he asks.


    “I do…” I say. And as if to drive my point home I slowly lower my raised arms.


    Adrian’s entire body starts to quake and shudder. The gun pressing into my forehead begins to shake like a dry leaf in the wind.


    “Rudy and I had our disagreements,” I hear myself say. (I have no idea where those words are coming from, where I’ve found the line of thought which is producing them. All I know is Adrian wants to hear them, needs to hear them. I’m certain of that…) “I admit I hated his guts. I wanted him to back off from bullying me. I wanted him out of my way. But I never meant to hurt him. Had I known the consequences of my actions I would never have done what I did…I’m…I’m truly sorry about what happened…”


    I peek at Adrian - it’s hard to do with my head bent backwards, my back held rigid by the chair – and wish I hadn’t. His face is a tortured, beleaguered mess, ablaze with fury and hatred. But he’s no longer pressing hard on the gun; the pressure on my neck has eased.


    “I know you loved Rudy. He meant everything to you. But he had his flaws – he wasn’t all sunshine and sweetness. He could be egotistical and mean. He was cruel to me – and to a lot of other people too. He treated us all with an astounding callousness. And it got to the point where I couldn’t take it anymore, had to retaliate – to defend myself. It was petty and small of me – blackmailing him the way I did - but it was the only way I knew I could get through to him. I wish I could take back what I did…I never meant for him to die.”


    He’s listening to me intently now. Brows knitted together, the restless eyes alight with a different intensity – not so much anger but a sort of thirst – a need. As if he’s searching for something consolatory, cathartic, in what I have to say. More crucially, the gun is not pointing at me anymore. He has gradually drawn it away from my head, and it’s dangling loosely by his side now.


    “We both know why Rudy killed himself, Adrian. He did it because he could never be at peace with who he was. I accept responsibility for what happened to him – but the seeds of that tragedy were always there, under the surface, waiting to hatch...”


    Adrenalin is surging through my body now, making me feel lightheaded. And fearless. I pause to catch my breath, to temper my breathing.


    “Everything boils down to this one terrible fact,” I say. “Rudy’s entire life was one big lie. And he didn’t know what to do about it. Except for the one thing he ultimately decided to do…”


    I hear Adrian groan, as if struck with mortal pain. He staggers back and drops down on the couch. The gun, though still in his hand, comes to rest passively next to his thigh, looking more like a useless appendage than a tool of intimidation.


    There’s nothing left for me to say, nothing I can think of anyway. All I can do is watch Adrian as he continues to sit slumped in the couch. I can hear him breathing in short, choking gasps.


    “We were together for six years,” he says, almost taking me by surprise; he’d been breathing so raggedly I didn’t think he’d have the strength to talk.


    “Six of the best years of my life,” he goes on. “We saw each other every day. Spent weekends together. The love we had…it’s irreplaceable. He did mean everything to me…and I to him – I hope. He was tender and affectionate and generous. My best friend. That’s how I’d like to remember him.”


    He grows silent, releases the gun (much to my relief) and rubs his temples.


    “I’m so tired,” he says, squeezing his eyes shut. “My head is hurting so bad I feel like it might blow up.”


    “You need to rest. Why don’t you lie down?”


    Adrian opens his eyes. “He refused to come out. He had this…this terror about it I couldn’t wrap my head around. He just carried on secretly. Living a double life. It was a burden for him – a heavy, crushing burden. But he kept on carrying it. I told him it wasn’t fair for him or for his family to keep going like this. They’re going to find out sooner or later, I said to him. He just grimaced and shrugged. Said he was hoping they’ll find out after he died. Well – he’s dead now...”


    He massages his temples with the tips of his fingers.


    “I can’t get the throbbing to stop…” he says, and pauses to draw a deep breath.


    “He sent me an email before…before he died. He said he was tired of living in fear. Tired of hiding from the truth.”


    He covers his face with his hands and begins to weep.


    “His funeral was last week,” he says between sobs, his voice shaking. “I was there watching, hiding behind a tree... like some common thief. Because no one knew I existed. I couldn’t even say goodbye to him properly…like I should have…like he deserved.”


    His voice trails off. I watch him helplessly, wondering what to do. Should I get up and try to console him? Would it make him go for his gun if he sees me approach him?


    Finally, I can’t stand his grief anymore. I get up, walk over to him, gingerly move the gun a few feet further away, sit down by his side and wrap my arms around him. He leans toward me, letting me press his shaking body closer to mine.


    “You and Rudy were lucky – you had something special. Something you can cherish forever. Even if he’s not with you anymore. That’s rare – believe me.”


    He keeps on sobbing. I rock him gently, as if he were a child. And I think to myself: despite being the boorish, overbearing monster that Rudy was, despite being the fraud and the imposter that he was, at the very least he had love in his life – he had Adrian, who cared for him unconditionally, without reservations. He had his family too, even if they loved him for being who he wasn’t…


    I, on the other hand, have all but lost, driven away, warded off those who once loved me…or would, could have…like Dana.


  




  

    Chapter Thirty Six


    I stayed with Adrian for another two hours.


    He told me how he and Rudy had met. He was working at the Nordstrom store in the Galleria. Rudy had shown up to buy a sports coat. Adrian had helped him pick one out and they had struck up a conversation. Adrian had sensed a mutual attraction between them, felt that fluttery, weak-kneed breathless feeling you get when you meet someone you want to move heaven and earth to be with. And when Rudy paid for the jacket and left, he just watched him walking away sadly, with a horrible sinking sensation in his heart. Then, to his amazed delight, a week later Rudy came back, looking for yet another jacket. They talked, flirted vaguely. Rudy left. But he came back a few days later - and kept coming back thereafter. Over and over again. All in all, Adrian fitted him with 3 sports jacket, three slacks, and two suits with matching shirts and ties over the course of the following 6 weeks. The next time Rudy appeared and asked him to help select a pair of jeans Adrian couldn’t help himself: he broke out into a fit of laughter. “Really, Rudy,” he said. “How much of more of this junk can you afford to buy before you ask me out?” Rudy had turned red, then said, “When do you get off?”


    “The six years we were together,” he said. “They went by as if they were six days, six minutes. It was all so perfect…too perfect maybe. Too good to last…”


    He began to cry again.


    I sat with him and waited for him to pull himself together. Then I told him I had to go, it was getting late, my family was waiting for me. He sniffed, wiped his eyes with the back of his hand and nodded.


    “Go,” he said. “Be with your loved ones. You’re lucky you have a family to go to.”


    I didn’t tell him that was probably an overstatement. Instead I asked him if he wanted me to take him back to his place.


    He said he didn’t have a place – not anymore. The apartment he lived in was in Rudy’s name. He couldn’t afford the rent now that he was dead. And the place smelled of Rudy, anyway. Everything there reminded him of Rudy. He had to get out of there.


    His parents lived in Colorado. He had packed up his things and shipped them all to them.


    “So you’re living here now? In this motel?” I asked.


    He nodded. “I didn’t know what else to do. I have no job. No income. No plan…nothing. All I had was Rudy, and he’s gone.”


    After he got Rudy’s email, he said, he was frantic. He called him over and over again.


    “I wanted to talk to him…to make him understand he wasn’t thinking straight, that what he wanted to do was wrong, there were other options. I knew if I could just get through to him I could make him change his mind. Maybe Rudy knew that too. Maybe that’s why he turned his phone off.”


    When he didn’t hear from Rudy for two days, he said, he almost lost his mind. He drove by Rudy’s house, saw all the cars in the driveway, and knew Rudy was dead.


    He found out where the funeral was going to be by doing a google search on the internet.


    “The day it was supposed to happen I was all tied up in knots, didn’t know whether to go or not. But when the time came, I just got into my car and drove out there, as if I was under some kind of spell.”


    The funeral changed everything for him, he confessed. “I watched his coffin disappear into that hole in the ground and I felt this…rage…rip through me. Rage, and hatred. So intense I couldn’t breathe…”


    Later on, kneeling by Rudy’s grave, by himself, after everyone had left, and there was no chance of being seen, a loose plan began to take shape in his head.


    He booked a flight for Denver, he said. Then he bought a gun and came looking for me.


    He’d dropped in at my office a couple days back and asked to see me, pretending to be a sales rep for a technology company. The receptionist (Penny) – who is well-trained in obstructing such attempts - had told him I was in meetings and would have no time to see him. He had asked for my contact information and she had given him my card.


    “I hated you with everything I had,” he said. “You had robbed me of the one man who made life worth living. I wanted to punish you for taking him from me.”


    That was the only way to balance the scales of justice, he said.


    “That’s why I picked this motel,” he said. “It’s close to the airport. And today was the day it had to be done, because my flight to Denver is tomorrow morning.”


    But then he’d brought me here and everything had gone wrong.


    He said he was sorry. For kidnapping me at gunpoint. For wanting to murder me. He must’ve been crazy to think he could go through with it.


    He said he knew Rudy was no angel. He had his rough edges. There was a mean streak in him which made him do horrible things. But it only came out when he was being the Rudy the world knew him to be. Not when he was himself, when he was with Adrian.


    Maybe his cruelty to others was his penance for his cruelty to himself, Adrian said. He was not an angel. But he wasn’t all evil.


    I told Adrian I’d bring him some food; that he ought to get some sleep, so he could get his strength up for the travel to Denver.


    He smiled wistfully when I said that and thanked me and said I didn’t have to get him anything, he would order a take-out, there was no need for me to bother.


    I got up to go then, and he came up to me to give me a hug and I froze.


    “Is something wrong?” he asked me.


    I stared hard at him. “There is no flight to Denver tomorrow, is there?”


    This expression came over his face when he heard me say that, a look of utter disbelief, like a hunter who finds himself ensnared in his own carefully laid trap and knows there’s no way out of it.


    I told him I’d figured out what his real plan was. It had two parts all along. And the way he saw it, one wasn’t necessarily predicated on the other. They weren’t mutually exclusive.


    I said it was the wrong thing to do, that it was too high a price to pay for dealing with his pain.


    Hadn’t Rudy arrived at the same conclusion, I asked him. And look what that did to you. To his family. His pain rippled out, engulfed everyone around him. Do you want to continue that pattern?


    I asked him for the gun.


    At first he didn’t move, then he slowly went to the couch and brought it to me. He said he could always buy another one, or hang himself in the shower, or cut his wrists and lie down in the bathtub. Or throw himself in front of a speeding SUV like mine.


    I studied him for a long time. I didn’t know what to do.


    Then I said, give it 30 days. Take it one day at a time. And text me every week to tell me you made it through. I asked him if he could promise me that. For Rudy’s sake. I asked him if Rudy would want him to kill himself.


    He thought about this. Then he nodded. He said he promised. He would give it 30 days.


    I read him again. Saw his thoughts uncoil before me like a rainbow. I knew I could believe him.


    Then I pulled out my phone and began tapping the screen.


    “What are you doing?” he asked.


    “Booking you a flight to Denver tomorrow.”


    He dove toward me, encircled me in his arms. “I don’t know how to thank you…”


    “You can thank me by texting me when you get to Denver,” I told him. “And then texting me every weekend after. Without fail. Or I’ll start worrying.”


    He began to cry again and said he would.


    On the way home, I thought endlessly about how Adrian had described Rudy. There was a mean streak in him…But it only came out when he was being the Rudy the world knew him to be…not the Rudy he was with me…


    It occurred to me that perhaps Rudy and I were not so different, that it was possible he wasn’t the only one with two faces, two opposing halves. Maybe I had those two sides as well.


    I realized that this was precisely what I’d witnessed when I’d seen myself through Dana’s eyes back in the garage.


    We were gathered in a meeting room to ponder and debate one of the more intractable conundrums facing our company: how to improve customer retention rates. We’d seen a big decline in contract renewals in recent months. We were signing new customers – which meant our sales and marketing efforts were working – but were failing to convince customers to stay with us once their contract terms expired. And since retention was part of the Account Management function – and I’d just inherited that team from Rudy – it was up to me to come up with a strategy to turn things around. It was the need of the hour for our business, and as such, exactly the type of quick hit that, if I got it right, would further enhance my standing in the eyes of the Founders.


    I had invited all the bright minds in the company to attend the meeting. Fred was there, so was Sumit, Mary Ann (in her case, mostly for sake of political correctness), Joe Horn, the guy who owned the function in my department, as well as couple of our top sales reps, and Dana.


    The meeting began encouragingly, with everyone pitching in with useful ideas, until Joe Horn opened his mouth and presented a proposal that was so insipid, so abject in its conception as to be utterly preposterous.


    I turned to him with blood in my eyes.


    The very fact that we are having this meeting, I told him, is testament to his incompetence and complete failure to do his job. In light of that, to come out with the plan that he had just put forth was nothing short of scandalous. If he hadn’t been lax in his role, I pointed out to him, and engaged with customers in an effective and timely manner, we wouldn’t be in the quandary we’re in.


    “Tell me I’m wrong,” I challenged him. “Tell me I’m blowing smoke.”


    Horn had been turning increasingly pale and sickly while I talked, his body melting into his seat, his eyelids twitching, sweat collecting along the grooves and ridges of his forehead. He looked as if his very existence was being whittled away by every word I was saying. He wouldn’t – couldn’t – say a thing in his defense. He knew I was right.


    At that point I happened to scan the faces around the table. Everyone was gaping at me in amazed, horrified consternation. Everyone including Dana. I felt it was perhaps time to move on from Horn, but not before I’d taken a parting shot: “I want you to compile a comprehensive report on all the customers who left us, detailing how and when they were contacted to renew their contracts, how many renewal offers we sent them, and what means were used to follow up with them. I also want to know who spoke with them, both prior to and after they left us, and what reasons they gave for switching away, if any. The CRM system should have this information, and if it doesn’t then we have a whole other set of issues to talk about.”


    Dana had come up to me after the meeting. She’d asked me whether I thought I’d been a little too harsh with Horn. I’d given her a response I thought was both frank and honest - that I’d been grasping for truth in that situation, that I wanted Horn to embrace that truth without fear, and that that was what a manager’s role was, to offer constructive criticism, point out areas of improvement. “If there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s a sloppy, half-assed idea – especially one designed to obscure one’s own failings.”


    When I was finished bloviating, Dana had given me a long look before nodding and walking away. At the time I couldn’t divine the meaning behind that look. But it had become all too obvious when I’d peeked into her mind in the garage.


    As I was trying so benevolently to impress upon Horn the importance of integrity and responsibility in the conduct of one’s job, there was this unmistakable, salacious shimmer of ruthless joy in my eyes. The joy one finds in the eyes of a predator as it swoops in and devours its helpless prey. The same joy I had seen in Rudy’s eyes every time he humiliated me.


    Maybe we’re not quite ourselves right now...Let’s wait for things to settle down. That’s what Dana had said.


    What she meant to say, but didn’t out of politeness, was that I’m no longer myself. I’d become that other person, that other seedy, debased side of me, whom she hadn’t been able to recognize or stomach.


    Laurie asks me where I’ve been when I walk into the kitchen from the garage. (We are still cool toward each other. But in a respectful, cultivated way. We sleep in the same room, the same bed, but make sure to give each other ample berth. We might as well be reluctant dorm-mates the way we interact with and talk to each other – dorm-mates who are waiting for the school year to be over with so they can move on. But move on where – or to what – there’s no saying. Though I’m aware that she’s still seeing Martin, and the two have been discussing their predicament. I’m also aware that any day, any moment now Laurie and I will be sitting down to have our own conversation about our predicament…)


    I tell her I had a late meeting to attend.


    “There’s food in the fridge, if you haven’t eaten,” she says.


    I thank her, tell her I’m not hungry, and that I’d rather take a shower and turn in because I have an early flight to catch to Des Moines in the morning.


    “Ah, the much-awaited reading of your mother’s will,” she says in a manner that is only mildly sardonic. Her digs and jabs at me have become hollow and feel innocuous of late. It’s as if her heart isn’t in the effort anymore.


    I shuffle slowly toward the bathroom and get in the shower.


    I think of Adrian again. I’m not sure how long he will keep going, how long he can keep going. But I know he will try. That dark, angry cloud of death I’d seen hovering over his aura had relented when I’d left him. But it was there. Hanging back patiently; out of sight. Waiting for the winds to shift in its favor.


    I also know that somewhere inside there’s a part of me – coexisting awkwardly with the one Dana had seen - which had taken to caring for Adrian with the natural ease and exuberance of a foal breaking into its first gallop. And I can’t help but wonder if perhaps this is the real me, or at least the me that I want to become, or should aspire to become: one that understands what Rebecca had said, about the gift not being meant for those it’s given to.


    As I finish the shower and wrap a towel around my waist, I see my reflection in the mirror. The familiar aging face appears vaguely uncertain, as if it were in thrall to some inevitable, unassailable portent.


  




  

    Chapter Thirty Seven


    Beth is waiting for me by her car at the curb outside baggage claim. The nippy chill of Iowa’s early autumn air drills into me as I hurry over toward her. She smiles and waves when she sees me emerge from the sliding doors. I give her a quick hug. She pops open the trunk, I dump my bag into it and slam it shut.


    “Jeez, it’s already freezing here,” I say, shivering as I slide into the passenger seat.


    She giggles. “It’s Indian summer for us.”


    She’s dressed in jeans and a thin, loose fitting white shirt. Her hair is pulled back in a ponytail. She’s wearing no makeup and that makes her look younger than her 45 years. Her eyes are bright and clear.


    I lean over and give her another little hug. “It’s good to see you. You’re looking great.”


    Beth smiles. “You do too. You’ve lost weight. And you’re dressed better too. Laurie finally doing your shopping for you?”


    I laugh. “Actually, I bought this ensemble myself.”


    “I’m impressed. Love the shirt. Very hip.”


    She starts the car and we set off.


    “How’s the family?” I ask her. “Sara pick a college yet?”


    “Everyone’s fine,” she says. “And yes, Sara has made her choice.”


    “So, which is it – Iowa State or University of Iowa?”


    “She decided to go with the big, bad U of I.”


    I shake my head in mock consternation. “Kids today. They have no respect for family tradition.”


    The idle talk continues as she drives. She asks about Laurie and Josh and Jenny. I tell her they’re all doing well. (This is not the time to bring up Jenny’s frenzied flight and Laurie’s sordid affair, or poor Josh’s on-going quest for maintaining his sanity and equanimity in face of all the craziness and uncertainty around him.) I ask her how she’s holding up without mom and she gets downcast but concedes that she is getting by much better now than she was just days ago.


    “It’s still hard at times,” she says. “Not a day goes by that I don’t think about her.”


    I reach for her hand and give it a reassuring, affectionate squeeze. “I can imagine how tough this must be for you. You really had a very special bond with mom.”


    She smiles. “You did too, Eddie…we both did. She was an incredible mom.”


    I release her hand and sit back in my seat. Outside, the sky is cloudy, and everything is cast in gloomy, doleful hues of grey. We are traveling up Fleur Drive - the main artery that connects the airport with the city of Des Moines - toward I-235.


    I’m reminded of my visit here last week. And I’m seized with the realization that I can’t go on being as careless and willfully negligent as I’ve been in all my relationships – with family, friends. With people that matter. Or should matter.


    There are so many cracks and rifts to repair in my life, so many loose ends to tie up, so many wrongs to right and slates to wipe clean.


     “I’ve been thinking…” I say, turning to Beth.


    “Uh-oh,” she responds. “That can’t be good.”


    I chuckle. “You may be surprised…”


    “Go ahead, shock me.”


    “The house in Perry…mom’s house…”


    “You mean our house. Yeah. What about it?”


    “I don’t think we should sell it.”


    Beth gives a start. “You don’t want to sell it?”


    “No. I think we should keep it. Sure, it needs some repairs and we may have to sink some cash in it to get it fixed up. And you might have to pop over there to check up on it. But I think it might be worth the effort.”


    “I can’t believe what I’m hearing…I’m officially shocked.”


    “Do you agree with me? Or would you rather we let it go?”


    “Me? Let it go?” Beth says quickly, as if any delay in response would make me go back on my words. “Of course not. I always thought we should keep it. In fact, I was hoping that once someone made an offer for it, I would match it and buy it myself.”


    It’s my turn to be surprised. “You were planning on paying me off?”


    She looks sheepish. “Well, I thought you’d rather have the money, you know, with Josh and Jenny’s college tuitions to pay and what not. Besides, you never showed any attachment to it. I thought you’d be keen to get rid of it.”


    “Yeah, you’re right,” I concede. “I never appreciated what it meant. I always saw it as a reminder of my boring, dismal past.”


    “So, what changed?”


    “I don’t know. Maybe it’s me. When I was there last week…”


    Beth turns to glare at me. “Wait…You were there last week…?”


    I wave a hand. “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you about it later. I had to come out for a day. But when I was at the house, something happened. I don’t know what. But it sort of opened my eyes, you know. The place got to me in a way I wasn’t expecting. I could almost feel mom’s presence - her aura - and yours and dad’s too. I’ve never felt anything like it. It was like the walls were talking to me, reminding me of all the good things which had happened there. It probably doesn’t make any sense, but I feel obligated to protect those memories.”


    “It makes perfect sense, Eddie,” she says, her voice trembling a little. “That house is more than just bricks and shingles and bumpy floors and lumpy walls. That house is us.”


    “Then it’s decided. Let’s not put it on the market. We’ll hang on to it.”


    “I’ll let the realtor know,” she says and I notice her eyes shining with tears.


    “Great,” I say.


    Beth reaches for my hand. “Mom loved that old house. Remember how mad she’d get every time dad mentioned selling it and moving to Des Moines so he could be close to his job? I’ll bet she’s smiling up in heaven right now.”


    “She probably is,” I say.


    And then as if on cue, the dreary, bleak clouds outside appear to part and the sun cuts its way through them, burnishing the dismal landscape with its golden, shimmering splendor.


    “I apologize for making this so dramatic an event,” David Bonner, mom’s hitherto missing attorney says to us. “There really was no legal requirement for this, but given the somewhat singular circumstances of this case, I felt it would be better to do it this way.”


    Beth and I are in Bonner’s office, a timeworn, cramped, broom-closet of a room, smelling distinctly of dust and stale air, with just a hint of mold thrown in for good measure. It’s situated in a run-down 3-story building in the very heart of the squalid little cluster of commercial real estate that passes for downtown Perry. He is a small, bald, wizened man of advanced age (I would guess mid-seventies), with probing, startlingly bright, steel blue eyes. His appearance is in diametric contrast to his surroundings. He is dressed in an impeccable, smartly tailored black suit. His shirt is the whitest shade of white I’ve ever seen. His striped red and navy-blue tie is knotted to perfection and there’s a matching handkerchief in his coat pocket. His entire get-up conveys the impression of a man who’s accustomed to going to great lengths to appear dapper and personable.


    “We don’t mind,” Beth says.


    “I appreciate that, particularly because my absence from the scene…compounded the situation.”


    He clears his throat and reaches for a file.


    “Now, I understand you have already appointed an attorney to probate your mother’s estate. Is he going to be here today?”


    “No, there was an emergency in his family last night and he won’t be able to make it.”


    “I’m sorry to hear that,” he says, shaking his head. “I would like to point out, however, that because I am your mother’s appointed executor of her will, as well as her attorney, we must, at some point, come to a resolution on the respective roles he and I would play moving forward. At this point I’m not going to worry about the logistics. We can work our way through them subsequently.”


    He coughs, clears his throat again and reaching into his coat pocket extracts a pair of gold-rimmed glasses. He unfolds them with deliberate care and places them on the bridge of his nose. He cracks opens a thick file on his desk, and bends down to read the first page, his lips moving as he recites the words to himself. Then he straightens up.


    “Before I read out your mother’s will verbatim, I would like to preface the proceedings with a personal statement. If you would afford me the indulgence.”


    He looks questioningly at us. Beth and I exchange amused glances. His precise, formal use of language, the clipped, punchy tone in which the words are delivered is almost theatrical – and a little dated. I haven’t heard anyone speak this way since the last time I saw “To Kill a Mockingbird.”


    “Please, go right ahead.” I say.


    “Thank you,” he says and immediately succumbs to a fit of coughing which leaves him gasping for air.


    “You want me to get you some water?” Beth asks.


    He waves a hand, indicating he doesn’t, that he’ll be fine. Eventually the coughing subsides and he goes on.


    “It must be said,” he says, “that your mother was a very remarkable woman. She felt deeply for the plight of the less fortunate among us. And she worked tirelessly for the betterment of their lives. Over the years through her Foundation and her other charitable contributions she rehabilitated and provided comfort to hundreds of thousands of the most needy and helpless of souls.”


    He pauses, clears some phlegm from his throat, and continues: “But that’s not the only aspect of hers that made her special. What was also extraordinary about her was her intelligence – her sharp instincts. She could spend five minutes with someone and know exactly what they were about. She could tell who she could trust – and who she couldn’t. It was like she had a sixth sense – a certain uncanny clairvoyance – about people, if you will.”


    There it is again, I think to myself, yet another allusion to mom’s unusual insight. Her uncommon gifts of perception. Mrs. Hardy had expressed eerily similar impressions of her.


    Meanwhile, Bonner has been consumed by yet another coughing fit. Beth and I look on as he convulses and writhes, and then draws a deep breath.


    “I’m sorry. Air travel always makes me ill,” he says. “What was I saying?”


    “You were saying some very nice things about mom.” Beth reminds him.


    “Yes, yes,” he says. “A most exceptional woman, your mother. Her keen instincts seemed to lend themselves quite favorably to the realm of money and finance as well. She was a very savvy investor. And a most successful one. She lived frugally – with modesty and humility – and had little to show by way of material possessions, but I can assure you she had no dearth of resources at her disposal. If she had so chosen, she could have maintained a much more lavish lifestyle. But, of course, she didn’t believe in living extravagantly, in flaunting her good fortune.”


    He peers at us from above his reading glasses, his eyebrows slightly raised. “It may, therefore, come as a surprise for you to learn that the net current value of your mother’s estate, including cash, stock investments, and miscellaneous other assets and holdings, is upwards of 10 Million Dollars.”


    I feel as though I’ve been smacked on the head with a two-by-four. And that my jaw has detached itself from my face and is resting somewhere near my feet.


    “Ten million?” I hear Beth say. “Is that what you said…?”


    She’s as taken aback as I am.


    “Yes.” Bonner says. “Perhaps 10.7 – depending on prevailing market value of the said assets.”


    “That’s…well…mind-blowing…” Beth says and turns to look at me, her eyes wide with incredulity.


    For my part, I still haven’t been able to locate my jaw – or my tongue, for that matter - and my head is spinning faster than a whirling dervish.


    “As I said, your mother had great instincts –she started with 150 thousand dollars she received from your father’s life insurance policy some thirty years ago and on the back of her thrift and financial acumen was able to turn that sum into a sizable fortune.”


    “Wow,” Beth says, still looking part-dazed, part-entranced by what Bonner’s told us. “No wonder she was able to set up a college fund for Britney - she wanted to do the same for Sara, but we thought it would be too much. Now it makes sense.”


    She’s right. It does make sense now. Her persistent offers of financial help over the years, her constant reassurances that I didn’t have to worry about Josh and Jenny’s college expenses, that she will find a way to arrange them - they weren’t just symbolic expressions of moral support, or the idle ravings of a delusional, simple-minded old woman. Which is how I saw them at the time.


    “She could certainly afford that for Britney,” Bonner is saying. “And as it turns out, she did take care of Sara’s college tuition in her will, as indeed she did for…” he looks down at the file on his desk “…Joshua and Jennifer.”


    “This is simply amazing,” Beth says. “Isn’t it, Eddie?”


    “You’re awfully quiet, Mr. Kaminsky,” Bonner says, training his steel-blue eyes on me. “Any questions? Comments?”


    I try to gather my scrambled wits. “I-I’m surprised, obviously,” I say. “And quite impressed too. It’s a heck of an achievement – for mom to manage her finances the why she did. I wish I had half her knack, to be honest.”


    Bonner smiles and nods, his eyes still locked with mine. “I realize your mother never shared the details of her financial matters with you or your sister. But I assure you it wasn’t due to any lack of love or regard for either of you. In fact, she thought very highly of you, Mr. Kaminsky, harbored tremendous faith in your potential. I think you will tend to agree with me once I read out her will.”


    He looks down at the document on his desk. “Should we go on with the reading, then? Now that I’ve adequately set the stage?”


    “Yes,” Beth and I say in unison.


    Bonner coughs insistently one more time. And then begins to read mom’s will.


  




  

    Chapter Thirty Eight


    Beth and I are both hungry, and she suggests a restaurant called Blue Jay Café on First Avenue, near Bonner’s office.


    “It’s casual, and the sandwiches are pretty good. You’ll like it.”


    “Let’s go. I could eat road-kill right now.”


    It turns out to be a decent place. No road-kill on the menu. We place an order for sandwich combos, Beth goes for the soup and I opt for the salad.


    We carry our trays to a table in the corner, overlooking the deserted street and proceed to tear through our sandwiches ravenously. There are only two other people here besides us; we pretty much have the entire place to ourselves.


    After a while, Beth says: “You know, I had no idea mom was such a sharp little cookie.”


    “Neither did I,” I say, wiping my mouth with a napkin. “I thought she was just a normal, sweet, slightly batty, old lady. Happy with her part-time social work and quilt making. She turns out to be quite the trailblazer. A true renaissance woman.”


    Beth dips her spoon in her soup. “Are you mad at mom for not telling us about all the money she had?”


     “I don’t know,” I say with a shrug. “It was her money. It was up to her to tell us or not.”


    “Why do you think she kept it from us?”


    I mull over that for a moment. “She probably thought there were other people more deserving of that money. Rightfully so, I might add.”


    “Or maybe,” Beth says, putting her spoon down and pushing away the bowl, “She wanted us to be self-sufficient. Stand on our own feet. Not rely on her help.”


    I tell her that might well have been true, but that we’ll never know.


    “In any case,” I add. “She did leave us pretty generous inheritances.”


    “As well as a dilemma,” Beth responds. “For you, anyhow.”


    I shake my head. “It’s hardly a dilemma…”


    “You mean you aren’t even going to think about it?”


    “I didn’t even know the place existed, until last week, when I ran into Mrs. Hardy.”


    Beth squints at me. “You saw Mrs. Hardy? Now I really want to know more about this surprise visit.”


    I take a bite of my sandwich and scratch my head. “Did you know about the Foundation?”


    “I did – but I had no idea she started it with her own money. I thought she had donors. Are you going to tell me about your visit…?”


    I wave away her curiosity yet again. “Mrs. Hardy said it was her life’s dream – the Foundation. And she never once mentioned it to me.”


    Beth catches the undertone of ruefulness in my voice, leans over and places a hand on my arm.


    “You really shouldn’t read too much into it – she was a pretty private person.”


    “She told you, though.”


    Beth lets go of my arm. “I was just around her more.”


    “Bingo. Therein lies the tragedy. I was never around. In fact, I seemed to be doing my best to stay as far away from her as possible.”


    Beth picks up a napkin and begins to roll it between her fingers. Her eyes wander over to the window, gazing out at the sun-drenched, barren street outside for a brief second, before turning back in my direction.


    “You might feel that way,” she says. “But mom never spoke about it. Never even hinted that she’d ever thought you were deliberately avoiding her. Not once.”


    “That’s nice of her. But you and I both know I could’ve done more, probably should’ve done more to stay involved in her life. And yours, for that matter.”


    Beth sighs, sets aside the twisted napkin, and leans back. “You remember the time we went to Disney?” she asks.


    “How can I forget? What a disaster.”


    Beth makes a quick gesture with her hands. “You see that’s the thing. It wasn’t a disaster. It was fun. We were together as a family - mom, dad, you and me. We got our pictures taken with Mickey and Minnie. We got to ride the Space Mountain, which was brand new at the time. It was the most thrilling time of my life.”


    “Yeah, well, the whole trip bored me to death. All I remember is the heat, the long lines, and being constantly tired and hungry. That trip was the reason why I resisted taking my kids there for a long time, even though they were begging me to. Maybe I was too old for Disney when we went.”


    Beth laughs and shakes her head. “You weren’t too old for Disney, Eddie; you were 12, for crying out loud. I was 10 - not too much younger and I loved it. You didn’t. I enjoyed being with mom and dad; you didn’t. I don’t think you ever cared for the family experience. You found it tiresome. You were always your own man, lived in your own world. That’s just how you are.”


    “So, what you’re saying is, it was okay for me to be a jerk to you and mom because I couldn’t help myself, because I was just being me?”


     “You weren’t a jerk,” Beth says with a grimace. “Mom knew you cared. Don’t you think her will proves that?”


    I pick up my drink and take a sip from the straw. Beth obviously has a soft spot in her heart for me. I’m her older brother, her only sibling, and she doesn’t want me to feel bad about myself. The reality is, deep down, I know most of the time I didn’t give two hoots for either mom or her. Mom’s will might as well be her way of shaming me for being a cad, a slap in the face for thinking of her as an annoyance, an inconvenient wrinkle in my otherwise smooth, carefree life.


    “I really don’t deserve any of what’s in the will, to be honest. In fact I owe both you and mom an apology. For my selfishness – for not being there for you guys. It’s too late for mom to forgive me, but maybe you can.”


    A look of indescribable tenderness sweeps across Beth’s eyes. She reaches for my hand and presses it. “Please, Eddie, there’s nothing to apologize for. We are family…families love each other unconditionally. Besides, mom always had this special place in her heart for you. Why else would she…?”


    She freezes suddenly. Her mouth falls open.


    “Oh my God,” she says. “I just remembered something…”


    “What?”


    “I can’t believe it. It’s so spooky, now that I think about it…”


     “What’s spooky?” I ask.


    There’s a gleam of excitement in Beth’s eyes. Her face is flushed. She says: “You know how she let your room stay exactly the way you’d left it? Never changed a thing?”


    “Uh-huh. I’ve often wondered why.”


    “Well, I did too. So one day I asked her why she’d done that. She’d turned mine into a guest room like ten minutes after I left…frankly I was a little ticked off about that. You know what she said? She said it was because she wanted you to decide what to do with it.”


    “Me?”


    “Yep,” Beth says. “She said one day you’ll want to come back home. And it would be up to you then to do with it as you pleased.”


    I feel the hair on the nape of neck bristling. I recall Mrs. Hardy’s words. Your mother had amazing instincts…she never made a prediction that didn’t come true.


    “Isn’t that something?” Beth is saying. “First you tell me you don’t want to sell the house. Then Bonner tells us what’s written in her will…”


    And what was it that Bonner had said? It was like she had a sixth sense, a certain uncanny clairvoyance…


    “When was that?” I ask Beth.


    “When was what?”


    “Your conversation with mom…about my room.”


    “Oh, I don’t know, years ago. Maybe around the time Britney was born. But isn’t it weird though? I wonder if she was planning ahead…or maybe seeing the future.”


    My mind begins to gallop at her words. A pattern emerges. And I can see what I must do next.


    I get up from the table. “We need to leave, Beth.”


    She looks up at me in confusion. “Where are we going?”


    “To the house. I think I might have left something unfinished last week...”


    My voice is urgent, beseeching, and it makes her look sharply at me.


    “Something’s up with you, Eddie. And I’m not going to move from here until you tell me what it is.”


    Her lips are pursed in that stubborn, clenched way that shows she’s royally annoyed about something. I smile, walk up to her and gently touch her cheek.


    “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know - on the way there. Now let’s get going.”


    She doesn’t budge. The lips remain clenched.


    “Please?” I say, feeling my smile broaden. “I have a flight to catch soon.”


    This feels just like when we were kids and I had to make her do something she didn’t want to.


    Slowly her lips yield their tightness.


    “OK, but I’m warning you, if I feel you’re holding out on me, or you’re not telling the truth, I’ll just pull over and won’t move until you come clean. You can miss your flight for all I care.”


    I extend my hand to her. “I won’t hold back. I give you my word.”


    She grabs my hand and I pull her to her feet.


    “Always hiding things,” she mumbles, as she falls in step with me, moving toward the exit. “Keeping everything locked up. Like some precious treasure. Mom used to be that way. And you’re just like her.”


    Her words tear into me, strike at the core of something deep in my heart.


    “You’re just like her.”


    The truth is I’m nothing like her, not one bit. Though I’m beginning to wish I was.


  




  

    Chapter Thirty Nine


    It’s almost 9 PM when I pull into the garage at home and notice that Laurie’s car is missing.


    Just as well, I think to myself. I’m exhausted. It’s been a long and emotionally taxing day. I’ve been on the road since five in the morning. And I don’t feel like interacting with her. She might also be curious about the will. And I’d rather not go into it right now. Maybe I can sneak off to sleep before she comes back.


    I park the Beast, grab my bag and enter the house.


    “Dinner’s ready, honey.”


    Laurie’s voice startles me. I stop in my tracks.


     “You’re home?” I say.


    “Surprised?”


    She appears from the kitchen and I experience yet another shock when I see her. She’s heavily made up: lipstick, blush, mascara, the whole shebang. Her hair is done as well. And she’s wearing an evening dress. One of my favorites: a simple but chic, figure-hugging number, solid jade in color, which sets off her eyes magnificently. To say that she looks drop-dead gorgeous would be an understatement.


    “Yeah…I didn’t see your car in the garage,” I say.


    “I let Josh take it.”


    She was full of surprises tonight. And I hear the distant – but urgent - clanging of an alarm bell in my head.


    “Wow, that’s a first,” I say. “The poor kid must have thought he’d died and gone to heaven.”


    She shrugs, which makes her breasts sway seductively, sending a shiver of desire through my body. She isn’t wearing a bra.


    “There’s a first time for everything,” she says. “Both he and Jenny had plans for tonight. And I figured…why not? He’s been driving your truck off and on for a year. It’s not like he can’t handle my little car.”


    “Logical,” I say.


    I peel my eyes off her body, not without some difficulty, and move toward the bedroom.


    “What’s the matter? You’re not happy to have me all to yourself?” she says.	


    I stop and turn around. “Should I be?”


    She puts on her potent part-saucy, part-innocent girl-next-door expression, that coy seductress look which can captivate even the most cold-blooded of men. And I may be plenty of things, but I’m not cold-blooded: I can’t resist feeling drawn to her.


    “Why not?” she says. “I made dinner. Aren’t you hungry?”


    “I am…”


    “So?”


    “So…I’m just wondering…you’re dressed to kill…”


    “What this old thing?” she says, grinning cheekily. “It’s nothing special. But thanks for noticing anyway.”


    I glance at her, taking in her crooked smile and the faint flush on her face. I don’t need her to spell out for me what’s on her mind. Nor do I need to be a psychic. She’s ready to have “the talk”. The game she’s playing is her way of setting the stage – or perhaps calling it a game is unfair, it’s more of an icebreaker, a way for her to ease into the discussion. And I feel my pulse quicken. I’ve known this moment was coming. The problem is I never prepared for it.


    “Come on...everything’s ready.”


    “Maybe I should change first.”


    “No. Food will get cold. I just took it out of the oven.”


    I shrug. “OK…” I say.


    I toss my bag in the corner and sit down at the table. She comes up behind me, places a steaming dish of sautéed vegetables on the table, and then her arms snake over me and wrap around my chest. She leans in and kisses me on the lips, catching the corner. Her perfume assails my senses, gets my libido stirring again.


    “Welcome home,” she whispers.


    She kisses me a second time, this time full on the lips. I return her kiss – but with a bland, stoic reserve, keeping my mouth firmly clamped, resisting her tongue as it brushes my lips.


    “I’ve only been gone a few hours,” I say, breaking away from her.


    “I know, but you deserve it anyway. For bringing Jenny home safe and sound. And for your promotion. I don’t think I got the chance to officially congratulate you for that.”


    Her reception to Jenny’s “safe and sound” return, when she had met us at the Greyhound station, couldn’t have been more restrained. She had embraced Jenny, given her a tepid peck on the cheek, and then led us to the car, without uttering a single word. All she had lavished on me was an almost absent-minded nod and a half-smile. Her response to my promotion, had been more fiery - and hardly in a good way.


    “Well, timing isn’t really your forte then, is it?” I say.


    “Stop being a pest and eat,” she says with a cheerfulness I haven’t seen her express in months and sits down across from me.


    I take in the fare already laid out on the table before me: pot roast, mashed potatoes, green vegetables, rolls, and salad. It’s quite the feast. I grab the serving fork and pick up a piece of the roast.


    “I know you’re avoiding carbs but do try the rolls. I made them from scratch. And the pot roast is your mother’s recipe.”


    “Looks delicious,” I say.


    “We aim to please,” she intones throatily and passes me the breadbasket.


    I gaze into her eyes, silence the chatter of my emotions and seek her aura. It doesn’t take long: the throbbing brightness of her mind envelops me, and I find myself drawn into her thoughts, enmeshed in her feelings.


     “Why are you looking at me like that?” Laurie asks.


    I realize my brazen stare is making her uncomfortable and pull away from her aura.


    “That’s for me to know and you to find out.”


    A dumb answer, but the best I can muster. It works, though. She relaxes, flashes me an almost affectionate, effulgent smile. I reach for the greens.


    “Speaking of finding out,” she says. “We’re all still wondering how you found out Jenny had gone to your mom’s house. Josh thinks her internet history might have had something to do with it. Though Jenny insists that’s not possible – she erased her searches.”


    “Josh is right, that’s exactly how I did it,” I say, without looking up from my plate.


    “Uh-huh,” she says. “And what’s this I hear from Jenny about you reading her palm? Apparently, you’ve made a believer out of her. She wants me to have you read mine as well.”


    “I might just do that,” I say.


    She helps herself to some more salad and then offers it to me. I shake my head no. The pot roast has my un-divided attention for now.


    “I wish you had taken me with you – to get Jenny,” she says.


    I grab another roll from the breadbasket and tear it in two. “I did what I thought was best. Two of us together might have made her more defensive.”


    “Yes, but still, I’m her mother. I had the right to be there. And I was worried stiff.”


    “I know and I’m sorry.”


    There is nothing she can say to that and the conversation comes to an abrupt halt. We eat our food in silence. I’m wolfing down the pot roast. Laurie is working on the salad, but her heart doesn’t seem to be in it. She is shifting the lettuce from one spot in the plate to another.


    A few minutes later she sets down her fork.


    “Fine. I’ll cut to the chase,” she says. “I asked the kids to go hang out at Barnes & Noble tonight - so we could be alone…I thought maybe it was time we talked.”


    I grab a glass of water and take a sip. “Great,” I say. “Let’s talk.”


    I know Laurie is unsure of herself, of where she stands with me. She is racked with doubt, doesn’t know how I feel about her, about our relationship, whether its mangled, tortured remains can be coaxed back to life, whether I have any desire to try to do that. And I can’t help but get a perverse sense of satisfaction from seeing her like this: squirming and doddering and looking flustered and out of her element.


    “I – I guess I owe you an apology,” Laurie says, running a bright red fingernail around the outer circumference of her salad plate. “I was unfaithful to you. It was wrong, and selfish of me. I know I hurt you. Violated your trust. And you have every right to be angry with me, even hate me for what I did to you. But…I… I want you to know that if we can…somehow…put this behind us, I would like for us to start over.”


    She looks up and our eyes meet.


    “I hope it’s not too late,” she says. “I hope you can find it in your heart to forgive me.”


    I can’t help but marvel at Laurie’s grit, her moxie. It takes guts to do what she’s doing – owning up to her failings, wearing her vulnerability on her sleeve, leaving herself exposed to rejection, disappointment. It takes real courage.


    “I don’t know about it being too late,” I say. “But I do accept your apology. I’d accepted it a long time ago, in fact, even before you thought about apologizing.”


    A blush appears on her face. “That’s very kind of you, I think. But where does it leave us?”


    Something has been taking shape inside me, something inchoate and hazy; something I couldn’t define. I’ve felt it stirring, writhing, as if in agony, straining to exist, to be - for days, months, years, perhaps my entire life. It’s been stifled, stunted, beaten back ruthlessly. But now as I gaze at Laurie, her face crimped with an expression of nervous eagerness, her chest rising and falling with every breath, I can finally make sense of what I’ve been feeling all this time.


    I feel as though I’ve been groping my way through life thinking I was blind, blaming my ill luck, cursing providence every day for visiting this horrible punishment upon me. Except I’m beginning to realize I was never blind to begin with. It was just that I’d chosen to immerse myself in darkness. Just as Rebecca had said. The flickering flame of light had always been there, within reach. I’d just ignored it.


    “Ed...I asked you a question,” Laurie says.


    My heart begins to hammer. I wish I didn’t have to say what I must say, didn’t have to be as cruel and savage as I must.


     “It leaves us exactly where we are,” I tell her.


    Laurie’s entire body seems to stiffen for a moment. She blinks a few times in rapid succession, as if doing so would rid them of the moisture that’s beginning to appear in them.


    “So,” she says. “You’re saying we’re finished? Our marriage is over? You don’t want to give it another chance?”


    “I’m saying I’m giving you the freedom to make the choice you feel is right.”


    Laurie glares at me. “Jesus, Ed. Didn’t you just hear me? I’m trying to do what I feel is right. I want to fix what’s broken between us. Why else would I admit my mistake…come crawling on my bended knees and beg your forgiveness…”


    “It’s not about forgiveness, Laurie…”


    “Then what the hell is it about? You want me to earn back your trust? Is that it? You want me to prove my loyalty to you? Fine. You can put me under house arrest. Monitor my phone calls and text messages. Take me to marriage counseling. Just tell me what you need me to do and I’ll do it.”


    “All I’m asking for,” I say, “is for you to be honest. To me. To yourself. And to Martin.”


    Her jaw tightens and she grimaces at the mention of his name. “Leave him out of this. This is about us – not him.”


    “Is it?” I say. “Tell me then - do I make you feel the way Martin makes you feel? Does your heart melt when you see me, does your body tingle when I touch you – the way it does with Martin?”


    Laurie recoils from me as if I’ve suddenly turned into an object of horror and loathing.


    “Why are you doing this, Ed?” she says. “Why are you making this so difficult?”


    “Because I want…to hear you speak the truth.”


    Laurie’s eyes look as if they’ve burst into flames. Her face becomes a palette of swirling emotions.


    “You want the truth?” she says. “I’ll give it to you. The truth is it takes more than just paying the bills and doing your chores to make a marriage work. You can’t just go through the motions. You have to be present, you have to be there, physically and emotionally, and you were never really there, Ed. You were lost to us, trapped in your head, hermetically sealed – closed off from the world. Whatever love I felt for you…became a memory. I wasn’t looking to fall in love with Martin, or anyone else for that matter. It just happened – “


    “And now that it has…?”


    “I- I realize it was wrong…”


     “Why?”


    “Because it will break up our family…because I still have feelings for you…”


    I want to believe her. I really do. But I’ve been cursed with the power to pierce the veil of her words, to dig beneath the bluster of her emotions and glean her heart’s raw desire – which is exactly what I’m doing right now.


    I forge ahead into the rippling energy of the void one more time and feel its brilliance envelop me…


    “What if I tell you,” I say, a moment later, “that the only reason you want to stay with me is because you’re afraid.”


     “Afraid? Of what?”


    “Of doing what that voice inside you is telling you to do. Because it’s a gamble you’re not willing to make.”


    Laurie gives a start, and a stricken, haunted look settles on her face. “Stop it,” she says. “I can’t take this anymore…you want to destroy our marriage, go right ahead. Be my fucking guest.”


    She jumps to her feet. I try to reach for her. “Laurie…wait,” I say.


    But she shies away from me, dashes out the back door and into the yard.


    “God damn it,” I curse under my breath. And get up and follow her.


    We have a small patio out in the back, covered by an awning, and bedecked with comfortable lawn furniture and all manner of flowery, sweet-smelling potted plants. It’s a lovely little set up, very tranquil.


    Laurie is sprawled in one of the lounge chairs, staring ahead into the darkness, concentrating on some unseen object in the distance, her body palpably taut, rigid, as if buttressing itself against an approaching enemy. The air around her seems laden with a sort of constricted energy – as if everything were poised on the knife-edge of pandemonium.


    I sit down in a chair beside her.


    “I’m sorry,” I say. “I didn’t mean to upset you…”


    I hear her draw a sharp breath. “Really?” she says. “What were you trying to do then? Entertain me?”


    “I know what it sounded like…”


    “No, wait. I’ll tell you what it sounded like. It sounded like I was doing my best to meet you halfway…no…more than halfway, in fact. All the way. But you wouldn’t give me the chance, kept insinuating that I was faking my intentions. That I was better off leaving you for Martin. You couldn’t wait to get me off your hands…that’s what it sounded like, Ed. You did the same thing before – the other night. When you ran off. And it’s – it’s not fair.”


    “Laurie, you have to understand. I – I’m no longer capable of giving you the life you want. Something has happened to me…something I never thought…”


    Laurie turns to me sharply, a movement so forceful that it sends her hair fluttering to the side.


    “There you go again,” she says. “Leave me alone, Ed…I don’t want you here anymore.”


    “Please,” I say, reaching toward her in the darkness. “Give me a chance to explain…”


    She knocks away my hand. “Explain what? I got your message. I’m not a fool. You’ve made your intentions abundantly clear.”


    “Just hear me out…”


    Laurie doesn’t move, doesn’t say a word.


    “Just five minutes is all I ask…”


    Laurie refuses to cede her entrenched, fortified posture.


    “Fine,” I say, settling back in my chair. “I’ll just sit here and talk to myself then. You can listen to me or cover your ears.”


    Laurie grunts with exasperation, lowers her head, and begins to rub her temples with her fingers. I take this as acquiescence – or surrender. I open my mouth to speak…and realize I don’t quite know how to say what I want to say, to put it into words that won’t come off sounding hokey, trite, phony…


    “You hit the nail on the head,” I begin. “I haven’t been much of a husband to you for some time now, or much of a father to Josh and Jenny. I was detached from you all. Stuck in my own head. I admit that. But I don’t think you know why – what made me that way: It was because I was miserable...miserable and numb and indescribably unhappy. I was 47 years old and going nowhere. I had nothing to hang my hat on. The only thing notable about my life was that there was absolutely nothing notable about it. My career was at a standstill, I had no prospects. I had become unnecessary - a colossal failure, a pathetic loser – even my wife had given up on me, fallen out of love with me. I knew I needed to turn things around, get my shit together – and I wanted to. Desperately. But I just couldn’t seem to work out how. No matter how hard I tried…”


    Laurie stirs and draws herself upright, touches my cheek. “Ed…that’s what I’m trying to tell you. All that’s in the past. The tide has turned. Rudy quit, you got the promotion you deserved…you’re not a loser anymore – not by a long shot. And you’re no longer the person I’d fallen out of love with either.”


    I reach over, seize her hand and hold it. “I might not be the man you fell out of love with. But I’m not the man you used to love once upon a time either.”


    Laurie returns the pressure of my hand.


    “I know you’re not that person. I’m not the same person either. We’ve both changed. But that doesn’t mean we can’t be together.”


    A cool, gentle breeze whistles past. I catch a hint of fall in its texture. It’s still warm, but there’s a blossoming coolness at its core, bursting to break free.


     “Well…” Laurie says. “Aren’t you going to say something…?”


    I feel my chest tightening: more than two decades of a shared life, of loving and wanting someone from the depths of your soul, of being wrapped up inextricably with every step, every breath they take, comes down to one swift tug at its fraying edges to rend and dispatch the entire fabric for good. I brace myself against that sickening, terrifying sensation.


    “This promotion,” I murmur quietly, as if speaking to the rustling breeze, “all the money and the glory it might bring – it’s a false dawn. An empty promise. A promise I can’t afford to keep. Because it will turn me into someone I don’t want to be.”


    Laurie jerks her hand away from mine. “You’re talking in circles, Ed,” she says. “If you don’t want this job, get another one. What does it have to do with our marriage?”


    There’s resentment in her voice. And also fatigue. It’s as if I’ve worn her down, drained every ounce of her stamina.


    “I want to save our marriage. As much as you do. I want to keep our family together. But it’s not going to be possible – not after I tell you what I want to do with the rest of my life.”


    I see Laurie looking in my direction, and imagine her scowling with irritation, her forehead creased and ridged like dried rivulets on a sea-bed.


    “Now we’re getting somewhere,” she says. “Go ahead, tell me what it is you plan on doing that’s worth killing our marriage. Breaking up our family. Go ahead. I’m all ears.”


    “It’s kind of a long story…”


    “Then summarize it, for God’s sake,” she says, twirling her hands in the air in frustration. “We don’t have all night - the kids will be home any minute.”


    I gaze out into the night. There is no moon; the stars are hiding behind a thick blanket of billowy, leaden clouds. The soft chirping of insects in nearby bushes is the only sound to be heard. Then a car drives by out front, the hum of its engine breaking the stillness, its light briefly illuminating the fence and the lawn.


    “The short version,” I say to her, “is that my mother has left me in charge of her Foundation in her will. And I’m moving to Iowa to take it over.”


  




  

    Chapter Forty


    I had asked Beth if she could wait in the car for me, I needed just a few minutes by myself in the house.


    I’d already told her most of what I thought she should know. Most, but not everything: some of the gorier details, the parts involving blackmail, death, and guns I kept to myself. Laurie’s affair, Jenny’s running away from home I did mention. I told her about the gift as well. I figured I had to tell someone. And if there was one person I could confide in without a second thought, it was her.


    Beth said she would stay in the car. I could take as much time as I needed.


    “Are you sure?”


    “Yes, Eddie. Go do whatever you feel you have to. Don’t worry about me.”


    I thanked her. Gave her a quick hug and got out of the car.


    “Eddie?” I heard Beth say as I was climbing up the steps to the porch.


    “Yes?”


    She opened the door and got out of the car. “This gift of yours. You think mom had it too? Is that why you’ve come back here? To find out if she did?”


    I said I wasn’t really sure why I’d come. But I knew I had to. It felt important. I said I was certain she had the gift – and I didn’t need finding that out.


    She leaned against the car and nodded. She said she had one other thing to say. I waited on the stoop, bracing myself against a strong gust of cold air.


    “We’re going to keep this between us - this business about mind reading and such,” she said. “What if the girls have the gift? It’s not something I want them to…wrestle with, necessarily…”


    I said I understood. Deep down I knew it wouldn’t matter whether they knew or not. The gift would assert itself if it had to.


    I strode across the porch and let myself into the house, this time with Beth’s key.


    Inside everything was still. I stood in the hallway where Jenny had clobbered me with my old baseball bat only last week. There was no movement, no sound, except for the faint hum and rattle of the radiator. Beth must have turned the heat on in the house, meaning she’d been here after Jenny and I were here.


    I’d told Beth I wasn’t sure why I’d come back, but I did have a hunch. It had something to do with the words I’d spoken to mom at the hospice.


    I wish I knew what you were going through…there’s so much about you I’ll never know…so much I wish I knew…


    I had a feeling she’d heard me, and wanted to reply back, to grant my wish.


    Or, perhaps, I was over-reaching and she hadn’t heard me at all but desired a conversation, a communion of sorts. Because she felt what she had to say was important for me to hear.


    I made my way to mom’s room, briskly, before I had the chance to think about what I was doing. I opened the door and walked in, my ears ringing with rushing blood.


    It was the first time I’d been inside since she died. But the setting was familiar, almost precisely the way I remembered it from the vision at the hospice.


    Except, of course, her bed was empty. And it had been re-made, the sheets neatly tucked in, the pillows patted back into shape.


    I realized this was the possible future Rebecca had foretold.


    My encounter with her in New York, the coming revelation of Laurie’s affair, Jenny’s inexplicable decision to come here, the chance run-in with Mrs. Hardy, the voices floating in the house the night before that. All these events – I knew with as much certainty as I knew anything – were meant to culminate in this exact juncture at this exact place.


    I walked up to the bed and sat down on it, at the foot, in a corner.


    And I waited. For some sort of sign. Or inspiration. But none seemed to appear. There were no voices, no ghosts to prod or command me.


    I sat like that for ten minutes, maybe longer. Then I got up from the bed, went to the window and closed the blinds. The room grew murkier, shadows from the blinds crept along the carpet.


    I walked back to the bed. The clock on the nightstand looked askew, off-centered. Mom had moved it in her struggle to reach the phone and it was still that way. I went up to the table, and bending down, took hold of it and lined it up properly, flush with the edge of the nightstand, the way mom would have liked it to be.


    And that’s when I felt her.


    She was a caress grazing my back, my hair. A gentle pressure of warm air on my cheek, like a kiss. And then she was in my mind - like a thought which bloomed languidly, until it seemed to soar and embrace me, and it was as if I’d become a thought in her mind, and we were joined, in perceptions and emotions, in perfect harmony…


    There was no burst of energy this time, just a smooth transition from my mind to hers. As if there was no divide, no void between us. We were the same.


    There she was at my father’s side, clutching his motionless body close to her, crying silently, her body trembling in agony.


    There she was in my father’s car, clutching a new-born child to her breast, a proud smile playing on her lips: her first-born son.


    There she was at her wedding, in a majestic, white, bridal gown, kissing my father shyly on the lips as the priest pronounced them man and wife.


    I saw her absorbed in a game of pinochle with her friends from church, soft laughter flittering in the background, saw her comforting a homeless man on the street, ladling out food to the hungry at the shelter where she volunteered, sitting in an office, evidently hers, gazing out at a vast, lush green field where children were playing, yelping excitedly. I felt her smile at the view with a tenderness I never knew anyone could possess.


    I saw her with Beth’s daughters, at a meal at a restaurant in Des Moines, celebrating a birthday. Saw her playing with me and Beth when we were little kids, crouching down on her haunches, chasing us around the house like some rabid dog, Beth and I shrieking with glee, trying to dodge her, as she pursued us relentlessly, her breathing heavy, her eyes radiant with love.


    She discovered she had the gift when my father passed away. She’d had a vision of his death. She had dreamed it one night, and it scared her, but she had shaken it off. But the dream kept returning, night after night, until one more morning it flashed before her as she watched my father drive away to work. She pictured herself at his funeral, dressed in black, standing by his grave, shaking with grief.


    He died later the same afternoon. She was filled with terror. She thought she was cursed. She thought she had willed his death. That she could dream people to their graves.


    The thought that she might someday have a vision about Beth or me tormented her. She lived in fear for two years…and then the significance of what the visions meant began to sink in. She dedicated herself to the mission the visions conferred upon her. She never stopped serving others, even as her strength ebbed away and she realized her time was coming.


    And she’d been ready to go…


    She’d always felt close to God, had no anxiety about embracing His kingdom in heaven. He had already granted her far more than she felt she was worthy of.


    She was grateful for the affection and company of her friends, the faith and respect of the people she worked with, the people she healed. But most of all, she cherished her family: her brother and sister, her kids (even if one of them didn’t pay as much attention to her as she wanted him to). And, especially, her husband. The thought of marrying someone else after he died had never once crossed her mind. He was the only man she had ever loved - the only man she could ever love. He had given her twenty blissful, wonderful years, and she would have liked to have more time with him, but that was all that God had ordained and if that was His plan then it was enough for her.


    I remembered when I was sixteen years old and a Sophomore in High School I had broken my arm while playing hockey. The pain had been unbearable. I had felt as if my lungs would implode and my heart would burst. I had done my best to fight my way through it, to keep from crying, but it hurt so bad I couldn’t contain myself. The tears had come pouring out despite my best efforts to hold them in. I had ended up crying my eyes out. That was the last time I’d done so. Not even my dad’s death and his funeral had moved me to tears (I had been quite distressed at this, had thought of myself as heartless and inhuman and had been mad at myself for months for being so dispassionate and stoic while others were openly grieving and dissolving in tears all around me). The news of my mother’s stroke, seeing her in the ICU for the first time, pale and crumpled and shattered, her subsequent transfer to the hospice, being lifted like an oversized rag doll onto a gurney, with all her IV’s and other myriad medical accouterments still attached to her, watching her being trundled out of the hospital building and across the courtyard to the adjacent hospice unit, and her eventual passing, right there in front of me, had left me somber, but conspicuously, obstinately dry-eyed.


    But as I squatted on the floor by my mother’s empty bed, my body hunched, weary and spent, having finally emerged from the places my mind had traveled to, I discovered (to my surprise) that I’d been crying. The tears gushed from my eyes like twin rivulets, swollen and turgid, beating an unstoppable, frenzied path down to my chin, and dripping on to my shirt, staining it dark.


    “I’m sorry, mom,” I said to her. “I should’ve been closer to you, should’ve been a better son. Please forgive me.”


    And that’s when she spoke to me, her voice as sure and loving as it ever was.


    I wiped my tears, backed out of the room, shut the door and joined Beth, who was sitting outside on the stoop on the porch.


    I sat down next to her, drew her to me, and laid my head on her shoulder.


    “She spoke to me,” I said. “She told me she loved me. That she always did. That her life was filled with joy. And she wants me to be happy too.”


    Beth grabbed my hand and held on tightly.


    “She said she knows I will make her proud, no matter what I decide to do.”


    I thought I saw Beth’s eyes swim with tears.


  




  

    EPILOGUE


    “The thing is, dad,” Josh is saying. “I really want to get out of Texas. I’ve lived here all my life. I want to experience a new city, a different environment.”


    Josh and I are at the Galleria mall, spending quality father-son time, something we haven’t been able to do much of recently, given our geographical separation. It’s early March and he’s starting to get answers back from all the schools he’d applied to. The moment of truth is at hand. He has to make a choice. His in-state options are Texas A&M and the University of Texas at Austin. Outside Texas he has been accepted at the University of Washington, Seattle, and the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill. Much to my amazement he will be majoring in Biology. He wants to be a doctor. A heart surgeon or ENT specialist. I never saw that coming.


    “Well, wherever you decide to go is okay by me. You have your college fund, so you know what you can afford.” I pause. “Hopefully you don’t want to escape from Texas because of mom…”


    It’s been nearly five months since I moved to Iowa.


    A rough and tumble five months.


    Marital unwinding is never easy, even though ours wasn’t as acrimonious as some. (The divorce won’t be final for another couple of months.) There was a lot of stress, a lot of uncertainty and anxiety on all sides. But things have begun to settle down. A sense of equilibrium has been achieved in all our relationships, which has helped improve communication and ameliorate grudges. (What has also helped is the money that mom’s estate has disbursed: I have been generous in my settlement with Laurie.)


    Josh gives me one of his more wonkish looks. “Nah. Mom’s not a problem to me,” he says. “Not anymore anyway. I just want out of Texas. I’ve had enough of the red-state, cowboy culture.”


    “You’re welcome to spend some time in Iowa with Jenny and me before you start college.”


    Jenny had fought tooth and nail to come live with me in Iowa (even though as it turned out, she didn’t quite end up living with me in Perry – at least not all the time). She couldn’t wait to check out of her school in Sugar Land. Now she’s attending Hoover High School in Des Moines, the same one that Sara goes to, and stays with Beth Monday through Friday, and with me on the weekends. (She is also learning to drive and will soon be able to visit me on her own. I’ve already set some funds aside to get her a car – she wants a hybrid Civic.)


    “Oh, I don’t want to bother you…” Josh says. “You guys being so busy and all.”


    I place a hand on his shoulder and we come to a stop.


    “Don’t you ever say that again. You’re my son…you’ll never be a bother to me.”


    Josh grins. “I was teasing you, dad,” he says. “You’ve gotten so sensitive since you started running grandma’s shelter.”


    I stare at Josh and wonder why I’ve never been able to read him. (I can do that almost at will now, having thoroughly deconstructed the process: it’s not unlike tuning into a channel on the radio - as if each mind is emitting its aura on a specific frequency, and all I have to do is turn the knob until I can tune in. It’s not always easy, and not always successful; some minds require a deeper level of effort to latch on to, their auras scattered across numerous frequencies, or too faint to register, though I still haven’t worked out why that is - whether it’s because their minds are more sturdy and disciplined and fortified, or because they are so scattered and fluid and muddled as to be inscrutable. I’m not sure which category Josh falls into.)


    “Speaking of the shelter,” Josh says as we start moving again. “Why don’t you hire me for the summer – that’ll give me a financial incentive to come stay with you.”


    I smack his head playfully. “It’s a shelter – people volunteer to work there. We don’t pay for that privilege.”


    “Then you’ll just have to bribe me,” he says.


    I chuckle. “Isn’t that why we’re here? That laptop I’m buying you doesn’t qualify as a bribe?”


    “Nope. That’s a necessity – you would’ve bought me one for college anyway. I want something else besides.”


    I sigh and shake and my head in resignation. “What else do you want? A car?”


    “Nope. That’s a given too. Mom’s getting me one when I start college. What I want is an iPad.”


    I think about protesting. Doesn’t an iPad double as a laptop? Being just a slimmed down, miniature version of it? But I hold myself back. He has wanted an iPad for a while now, has been dreaming of owning one, and it feels good to be able to finally get it for him.


    “Let’s go buy you one,” I say.


    “Wow. What an awesome dad you are,” he says. “Hope it’s not guilt talking - for leaving me behind.”


    His tone is sardonic, but I can also read real affection there. He’s only half-teasing me this time.


    I wrap my arm around his shoulders and squeeze him to me. I feel so deliciously connected with him. It’s as if the separation we have gone through has brought us closer together - more so than we ever were. He’s less dismissive of me now, and more respectful, more willing to talk and listen, and on occasion, even seems interested in what I have to say. In some weird way my decision to move to Iowa to run the House of Hope, at the cost of my career and my marriage, has given me more credibility with him, lent me an aura of pluck and heroism. I may not be ‘the man’ in his eyes yet (to use the common parlance the kids use to express such sentiments) but at least I’m a man (gonads and all) instead of  a pussy – which is how, I suspect, he used to think of me.


    My relationship with Jenny has also prospered. The change of scenery has done wonders for her mood, her sense of self-worth. She’s happier, chirpier, friendlier. She is doing well at school. More importantly, she seems to be making friends, even of the male variety, one of whom is on the brink of asking her out, from what she’s told me.


    And like Josh she too seems to hold me in slightly more elevated esteem than she did before. I’m grateful for that.


    In fact, I’m grateful for many other things. I never thought I’d hear myself say this, but my days are marked with a sense of purpose, and there is substance to what I do. I wake up galvanized, excited, full of joy and optimism. The work I do with the House is demanding, exhausting, frustrating. But it’s also inspiring and endlessly more satisfying than overseeing meter reads and billing and collections and customer service for an energy company. There are lives being re-imagined, re-shaped and reinvigorated through our efforts. I’m in a position to make a difference, have a real impact on people. My counseling (though it’s only conducted in an ‘informal’ capacity at this stage because I haven’t received my official certification yet – I’m working on it and should have it in a year’s time) seems to work wonders on those I get the chance to interact with. And it’s both pleasing and humbling to know that.


    My gift is no longer a cross to bear. It’s a shining light which illuminates my path.


    It helps me divine my subjects’ deepest thoughts and ferret out their problems, even if they try to conceal them from me (which they almost never fail to do: they obfuscate, conflate, outright lie, and often refuse to acknowledge the truth even when I know I’ve made them aware of it). I do my best not to alarm or terrify them with my intimate knowledge of their minds. I go slow, ease them out of their shells gradually, encourage them to air out their troubles, to not let them fester, to let go of their weight and blight. I try to convince them that they can conquer the pain and anguish in their hearts; that they possess the strength to move forward with their lives with confidence and dignity. (It’s not exactly a walk in the park, this counseling, and it isn’t prefect – sometimes it doesn’t work; but I’m not striving for perfection. I’m striving for honest effort.)


    I can see now why mom had chosen this path, why she wanted me to follow it. She had read me to a T. She knew how lost and miserable I was. Who knows, she might even have sensed I was carrying the seeds of the remedy which had allowed her to make sense of her own life.


    I’ve often wondered about what Beth had said, that mom had planned all this from the start, that she had seen the future. I’m not convinced that’s true. I think she sensed the strength of that possibility, much as Rebecca had.


    In any case, the role she designated for me fits me like a glove. It makes me proud. It fulfills me.


    But I will say this: I’m still not a fan of humanity. I remain apprehensive of its potential, doubtful of its ultimate fate. I see the pain, the misery it wreaks upon itself. I see evidence of the cold, barbaric behavior it has the capacity to unleash in the shattered lives that we are trying to salvage at the House, and I’m stunned and disturbed by it. But then I also get to witness the noble, hopeful, determined, side of it, in those very victims, in their faith and ability to rebuild their lives from scratch, and am heartened by it.


    I’m not sure what to make of it all.


    Perhaps it boils down to fear. Everyone I observe, everyone I know, is riddled with it. Whether it’s fear of the unknown, fear of change, fear of being exposed, being embarrassed, or hurt. Fear of death or fear of the truth. Fear of losing one’s job, of coming out, or being lonely. Fear of becoming irrelevant, fear of failure, of being seen as a loser. Fear of loving, fear of losing love, fear of not finding love. Fear of being rejected. Fear of getting old. It’s fear, I believe, that compels us to act with cruelty and disdain toward others. And toward ourselves.


    Perhaps the real battle we need to wage as a civilization is against fear. If we can rid people’s souls of its cold, perfidious grip we can heal ourselves. Reclaim our destiny. Create a better world.


    Perhaps I will write a book on the idea someday, but for now there’s too much to do.


    Over the next two years I plan to erect House of Hope facilities in Chicago, St. Louis, Kansas City and Houston. (It will take a lot of effort – and a lot of money – but I think I possess the knack, the gift, if you prefer, to convince people into donating.) Who knows where things would go from there, but I know I will keep driving our mission, as long as I can, until I die or run out of money and energy. Or we reach a point where such institutions are no longer needed. (I do hope that’s not just wishful thinking, though I suspect it may be.)


    Yes, I couldn’t be happier with the new direction my life has taken. I consider myself lucky.


    But as good and satisfying as things are, there’s one thing that’s missing from my life: love. I am alone. (I try not be fearful about that.) I have no one to share my joys, my battles, my hopes with. Maybe that’s the price of the path I’ve chosen. Time will tell. But I haven’t given up on finding love. I think that person is out there…


    “Pay attention, dad,” Josh says. “Should I go for the iPad Mini or the beefed up version?”


    I reach over and ruffle his hair, which I know he detests. But he doesn’t pull away or resist, just smiles.


    “Go full blast. Why hold back?” I tell him.


    The glee on Josh’s face is so pure and complete it makes me feel ten feet tall.


    Shopping concluded, we head home – or my ex-home, to be precise. It belongs to Laurie now. I let her keep it as part of the settlement, along with half of the $2.5 million (before taxes) which my mom had left me.(The other half I have contributed to a trust fund for Jenny and Josh.) Beth had received the same amount; and the four kids between us had each been granted $250K for their college tuitions. The remaining estate was awarded to the House of Hope Foundation (another $5 million or so) with the proviso that the Executive Director of the Foundation be compensated to the tune of $75K per annum, plus expenses, to be adjusted annually at the rate of inflation, subject to review and approval of the Board of Directors, should the Foundations have the funds available, and that’s what I’ve been living on since December, which isn’t rich, even by Perry, Iowa standards, but is enough to keep me clothed and fed in comfort. And that’s really all I need.


    As we pull up at the house (I’m driving a rental Toyota Camry, and for the record, I disposed of the Beast when I left Houston; bought myself another Honda Accord in Des Moines – a later model than the one I had traded in for Laurie’s Mercedes a couple of years back. I live a very low-key, understated life. No branded products within miles of me – other than the Starbucks coffee which I’m still hooked on. There are no Starbucks locations in Perry, so I have to buy it from Des Moines). I notice an S-Class Mercedes in the driveway. Black and as shiny as a showroom model. It’s Martin’s, I can guess. And it’s an even newer model than the one I had seen him driving when I was staking out his condo. I’m assuming he got another raise with Kauffman.


    “Looks like mom has company,” I say to Josh.


    He shrugs and mumbles: “Uh-huh. So what else is new? He’s always here”


    It occurs to me that Josh is used to this arrangement, and perhaps even approving of it. Martin has become part of his ecosystem. A permanent presence. Not in the same manner I was – and still am, to a degree – but in a stable, familiar sort of way. Like a close family friend would be perhaps, or a hip older cousin or uncle, who is rich, drives a cool car, and can get him (and his buddy or girlfriend) good seats at baseball or basketball or football games (which I’ve heard he’s done on numerous occasions.)


    I can’t keep a smile of satisfaction from crossing my lips. Things have turned out fine, after all. Just as I had gathered they would.


    Back on the porch, the night Laurie and I had conceded the end of our marriage, she had accused me of using the inheritance of the House of Hope as a cudgel to dismantle and dislocate our family.


    “For God’s sake,” she begged me, “don’t waste your life working for some rinky-dink non-profit in the middle of freaking nowhere. Go work for that jackass, Andy, for all I care. But don’t do this.”


    I told her taking over the Foundation felt right. I knew it in my bones.


    Then I told her about the rest of the inheritance.


    She looked at me aghast, asked me to repeat the numbers.


    “And still you want to walk away from the job you have - your dream job?” she said. “Just imagine how amazing our lives would be if you took the money and kept your job…”


    I told her my dream job now was to run the Foundation.


    She shook her head in disbelief, in exasperation.


    I told her what I wanted to do with the money. “It’s all yours and the kids’. I want you to be financially secure. So whatever you decide to do – whether you stay with Martin or not – you’ll always have that money to fall back on.”


    “You don’t want any of it?” she asked, perplexed.


    I shrugged. “I’ve never cared for money that much. I wanted it because I knew you wanted it. Not for myself.”


    Laurie was silent for some time. Another gust of gentle breeze blew across the patio.


    “You’re right about one thing,” she said finally. “I can’t go with you. I’d die from the dreariness of it all. I know that place, I grew up there. I can’t go back. With or without the 2 million dollars.”


    “The place isn’t much,” I said. “There’s not a whole lot to do. And you’re right, the weather sucks. But it’s always been home. And for me right now, that’s where I need to be.”


    “Couldn’t you live here and still run it – remotely?”


    “Laurie, the work I intend to do can’t be done remotely.”


    “What sort of work would that be?”


    “Counseling.”


    She almost laughed in my face. “You? Counseling? You have no people skills…you’ve always said you hate people…”


    “I know. But I’ve found lately that I can connect with people…I’ve discovered a feel for it.”


    “Let’s not do this, Ed.” she pleaded with me. “Why do you want to blow up our marriage? I give you my word again, I’ll do whatever it takes to make it work.”


    I stayed quiet.


    “Please. Let’s give it another chance…” she said.


    “Then come with me. To Iowa.”


    She grew quiet, slumped back in the lounge chair.


    I asked her to give me her hand.


    What for?” she said, surprised, drawing away from me.


    “So I can read your fortune. What else?”


    “Oh please…” she said. But she was intrigued, I could tell.


    “I read Jenny’s palm, and she told you how good I was. I can read yours too,” I said. “Trust me.”


    She hesitated at first then offered me her hand. “If you insist…but isn’t it too dark here? Do you want the light on?”


    I smiled to myself. I had her hooked.


    “No, I can see the lines well enough,” I said. “Now let me concentrate.”


    “This is very odd…” she said.


    I worked up my courage; it wasn’t easy what I was going to say. Even compared to everything I’d already said.


    “I see happiness,” I told her. “I see you surrounded with all the good things in life you’ve always wanted. I see laughter and joy. I see love…I see passion…I see you happier than you’ve ever been. And I see you in Martin’s arms…”


    She made a sound like an anguished whimper, followed with a wistful catching of breath, and started to draw her hand away. But I held on.


    “Let me finish,” I said. “What I don’t see anywhere in your future is us. You and me. We don’t belong together.”


     “You made your point…” she said.


    I didn’t know whether she really believed what I’d told her not. I didn’t dwell on the question either, left it to her imagination.


    “I guess there’s no turning back then. You’ve chosen your destiny.” she said.


    I told her I’d never believed in destiny, and still didn’t. But there was something to be said for leaving behind a meaningful legacy.


    We sat together in the darkness after that – letting its calm and serenity wash over us. She had let me hold on to her hand.


    “And what do you see in your future?” she asked. “Another woman? A new family?”


    “That’s the thing about being a psychic,” I said. “You can’t tell your own future.”


    She leaned toward me and ran her fingers through my hair.


    “I’m sorry about all this…” she said. “I don’t know where it all went wrong.”


    I took her in my arms. “You mustn’t say that. Sorries are for strangers. We’re family, and we’ll always be family – no matter what.”


     She lifted her head and kissed me on the lips. One last time.


    I’m delighted that she and Martin have found love. I couldn’t be more thrilled for them. I would have hated to be proved wrong.


    Josh and I get out of the car and saunter up to the front door. (It feels strange to not drive into the garage and just walk in through the laundry room unannounced…) He rings the bell. Then for good measure proceeds to bang a couple of times on the door. And it flies open in the middle of one of his blows.


    “Patience, young man, patience,” Martin says. He’s smiling amiably.


    This is the first time I’ve seen him since the rendezvous at his office. He’s as tall and dashing and suave as I remember him.


    “Hello, Martin,” I say.


    We shake hands. A second time. (This time I don’t read him.)


    Josh rushes by us, zips through the hallway and up the stairs to his room.


    “Josh, where are you going? Don’t you want to eat? Dinner’s ready.” I hear Laurie calling after him.


    Some things never change…


    She comes up to the door, hooks an arm around Martin’s waist, regards me with a sort of indulgent affection and says: “It’s so good to see you, Ed.”


    “It’s good to see you too. You look wonderful.” I say, and she does. She’s as pretty and graceful as she’s always been. And I feel a flutter in my heart, as if I’ve missed her, which is strange, since she doesn’t belong to me anymore, and I know that and have reconciled with the notion, and make a conscious effort not to think about her too much either. Perhaps what I’m experiencing is an altogether new variety of yearning, almost like muscle memory, manifestation of a sort of reflexive sense of possessiveness. I wonder if she’s had to grapple with similar emotions but decide not to find out by reading her mind.


    “You both look wonderful, as a matter of fact,” I say. “A handsome couple.”


    They both laugh. She invites me in.


    “Stay for dinner,” she says.


    But I decline. “I have plans,” I tell her. She smiles and says, “Well, I’ll see you later then.”


    I wave and step aside.


    My phone buzzes on the way to the car. I check the display and grin.


    It’s a message from Adrian. Just like clockwork. Every Saturday evening I get his text, assuring me he is doing fine. He’s still in Denver, has a job now, at a high-end men’s clothing store in Cherry Creek Mall – which is Denver’s answer to Houston’s Galleria. At Brioni, if I’m not mistaken. And he’s also taking classes at the University of Denver, studying to be a nurse.


    I punch a reply to him, saying, “keep ticking, keep kicking”. He responds back promptly with: “LOL – you betcha!”.


    I slip the phone into my pocket and think: if it hadn’t been for Adrian I probably wouldn’t be where I am today. And there would be no Adrian if it hadn’t been for Rudy. Life’s beauty is conspired, concocted through a strange mishmash of eventualities, accidents and coincidences. And tragedies. A delicious, scary spaghetti bowl of unwilled, uncontrollable, connected events – that’s what existence serves up for us in this strange, wonderful, sad universe. I realize this is not quite the view I’d expressed to Rebecca a few months back. But one lives and learns…


    As I start the car and put it in drive, I check the clock on the dashboard. It’s 6:30. I pull out my phone and dial a number. There are three rings and then she answers.


    “Hey…” says Dana.


    “Hey. Are we still on? I’m on the road and headed your way.”


    “Thanks for the warning,” she says. “But I haven’t changed my mind yet. See you in a bit.”


    I laugh nervously. “Be there in 30 minutes.”


    “I’ll be ready…”


    I sign off, and inhale deeply. I’ve waited for this a long time.


    It hadn’t been easy to call her. I’d held back till last week. But then the urge became irresistible. I had tried to get her out of my head. But she was like this chronic pain which throbbed and burned in every cell and sinew of my body every time I drew breath. The only cure was to talk to her.


    She’d been surprised when she got the call. “Ed? I can hardly believe it’s you. How’ve you been?”


    We spoke of trivial things for a few minutes. She knew I’d moved to Iowa, of course. Everyone in the company knew – the news was like a wildfire which had consumed the entire office at the time. But we hadn’t spoken to each other since the awkward exchange in the garage.


    She asked if my family had joined me in Iowa yet.


    I said no. She murmured something about how lonely it must be for me.


    At which point I finally told her the reason I’d called, that I was going to be in Houston over the weekend, and would she be available for dinner Saturday night?


    She had fallen silent, as if agonizing over the question.


    “Wouldn’t you rather, you know, have dinner with your family…?”


    “There won’t be many family activities. Because I’m coming over to wrap up the finer details of my divorce.”


    An even longer silence had ensued. I gave her the space to think, to consider the implications of my statement.


    “Look,” I said. “I’ll understand if you have other plans. No pressure. I just thought, since I’m in town, and I still owe you that dinner from New York…you know, it sort of might make sense…”


    She had chuckled softly. “Oh yes…that dinner…”


    Another pause. Then, almost in disbelief I’d heard her say: “I would love to have dinner with you, Ed.”


    I know Dana and I have a long way to go, there are a thousand perilous steps between where we are and where I want us to be. But we take the first one tonight. And that is something to celebrate – to look forward to.


    Like I said, I haven’t given up on love. That person out there for me? I hope it turns out to be Dana. And I hope she wants to be that person. I have no inkling that she does or not. Nor do I intend to find out. It’s something I’ve resolved I must hear from her own lips, rather than steal or finagle from her private thoughts. There are some things my gift can only spoil.


    Sometimes not knowing is more meaningful than knowing.


    And as grim and wrinkled and wasted as I may be with age, I don’t think I’ll ever be too old to hear her say that she loves me.
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