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Prologue



I’d never fired a gun before.

In fact, before this evening, I’d never even held one.

It was a Colt .45 semiautomatic pistol, and it felt heavy and awkward in my hand. Its grip was rough. I couldn’t steady the weapon. Still, I was close enough to him now to put a bullet in the center of his chest. If I didn’t—if I didn’t kill him now—there was no question he’d kill me. I was no match for him, and we both knew it.

It was the middle of the night, and we were the only ones on the twentieth floor, probably in the entire building. Outside my office the maze of cubicles was dark. All those people who worked with me and for me, I’d probably never see again.

My hand was trembling, but I squeezed the trigger.

 

Just a few days ago, if you looked at me you’d see a successful corporate executive. A guy with a high-powered job married to a beautiful woman. A man for whom everything seemed to be going perfectly.

My idea of danger had been going to bed without brushing my teeth.

Now I didn’t think I was going to live to see the morning.

So where did I go wrong? How far back did it go? First grade, when I hit that kid Sean Herlihy with a snowball? Fourth grade, when I was picked third to last for the kickball team?

No, I can tell you exactly when it began.

It was ten months ago.








— PART ONE —
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Okay, so I’m an idiot.

The Acura went into a ditch because I was trying to do too many things at once. Radiohead’s “The Bends” was playing, loud, while I was driving home, too fast, since I was late as usual. Left hand on the wheel, while with my right hand I was thumbing my BlackBerry for e-mails, hoping I’d finally nailed a deal with a huge new customer. Most of the e-mails were blowback from the departure of our divisional vice president, Crawford, who’d just jumped ship to Sony. Then my cell phone rang. I dropped the BlackBerry on the car seat and grabbed the cell.

I knew from the ring that it was my wife, Kate, so I didn’t bother to turn down the music—I figured she was just calling to find out when I’d be home from work so she could get dinner ready. She’d been on a tofu kick the last few months—tofu and brown rice and kale, stuff like that. It had to be really good for you, since it tasted so bad. But I’d never tell her so.

That wasn’t why she was calling, though. I could tell right away from Kate’s voice that she’d been crying, and even before she said anything I knew why.

“DiMarco called,” she said. DiMarco was our doctor at Boston IVF who’d been trying to get Kate pregnant for the last two years or so. I didn’t have high hopes, plus I didn’t personally know anyone who’d ever made a baby in a test tube, so I was dubious about the whole process. I figured high tech should be for flat-screen plasma monitors, not making babies. Even so, it felt like I’d been punched in the stomach.

But the worst thing was what it would do to Kate. She was crazy enough these days from the hormone injections. This would send her over the edge.

“I’m really sorry,” I said.

“They’re not going to let us keep trying forever, you know,” she said. “All they care about is their numbers, and we’re bringing them down.”

“Katie, it’s only our third try with the IVF stuff. It’s like a ten percent chance or something per cycle anyway, right? We’ll keep at it, babe. That’s all.”

“The point is, what are we going to do if this doesn’t work?” Kate’s voice got all high and choked, made my heart squeeze. “Go to California, do the donor egg thing? I can’t go through that. Adopt? Jason, I can barely hear you.”

Adoption was fine with me. Or not. But I’m not totally clueless, so instead I focused on turning down the music. There’s some little button on the steering wheel that I’ve never figured out how to use, so with the thumb of my driving hand I started pushing buttons, but instead the volume increased until Radiohead was blaring.

“Kate,” I said, but just then I realized that the car had veered onto the shoulder and then off the road. I dropped the phone, grabbed the wheel with both hands, cut it hard, but too late.

There was a loud ka-chunk. I spun the steering wheel, slammed on the brakes.

A sickening metallic crunch. I was jolted forward, thrown against the wheel, then backwards. Suddenly the car was canting all the way down to one side. The engine was racing, the wheels spinning in midair.

I knew right away I wasn’t hurt seriously, but I might have bruised a couple of ribs slightly. It’s funny: I immediately started thinking of those old black-and-white driver-ed shock movies they used to show in the fifties and sixties with lurid titles like The Last Prom and Mechanized Death, from the days when all cops had crew cuts and wore huge-brimmed Canadian Mountie hats. A guy in my college frat had a videotape of these educational snuff flicks. Watching them could scare the bejeezus out of you. I couldn’t believe anyone learning to drive back then could see The Last Prom and still be willing to get behind the wheel.

I turned the key, shut off the music, and sat there for a couple of seconds in silence before I picked the cell phone off the floor of the car to call Triple A.

But the line was still open, and I could hear Kate screaming.

“Hey,” I said.

“Jason, are you all right?” She was freaking out. “What happened?”

“I’m fine, babe.”

“Jason, my God, did you get in an accident?”

“Don’t worry about it, sweetheart. I’m totally—I’m fine. Everything’s cool. Don’t worry about it.”

 

Forty-five minutes later a tow truck pulled up, a bright red truck, M.E. WALSH TOW painted on the side panel. The driver walked over to me, holding a metal clipboard. He was a tall, broad-shouldered guy with a scruffy goatee, wearing a bandana on his head knotted at the back and long gray-flecked brown hair in a kind of mullet. He was wearing a black leather Harley-Davidson jacket.

“Well, that sucks,” the dude said.

“Thanks for coming,” I said.

“No worries,” Harley said. “Let me guess. You were talking on your cell phone.”

I blinked, hesitated for a microsecond before I said sheepishly, “Yeah.”

“Damn things are a menace.”

“Yeah, totally,” I said. Like I could survive without my cell phone. But he didn’t exactly seem to be a cell phone kind of guy. He drove a tow truck and a motorcycle. Probably had a CB radio in there along with his Red Man chewing tobacco and Allman Brothers CDs. And a roll of toilet paper in the glove compartment. Kind of guy who mows his lawn and finds a car. Who thinks the last four words of the national anthem are “Gentlemen, start your engines.”

“You okay?” he said.

“Yeah, I’m good.”

He backed the truck around to my car, lowered the bed, hooked the winch up to the Acura. He switched on the electric pulley thing and started hauling my car out of the ditch. Fortunately, we were on a fairly deserted stretch of road—I always take this shortcut from the office in Framingham to the Mass Pike—so there weren’t too many cars whizzing by. I noticed the truck had a yellow “Support Our Troops” ribbon sticker on one side and one of those black-and-white POW/MIA stickers on the windshield. I made a mental note to myself not to criticize the war in Iraq unless I wanted to get my larynx crushed by the guy’s bare hands.

“Climb in,” he said.

The cab of the truck smelled like stale cigar smoke and gasoline. A Special Forces decal on the dashboard. I was starting to get real warm and fuzzy feelings about the war.

“You got a body shop you like?” he said. I could barely hear him over the hydraulic whine of the truck bed mechanism.

I had a serious gearhead friend who’d know, but I couldn’t tell a carburetor from a caribou. “I don’t get into accidents too often,” I said.

“Well, you don’t look like the kinda guy gets under the hood and changes the oil himself,” Harley said. “There’s a body shop I know,” he said. “Not too far from here. We’re good to go.”

 

We mostly sat there in silence while he drove. I made a couple of attempts to get a conversation started with Harley, but it was like striking a wet match.

Normally I could talk to anyone about anything—you name it, sports, kids, dogs, TV shows, whatever. I was a sales manager for one of the biggest electronics companies in the world, up there with Sony and Panasonic. The division I work for makes those big beautiful flat-panel LCD and plasma TVs and monitors that so many people lust after. Very cool products. And I’ve found that the really good sales reps, the ones who have the juice, can start a conversation with anybody. That’s me.

But this guy didn’t want to talk, and after a while I gave up. I was kind of uncomfortable sitting there in the front seat of a tow truck being chauffeured around by a Hells Angel, me in my expensive charcoal suit, trying to avoid the chewing gum, or tar, or whatever the hell it was stuck on the vinyl upholstery. I felt my rib cage, satisfied myself that nothing had broken. Not even all that painful, actually.

I found myself staring at the collection of stickers on the dashboard—the Special Forces decal, a “These Colors Don’t Run” flag decal, another one that said “Special Forces—I’m the Man Your Mother Warned You About.” After a while, I said, “This your truck?”

“Nah, my buddy owns the towing company and I help out sometimes.”

Guy was getting chatty. I said, “He Special Forces?”

A long silence. I didn’t know, were you not supposed to ask somebody if they were in the Special Forces or something? Like, he could tell me, but then he’d have to kill me?

I was about to repeat the question when he said, “We both were.”

“Huh,” I said, and we both went quiet again. He switched on the ball game. The Red Sox were playing the Seattle Mariners at Fenway Park, and it was a tight, hard-fought, low-scoring game, pretty exciting. I love listening to baseball on the radio. I have a huge flat-panel TV at home, which I got on the friends-and-family discount at work, and baseball in high-definition is awesome. But there’s nothing like a ball game on the radio—the crack of the bat, the rustling crowd, even the stupid ads for auto glass. It’s classic. The announcers sound exactly the way they did when I was a kid, and probably sound the same as when my late father was a kid. Their flat, nasal voices are like an old pair of sneakers, comfortable and familiar and broken-in. They use all the well-worn phrases like “high—fly—ball!” and “runners at the corners” and “swing and a miss.” I like the way they suddenly get loud and frenzied, shouting things like, “Way back! Way back!”

One of the announcers was commenting about the Sox pitcher, saying, “…but even at the top of his game, he’s never going to come close to the fastest recorded pitch speed of one hundred point nine miles an hour, thrown by…? Jerry, you must know that one.”

And the other guy said, “Nolan Ryan.”

“Nolan Ryan,” the first guy said, “very good. Clocked at Anaheim Stadium, August the twentieth, nineteen-seventy-four.” Probably reading off the prompter, some research fed him by a producer.

I said, “Wrong.”

The driver turned to me. “Huh?”

I said, “These guys don’t know what they’re talking about. The fastest recorded pitch was Mark Wohlers.”

“Very good,” Harley said, nodding. “Mark Wohlers. Hundred and three.”

“Right,” I said, surprised. “Hundred and three miles per hour, in nineteen-ninety-five.”

“Atlanta Braves spring training.” Then he smiled, an easy grin, his teeth even and white. “Didn’t think anyone else knew that,” he said.

“Of course, the fastest pitcher ever, not in the major leagues—”

“Steve Dalkowski,” said Harley. “Hundred and ten miles an hour.”

“Shattered an umpire’s mask,” I said, nodding. “So were you a baseball geek when you were a kid, too? Collection of thousands of baseball cards?”

He smiled again. “You got it. Those Topps gum packs with that crappy stale bubble gum inside.”

“That always stained one of the cards in the pack, right?”

He chuckled.

“Your dad take you to Fenway a lot?” I said.

“I didn’t grow up around here,” he said. “Michigan. And my dad wasn’t around. Plus we couldn’t afford to go to games.”

“We couldn’t either,” I said. “So I listened to games on the radio a lot.”

“Same here.”

“Played baseball in the backyard?” I said. “Break a lot of windows?”

“We didn’t have a backyard.”

“Me neither. My friends and I played in a park down the street.”

He nodded, smiled.

I felt like I knew the guy. We came from the same background, probably—no money, no backyard, the whole deal. Only I went to college and was sitting here in a suit, and he’d gone into the army like a lot of my high school buddies did.

We listened to the game for a bit. Seattle’s designated hitter was up. He swung at the first pitch. You could hear the crack of the bat. “And there’s a high fly ball hit deep to left field!” one of the announcers crowed. It was headed right for the glove of a great Red Sox slugger, who also happened to be a famously clumsy outfielder. And a space cadet who did things like disappear from left field, right in the middle of a game, to take a leak. When he wasn’t bobbling the ball.

“He’s got it,” said the announcer. “It’s headed right for his glove.”

“He’s going to drop it,” I said.

Harley laughed. “You said it.”

“Here it comes,” I said.

Harley laughed even louder. “This is painful,” he said.

A roar of disappointment in the ballpark. “The ball hit the back of the glove,” said the announcer, “as he tried to slide to make the play. This is a major-league error right here.”

We groaned simultaneously.

Harley switched it off. “I can’t take it anymore,” he said.

“Thank you,” I said, as we pulled into the auto body shop parking lot.

[image: image]

It was a kind of scuzzy place that looked like a converted gas station. WILLKIE AUTO BODY, the sign said. The manager on duty was named Abdul and probably wouldn’t have an easy time getting through airport security these days. I thought Harley would start off-loading the carcass of my poor Acura, but instead he came into the waiting room and watched Abdul take down my insurance information. I noticed another “Support Our Troops” sticker on the wall in here, too, and a Special Forces decal.

Harley said, “Jeremiah at home?”

“Oh, yeah,” said Abdul. “Sure. Home with the kids.”

“This is a friend of mine,” he said. “Make sure you guys take care of him.”

I looked around and realized the tow truck driver was talking about me.

“Of course, Kurt,” Abdul said.

“Tell Jerry I was here,” Harley said.

I read an old copy of Maxim while the tow truck driver and Abdul walked back to the shop. They returned a couple of minutes later.

“Abdul’s going to put his best master tech on your car,” Harley said. “They do good work here. Computerized paint-mixing system. Nice clean shop. Why don’t you guys finish up the paperwork, and I’ll get the car in the service bay.”

“Thanks, man,” I said.

“Okay, Kurt, see you,” said Abdul.

I came out a few minutes later and saw Harley sitting in his tow truck, engine idling, listening to the game.

“Hey,” he said, “where do you live? I’ll drop you off.”

“It’s pretty far. Belmont.”

“Grab your stuff out of the car and jump in.”

“You don’t mind?”

“I get paid by the hour, buddy. Not by the job.”

I got my CDs off the floor of the car and my briefcase and baseball glove off the backseat.

“You used to work in a body shop?” I said when I’d gotten back into the truck.

The walkie-talkie started blaring, and he switched it off. “I’ve done everything.”

“How do you like towing?”

He turned and gave me an Are you out of your mind? look. “I take whatever work I can get.”

“People don’t like to hire soldiers anymore?”

“People love to hire soldiers,” he said. “Just not ones with DDs.”

“What’s a DD?”

“Dishonorable discharge. You gotta put it down on the application, and as soon as they see that, you’re out the door.”

“Oh,” I said. “Sorry I asked. None of my business.”

“No big deal. It just pisses me off. You get a DD, you don’t get any VA benefits or pension. Sucks big-time.”

“How’d it happen?” I said. “If you don’t mind my asking.”

Another long silence. He hit the turn signal, changed lanes. “Nah, I don’t mind.” He paused again, and I wasn’t sure he was going to answer. Then he said: “The CO of my Special Forces A-team ordered half of us to go on this suicide mission, this broke-dick reconnaissance mission in Tikrit. I told the CO there was a ninety-nine percent chance they’d get ambushed, and guess what? The guys got ambushed. Attacked with rocket-propelled grenades. And my buddy Jimmy Donadio was killed.”

He fell silent. Stared straight ahead at the road as he drove. Then: “A good kid, just about finished with his tour, had a baby he’d never even seen. I loved that guy. So I just lost it. Went after the CO—head-butted the bastard. Broke his nose.”

“Wow,” I said. “Jesus. I can’t blame you. So you got court-martialed or something?”

He shrugged. “I’m lucky they didn’t send me to Leavenworth. But nobody in the command wanted to draw any attention to what went down that night, and they sure as hell didn’t want CID looking into it. Bad for army morale. More important, bad PR. So the deal was, dishonorable discharge, no time.”

“Wow,” I said again. I wasn’t sure what CID was, but I wasn’t going to ask.

“So are you, like, a lawyer or something?”

“Salesman.”

“Where?”

“Entronics. In Framingham.”

“Cool. Can you get me a deal on a plasma TV?”

I hesitated. “I don’t sell the consumer line, but I might be able to do something.”

He smiled. “I’m kidding. I couldn’t afford one of those anyway, even wholesale. So, I noticed the glove you got back there. Sweet. Rawlings Gold Glove, Heart of the Hide. Same as the pros use. Looks brand-new. Right out of the box. Just get it?”

“Um, about two years,” I said. “Gift from my wife.”

“Oh. You play?”

“Not much. Mostly on my company’s team. Softball, not baseball, but my wife didn’t know the difference.” Our team sucked. We were on a losing streak that resembled the Baltimore Orioles’ historically pathetic 1988 season. “You play?”

He shrugged. “Used to.”

A long beat of silence.

“In school or something?” I said.

“Got drafted by the Detroit Tigers, but never signed.”

“Seriously?”

“My pitch speed was clocked at ninety-four, ninety-five miles an hour.”

“No way. Jesus!” I turned to look at him.

“But that wasn’t where my head was, at that point. Enlisted instead. I’m Kurt, by the way.” He took his right hand off the wheel and gave me a firm handshake. “Kurt Semko.”

“Jason Steadman.”

There was another long silence, and then I had an idea.

“We could use a pitcher,” I said.

“Who?”

“My company’s team. We’ve got a game tomorrow night, and we sure could use a decent pitcher. How would you like to play on our team tomorrow?”

Another long pause. Then: “Don’t you have to work for the company?”

“Guys we play have no idea who works for us and who doesn’t.”

Kurt went quiet again.

After a minute, I said, “So what do you think?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know.” He was staring at the road, a half smile on his face.

At the time it seemed like a fun idea.








2



I love my wife.

Sometimes I can’t believe that a woman as intelligent and sophisticated and, oh yeah, unbelievably beautiful, settled for a guy like me. She likes to joke that our courtship was the greatest job of salesmanship I ever pulled off. I don’t disagree. I did close the deal, after all.

When I walked in, Kate was sitting on the couch watching TV. There was a bowl of popcorn in her lap and a glass of white wine on the coffee table in front of her. She was wearing faded old gym shorts from her prep school, which nicely set off her long, toned legs. As soon as she saw me come in, she got up from the couch, ran over to hug me. I winced, but she didn’t notice. “Oh, my God,” she said. “I’ve been so worried.”

“I’m fine, I told you. The only thing that got hurt was my pride. Though the tow truck driver thought I was an idiot.”

“You’re totally okay, Jase? Were you wearing a seat belt and everything?” She pulled back to look at me. Her eyes were a great shade of hazel green, and her hair was full and black, and she had a sharp jawline and high cheekbones. She reminded me of a young, dark-haired Katharine Hepburn. Endearingly enough, she considered herself plain, her features too sharp and exaggerated. Tonight, though, her eyes were bloodshot and puffy. She’d obviously been crying a lot.

“The car just went off the side of the road,” I said. “I’m fine, but the car got messed up.”

“The car,” she said with an airy wave, as if my Acura TL were a wad of toilet paper. I assume she inherited these aristocratic gestures from her parents. You see, Kate comes from money, sort of. That is, her family was once very rich, but the money never made it to her generation. The Spencer fortune took a big hit in 1929, when her great-grandfather made some really dumb investment decisions around the time of the Crash, and finally got finished off by her father, who was an alcoholic and only knew how to spend money, not manage it.

All Kate got was part of an expensive education, a cultivated voice, a lot of rich family friends who now felt sorry for her, and a houseful of antiques. Many of which she’d jammed into our three-bedroom colonial house on a quarter acre in Belmont.

“How’d you get back?” she said.

“Tow truck driver. Interesting guy—ex–Special Forces.”

“Hmm,” she said, that not-interested-but-trying-to-fake-it noise I knew so well.

“Is that dinner?” I said, pointing to the bowl of popcorn on the coffee table.

“Sweetie, I’m sorry. I just didn’t feel like cooking tonight. You want me to make you something?”

I could visualize the brick of tofu lurking in the refrigerator, and I almost shuddered. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll just grab something. Come here.” I hugged her again. Braved the pain without wincing this time. “Forget about the car. I’m worried about you.”

All of a sudden she started crying as I held her. She kind of crumpled. I felt her chest heave and her hot tears dampen my shirt. I squeezed her tight. “It’s just that I really thought…this one was going to work,” she said.

“Next time, maybe. We just have to be patient, huh?”

“Do you not worry about anything?”

“Just stuff I can do something about,” I said.

 

After a while, we sat down together on the couch, which was an uncomfortable but no doubt really valuable English antique as hard as a church pew, and watched some documentary on the Discovery channel about bonobos, which are apparently a species of monkey smarter and more highly evolved than us. Seems the bonobos are a female-dominated society. They showed footage of the female bonobo trying to seduce a male, spreading her legs and putting her butt up to the male’s face. The announcer called that “presenting.” I suppressed a remark about our own conjugal relations, which had become just about nonexistent. I don’t know if it was the fertility treatments or what, but our sex life lately had turned into a kind of bed death. I couldn’t remember the last time Kate had “presented.”

I took a handful of popcorn. It was air-popped and lightly spritzed with I Can’t Believe It’s Not Butter. It tasted like Styrofoam peanuts. I couldn’t politely spit it out, so I finished chewing and swallowed it.

The female bonobo didn’t seem to be scoring, but she kept at it. She stretched out an arm and beckoned at the male with upstretched fingers like a silent film star playing a harlot. But the guy was a dud. So she went up to him and grabbed his balls, hard.

“Ouch,” I said. “I don’t think she’s read He’s Just Not That Into You.”

Kate shook her head and tried not to smile.

I got up and went to the bathroom and swallowed a couple of Advil. Then I went to the kitchen and served myself a big bowl of ice cream, Brigham’s Oreo. I didn’t bother to ask Kate if she wanted any, because she never ate ice cream. She never ate anything remotely fattening.

I sat back down and dug into the ice cream while the narrator said, “The females kiss and hug and rub their genitals together with their special friends.”

“So where are the male bonobos, anyway?” I said. “Sitting on the couch with the remote control?”

She watched me tuck into the ice cream. “What’s that, babe?”

“This?” I said. “Fat-free tofu ice-milk substitute.”

“Sweetheart, you know, you might want to lay off the ice cream at night.”

“I never feel like it at breakfast.”

“You know what I’m saying,” she said, and touched her perfectly flat belly. I, on the other hand, was already developing a potbelly at thirty. Kate could eat anything she wanted and not gain weight. She just had this incredible metabolism. Women hated her for that. I found it a little annoying myself. If I had her metabolism, I wouldn’t be eating bulgur and tempeh.

“Can we watch something else?” I said. “This is getting me too horny.”

“Jason, that’s disgusting.” She grabbed the remote and began flipping through the hundreds of channels until she stopped at a show that looked familiar. I recognized the actors who played the beautiful high-school-age brother and sister and their divorced father, himself a divorce lawyer. This was that Fox show S.B., about beautiful rich high-school kids and their broken families in Santa Barbara—proms, car crashes, divorce cases, drugs, cheating moms. It had become the hottest TV show of the season.

And it was created by my brother-in-law, Craig Glazer, the hotshot TV producer who was married to Kate’s older sister, Susie. Craig and I pretended to get along.

“How can you watch that crap?” I said, grabbing the remote and switching the channel to some old National Geographic–style show about a primitive Amazonian tribe called the Yanomamo.

“You’d better deal with that hostility before Craig and Susie come next week.”

“Without my hostility, what’s left? Anyway, they have no idea how I feel about him.”

“Oh, Susie knows.”

“She probably feels the same way about him.”

Kate cocked a brow provocatively but said nothing.

We watched some more of the nature show, sort of listlessly. The narrator said in a plummy British accent that the Yanomami were the most violent, aggressive society in the world. They were known as the Fierce People. They were always breaking out into wars, usually over women, who were scarce.

“I’ll bet you like that, huh?” I said. “Fighting over women?”

She shook her head. “I studied the Fierce People in one of my feminism classes. The men beat their wives too. The women think the more machete scars they have, the more their husbands must love them.” There was always some book about feminism on Kate’s bedside table. The latest was called something like This Sex Which Is Not One. I didn’t get the title, but luckily there wasn’t going to be a quiz.

Kate had gotten interested in obscure African and South American cultures in the last few years because of her job, I think. She worked for the Meyer Foundation for Folk and Outsider Art in Boston. They gave money to poor and homeless people who made paintings and sculptures that looked like they could have been done by my eight-year-old nephew. But they didn’t give much money to their employees. The foundation paid Kate eight thousand dollars a year and apparently believed she should be paying them for the privilege of working there. I think she spent more in gas and parking than she earned.

We watched the show some more. Kate ate popcorn and I ate Oreo ice cream. The narrator said that Yanomami boys proved their manhood by “blooding their spear,” or killing someone. They used axes and spears and bows and arrows. And blowguns carved from bamboo that shot poison darts.

“Cool,” I said.

The Yanomamo tribe cremated their dead and mixed the ashes into plantain soup and then drank it.

Maybe not so cool.

When the show was over I gave her the latest news about how the divisional vice president, Crawford, had just left the company for Sony and took six of his top guys with him. Which left a huge, gaping hole in my department. “It sucks,” I said. “Huge mess.”

“What are you talking about?” Kate said, suddenly interested. “It’s terrific.”

“You don’t get it. Entronics just announced they’re acquiring the U.S. business of this Dutch company called Meister.”

“I’ve heard of Meister,” she said, sounding a little annoyed. “So?”

Royal Meister Electronics N.V. is an immense electronics conglomerate, one of our biggest competitors. They had a unit based in Dallas that sold the same things we did—the LCDs and the plasma screens and the projectors and all that.

“So Crawford’s getting the hell out of Dodge. He must know something.”

Kate sat up, drew her knees to her chest. “Listen, Jase, don’t you realize what this means? This is your chance.”

“My chance?”

“You’ve been stuck at the level of district sales manager for years. It’s like you’re frozen in amber.”

I wondered whether she was dealing with the bad pregnancy news by throwing herself into my career. “Nothing’s opened up.”

“Come on, Jase, think about it. If Crawford’s gone, along with six of his top guys, the sales division has no choice but to backfill some of those slots from inside, right? This is your chance to get into management. To really start climbing the ladder.”

“Greasy pole, more like it. Katie, I like my job. I don’t want to be a VP.”

“But your salary’s basically capped out right now, right? You’re never going to make much more than you do now.”

“What do you mean? I’m doing pretty good. Remember how much I made three years ago?”

She nodded, her eyes fixed on mine, like she was weighing whether to say more. Then she said, “Honey, three years ago was a freak. Plasma screens were just coming out, and Entronics owned the market, right? That’s never going to happen again.”

“See, Kate, here’s the thing. There’s this corporate egg-sorting machine for guys around my age, okay? It starts dropping the eggs into the Large and Extra Large and Jumbo cartons, right?”

“So what are you?”

“I’m not going into Jumbo. I’m just a sales guy. I am what I am.”

“But if you get into management, baby, that’s when you start making the real money.”

A couple of years ago, Kate used to talk to me about how I should focus on climbing the corporate ladder, but I thought she’d given that up. “Those guys in upper management never leave the office,” I said. “They have to put a LoJack on their ankles. They turn fishbelly white from being in meetings all the time. Too much sucking up, too much politics. It’s not for me. Why are we talking about this?”

“Look. You become the area manager and then a DVP and then a VP and general manager and pretty soon you could be running a company. In a couple of years, you could be making a fortune.”

I took a deep breath, wanting to argue with her, but there was no point. When she got like this, she was like a terrier that wouldn’t let go of its Nylabone.

The fact was, Kate and I had very different ideas of what a “fortune” was. My dad was a sheet-metal worker at a plant in Worcester that made ducts and pipes for air-conditioning and ventilation systems. He rose as high as shop foreman, and he was pretty active in the Sheet Metal Workers Local 63. He wasn’t a very ambitious guy—I think he took the first job that came along, got good at it, stuck with it. But he worked really hard, did overtime and extra shifts whenever possible, and he arrived home at the end of the day wiped out, unable to do anything more than sit in front of the TV like a zombie and drink Budweiser. Dad was missing the tips of two of the fingers on his right hand, which was always a silent reminder to me of how nasty his job was. When he told me he wanted me to go to college so I didn’t have to do what he did, he really meant it.

We lived on one floor of a three-decker on Providence Street in Worcester that had asbestos siding and a chain-link fence around the concrete backyard. To go from that to owning my own colonial house in Belmont—well, that was pretty damned good, I thought.

Whereas the house Kate had grown up in, in Wellesley, was bigger than her entire Harvard dorm building. We’d once driven by the house. It was an immense stone mansion with a high wrought-iron fence and endless land. Even after her boozer father had finally killed off what remained of the family fortune with some lame-brained investment, and they’d had to sell their summer house in Osterville, on Cape Cod, and then their house in Wellesley, the place they moved to was about twice as big as the house she and I lived in now.

She paused, then pouted. “Jason, you don’t want to end up like Cal Taylor, do you?”

“That’s a low blow.” Cal Taylor was around sixty and had been a salesman with Entronics forever, since the days when they sold transistor radios and second-rate color TV sets and tried to compete with Emerson and Kenwood. He was a human cautionary tale. The sight of him creeped me out, because he represented everything I secretly knew I was in danger of becoming. With his white hair and his nicotine-yellowed mustache, his Jack Daniel’s breath and his smoker’s hack and his never-ending stock of stale jokes, he was my own personal nightmare. He was a dead-ender, a timeserver who somehow managed to hang on because of a few tenuous relationships he’d built over the years, those he hadn’t neglected anyway. He was divorced, lived alone on TV dinners, and spent almost every night at a neighborhood bar.

Then her face softened and she tipped her head. “Honey,” she said softly, almost wheedling, “look at this house.”

“What about it?”

“We don’t want to bring up kids in a place like this,” she said. There was a catch in her breath. She suddenly looked sad. “There’s no room to play. There’s barely a yard.”

“I hate mowing the lawn. Anyway, I didn’t have a yard growing up.”

She paused, looked away. I wondered what she was thinking. If she was expecting a return to Manderley, she sure married the wrong guy.

“Come on, Jason, what happened to your ambition? When I met you, you were this totally fired-up, sky’s-the-limit kind of guy. Remember?”

“That was just to get you to marry me.”

“I know you’re kidding. You’ve got the drive, you know you do. You’ve just gotten”—she was about to say “fat and happy,” I’ll bet, but instead she said, “too comfortable. This is it. This is the time to go for it.”

I kept thinking about that documentary about the Fierce People. When Kate married me, she must have thought I was some Yanomami warrior she could groom into a chieftain.

But I said, “I’ll talk to Gordy.” Kent Gordon was the senior VP who ran the entire sales division.

“Good,” she said. “Tell him you demand to be interviewed for a promotion.”

“‘Demand’ isn’t exactly my style.”

“Well, surprise him. Show him some aggression. He’ll love it. It’s kill or be killed. You’ve got to show him you’re a killer.”

“Yeah, right,” I said. “You think I can get one of those Yanomami blowguns on eBay?”
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“We’re screwed, man,” said Ricky Festino. “We are so screwed.”

Ricky Festino was a member of what we called the Band of Brothers, a fellow salesman for Entronics USA’s Visual Systems unit. Salesmen are supposed to all be outgoing and affable, backslappers, hail-fellows-well-met, but not Festino. He was an outlier. He was dour, cynical, bitingly sarcastic. The only thing he seemed to get into was contracts—he’d dropped out of Boston College Law School after a year, and contracts was the one course he liked there. That should tell you something about him.

As far as I could tell, he hated his job and didn’t much like his wife and two little kids either. He chauffeured his younger boy to some private school every morning and coached his older boy’s Little League team, which would theoretically make him a good dad, except for the fact that he was always complaining about it. I was never sure what motivated him except fear and bile, but hey, whatever works.

I couldn’t figure out why he liked me so much either. To Ricky Festino, I must have seemed cloyingly optimistic. I should have made him seethe with contempt. Instead, he seemed to regard me like the family pet, the only one who really understood him, a happy-go-lucky golden retriever he could bitch to while he took me out for a walk. Sometimes he called me “Tigger,” referring to Winnie-the-Pooh’s bouncy, irrepressible, and basically retarded friend. If I was Tigger, he was Eeyore.

“Why’s that?” I asked.

“The acquisition, what do you think? Crap,” he muttered as he squeezed out a glistening dollop of antibacterial hand cleaner from a tiny bottle he carried with him everywhere. He rubbed his hands together violently, and I could smell the alcohol. Festino was an out-of-control germophobe. “I just shook hands with that guy from CompuMax, and he kept sneezing on me.”

CompuMax was a “system-builder,” a company that assembled and sold low-end no-name computers for corporations. They were a lousy client, mostly because they didn’t spend money on name-brand components, and Entronics was too name-brand for them. Festino was trying to sell them a bunch of LCD monitors that Entronics didn’t even make, that we got from some second-rate Korean firm and just put our logo on. He was trying to convince them that having the Entronics name on at least one of their components would make their systems seem classier and thus more desirable. A good idea, but CompuMax wasn’t buying. My guess was that Festino didn’t know how to pitch it, but I couldn’t get too involved—it was his deal.

“I’m starting to get why the Japs think we Westerners are so unclean,” Festino went on. “He was, like, sneezing into his hands over and over, then he wanted to shake. What was I going to do, refuse to shake his filthy hand? Guy was a human petri dish. Want some?” He offered me the tiny plastic bottle.

“No, thanks, I’m good.”

“Is it my imagination, or is your office a lot smaller than mine?”

“It’s the décor,” I said. “Same size.” Actually, my office was starting to look smaller all the time. The Entronics USA Visual Systems sales division took up the top floor of the Entronics building in Framingham, about twenty miles west of Boston. It’s by far the tallest structure in town, surrounded by low-rise office parks, and the locals fought it bitterly before it went up ten years ago or so. It’s a handsome building, but everyone in Framingham considers it an affront. Some wit had dubbed it the Framingham Phallus. Others called it the Entronics Erection.

He sank back in the visitor chair. “Let me tell you something about this Royal Meister deal. The Japanese always have a master plan. They never tell you what it is, but there’s always this long-range master plan. We’re just those little round game pieces—what’s that strategy game the Japanese play?”

“Go?”

“‘Go,’ right. ‘Go.’ Go take a leap. Go screw yourself.” I could see dark sweat stains under the arms of Ricky’s blue button-down shirt. The Entronics offices were kept at a steady sixty-eight degrees, summer or winter, and if anything they were too cold, but Ricky sweated a lot. He was a couple of years older than me and was going to seed. He was paunchy, a potbelly more advanced than mine hanging over his belt, a roll of neck fat spilling over the collar of his too-tight shirt. He’d started coloring his hair a couple of years ago, and the Just For Men shade he used was too black.

I sneaked a glance at the time on my computer screen. I’d told the guy at Lockwood Hotel and Resorts that I’d call him before noon, and it was 12:05. “Hey, uh, Rick…”

“See, you don’t get it. You’re too nice.” He said it with a nasty curl to his lips. “Entronics acquires Royal Meister’s U.S. operations, right? But why? You think their plasma screens are better than ours?”

“Nope,” I said, trying not to encourage him.

I’d tell the guy at Lockwood that I was closing a huge deal, that’s why I couldn’t call him earlier. I didn’t want to lie to the guy, but I’d hint around about a rival five-star luxury hotel chain I couldn’t name that was also putting plasma-screen TVs in all their guest rooms. If I hinted right, maybe I could make him think it was the Four Seasons or something. Maybe that would light a fire under him. Then again, maybe not.

“Exactly,” Ricky said. “It’s their sales force. They kick our ass. The boys in Tokyo are sitting on their tatami mats in the MegaTower rubbing their hands at the prospect of buying a sales force that’s more high-test than we are. So what does that mean? It means they get rid of all but the top ten percent, maybe, and move them to Dallas. Consolidate. Real estate in Dallas is a lot cheaper than Boston. They sell this building and throw the rest of us under a bus. It’s so totally obvious, Jason. Why do you think Crawford went to Sony, man?”

Festino was so proud of his Machiavellian genius that I didn’t want to let him know I’d already come up with the same theory. So I nodded and looked intrigued.

I noticed a slender Japanese man passing by my office, and I gave a casual wave. “Hey, Yoshi,” I said. Yoshi Tanaka, a personality-free guy with thick aviator-frame glasses, was a funin-sha, an expatriate Japanese, transferred to the U.S. to learn the ropes. But he was more than that. Officially, his title was Manager for Business Planning, but everyone knew he was actually an informer for the Entronics management in Tokyo who stayed at his office late into the night and reported back by phone and e-mail. He was Tokyo’s eyes and ears here. He spoke just about no English, though, which couldn’t have been good for his spying.

He scared the shit out of everyone, but I didn’t mind him. I felt bad for him. Being posted in a country where you didn’t speak the language, without family—at least, I assumed he had family back in Tokyo—couldn’t be easy. I couldn’t imagine working in Japan and not speaking Japanese. Always being a beat behind. Never getting it. He was isolated, ostracized by his colleagues, all of whom distrusted him. Not an easy gig. A hardship posting, in fact. I never joined the others in Yoshi-bashing.

Ricky turned, gave Yoshi a smile and a wave, and as soon as Yoshi was out of range, muttered, “Goddamned spy.”

“You think he heard you?” I said.

“Nah. Even if he did, he wouldn’t understand.”

“Listen, Rick, I’m late calling Lockwood.”

“The fun never stops. They still dicking you around?”

I nodded ruefully.

“It’s over, man. Forget it. Stop pursuing them.”

“A forty-million-dollar deal, and you’re telling me to forget it?”

“The guy just wants Super Bowl tickets. Any deal that takes this long is dead in the water.”

I sighed. Festino was an expert on deals that were dead in the water. “I gotta call him.”

“You’re like a hamster on a wheel, man. We’re all hamsters. Any second now the guy in the white lab coat’s gonna come and euthanize us, and you’re still running around the wheel. Forget it, man.”

I stood up to encourage him to do the same. “You playing tonight?”

He got up. “Yeah, sure. Carol’s already pissed at me for going out with clients last night. What’s one more night in the doghouse? Who’re we playing tonight, Charles River?”

I nodded.

“Gonna be another ignominious defeat for the Band of Brothers. We got no pitching. Trevor sucks.”

I smiled, remembering the tow truck driver from last night. “I got a pitcher.”

“You? You can’t pitch for shit either.”

“Not me. A guy who almost went pro.”

“What are you talking about?”

I filled him in quickly.

Rick’s eyes narrowed, and for the first time this morning, he smiled. “We tell the Charles River boys he’s the new stockboy or whatever?”

I nodded.

“A ringer,” Rick said.

“Exactly.”

He hesitated. “Pitching softball’s different from baseball.”

“Guy’s obviously an incredible athlete, Rick. I’m sure he can do fast-pitch softball.”

He cocked his head to one side, gave me an appraising look. “You know, Tigger, under that simpleton façade, you’ve got hidden reserves of craftiness. Never would have expected it. I’m impressed.”
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The Lockwood Hotel and Resort Group was one of the largest chains of luxury hotels in the world. Their properties were a little mildewed, though, and in need of an overhaul. Part of management’s plan to compete with the Four Seasons and the Ritz-Carlton was to put Bose Wave Radios and forty-two-inch flat-panel plasma TVs in every room. I knew they were talking to NEC and Toshiba too.

I’d been the one who’d pushed for a bake-off, and I arranged to send one of our screens to Lockwood’s White Plains, New York, headquarters, for a head-to-head comparison with NEC and Toshiba. I knew our product performed at least as well as the other guys’, because we were still in the running. But the Vice President for Property Management at Lockwood, Brian Borque, couldn’t seem to make a decision.

I wondered whether Ricky Festino was right, that Borque was stringing me along just for the Super Bowl and World Series tickets and the dinners at Alain Ducasse in New York. I half wished he’d just put me out of my misery already.

“Hey, Brian,” I said into the headset.

“There he is,” Brian Borque said. He always sounded happy to hear from me.

“I should have called you earlier. My bad.” I almost gave him the lie about the other hotel chain, but I didn’t have the heart to go through with it. “Meeting ran long.”

“No worries, man. Hey, I read something about you guys in the Journal this morning. You getting acquired by Meister?”

“Other way around. Entronics is acquiring Meister U.S.”

“Interesting. We’ve been talking to them too, you know.”

I hadn’t known. Great, another player in this endless negotiation. It reminded me of this old movie I once saw in college called They Shoot Horses, Don’t They?, about marathon dancers who dance until they drop.

“Well, that’ll mean one less competitor, I guess,” I said, keeping the tone light. “How was Martha’s birthday? You take her to Vienna, like she wanted?”

“Vienna, Virginia, more like. Hey, I’ve got to be in Boston next week—you feel like catching a Sox game?”

“Sure.”

“You guys still get those amazing seats?”

“I’ll do what I can.” I hesitated. “So, listen, Bri.”

He heard the change in my tone and cut me off. “I wish I had an answer for you, buddy, but I don’t. Believe me, I want to do the deal with you guys.”

“Thing is, Brian, I’m getting a lot of pressure from senior management on this thing. The deal’s been on the forecast—”

“Come on, man, I never said you could forecast the deal.”

“I know, I know. It’s Gordy. He’s really been pressuring me. He wants me to set up a meeting with your CEO.”

“Gordy,” Brian said in disgust. Kent Gordon was the Senior Vice President and General Manager of Sales for Entronics USA, a Six Sigma black belt, the most aggressive guy I’d ever met. He was ruthless and conniving and relentless—not that there’s anything wrong with that—and my entire career lay in his hands. Gordy was in fact leaning on me hard to do this deal, since he leaned on everybody hard to do every deal, and it was entirely plausible that he’d want me to set up a meeting between him and the CEO of Lockwood Hotels. But it wasn’t true. Gordy hadn’t asked for that. Maybe it was only a matter of time before he did, but he hadn’t yet. It was a bluff.

“I know,” I said, “but, you know, I can’t control what he does.”

“I don’t recommend you do that.”

“My bosses really want to do this deal, and it doesn’t seem to be going anywhere, and…”

“Jason, when I was on your side of the desk I tried that old trick plenty of times,” Brian said, not unkindly.

“Huh?” I said, but I didn’t have the heart to carry the bluff all the way through. I touched my bruised rib cage. It was hardly painful anymore.

“Look, I wish I could tell you what’s going on with this deal, but I’m out of the loop. The bake-off went great, your price points are fine. I mean, I probably shouldn’t say it, but your price points are more than fine. Obviously there’s stuff going on upstairs that I’m not privy to.”

“Someone up there’s got a favorite or something?”

“Something like that, yeah. Jason, if I knew the whole story, I’d tell you. You’re a great guy, and I know you’ve worked your ass off on this deal, and if the product didn’t measure up, I’d be straight with you. Or if the numbers didn’t work. But it’s not that. I don’t know what it is.”

A beat of silence. “I appreciate your honesty, Brian,” I said. I found myself thinking about the egg-sorting machine again and wondering how they worked, exactly. “What day next week you coming up?”

 

My immediate boss was a woman, which, in this business, is unusual. Her name was Joan Tureck, and she was an area manager in charge of all of New England. I didn’t know much about her personal life. I’d heard she was gay and lived with a woman in Cambridge, but she never talked about her partner or brought her to company events. She was a little dull, but we liked each other, and she’d always supported me, in her low-key way.

She was on the phone when I came by. She was always on the phone. She wore a headset and was smiling. All the Entronics offices have narrow windows on either side of the doors so everyone can always see inside. There’s really no privacy.

Joan finally noticed me standing outside her office, and she held up a finger. I waited outside until she beckoned me in with a flick of her left hand.

“You talked to Lockwood Hotels this morning?” Joan said. She had short, curly, mouse brown hair with wisps of gray near the temple. She never wore any makeup.

I nodded as I sat.

“Nothing yet?”

“Nothing.”

“You think maybe it’s time to call in some reinforcements?”

“Maybe. I can’t seem to get to score with them.” I immediately regretted the sexual metaphor until I remembered that it was actually a sports term.

“We need that deal. If there’s anything I can do.” I noticed she looked unusually weary, almost beaten down. She had reddish brown circles under her eyes. She took a long sip of coffee from a cat mug. “Is that what you wanted to talk about?”

“No, something else,” I said. “You have a couple of minutes now?”

She glanced at her tiny wristwatch. “I’ve got a lunch any minute, but we could talk until my lunch date shows up.”

“Thanks. So, Crawford’s out of here,” I said.

She blinked, not helping me at all.

“And his whole posse,” I went on. “You’re probably moving up to the DVP job, right?”

She blinked, hesitated. “Bear in mind that, with the Meister acquisition, we’re going to be cutting back. Anyone who isn’t a top performer.”

As I thought, I bit my lower lip. “Should I start packing up my desk?”

“You don’t have to worry, Jason. You’ve made club four years in a row.” “Club,” or Club 101, was made up of those reps who’d outperformed, made 101 percent of their revenue numbers. “You’ve even been salesman of the year.”

“Not last year,” I pointed out. Last year the oily Trevor Allard got it and won a trip to Italy. He took his wife and then proceeded to cheat on her with some Italian chick he met at Harry’s Bar in Venice.

“You had a bad fourth quarter. Everyone misses a quarter now and then. Bottom line is, people buy from people they like, and everyone likes you. But that’s not what you came in to talk about.”

“Joan, do I have a chance at the area manager slot?”

She looked at me with surprise. “Really?”

“Yeah, really.”

“Trevor’s already put in for that, you know. And he’s lobbying pretty hard.”

Some of the guys called him Teflon Trevor, because he always got away with everything. He kind of reminded me of the unctuous Eddie Haskell in the old Leave It to Beaver TV show. I guess you can tell I waste a lot of time watching old reruns on TV Land.

“Trevor would be good. But so would I. Do I have your support?”

“I—I don’t take sides, Jason,” she said unhappily. “If you want me to put in a word for you with Gordy, I’m happy to do so; but I don’t know how much he listens to my recommendations.”

“That’s all I ask. Just put in a word for me. Tell him I want to be interviewed.”

“I will. But Trevor is—maybe more Gordy’s type.”

“More aggressive?”

“I guess he’s what Gordy calls a meat-eater.”

Some people called him other things that weren’t so nice. “I eat steak.”

“I’ll put in a word for you. But I’m not going to take sides. I’m staying completely neutral on this.”

There was a knock at her door. She made her little beckoning sign with her fingers.

The door opened, and a tall, handsome guy with tousled brown hair and sleepy brown eyes stood there and flashed her a perfect grin. Trevor Allard was long and lean and muscled and arrogant, and he still looked like the crew jock at St. Lawrence he’d been not too long ago. “Ready for lunch, Joan?” he said. “Oh, hey, Jason. I didn’t see you.”
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Kate was already home from work when I got in. She was lying on Grammy Spencer’s rock-hard couch reading a collection of Alice Adams stories. She was reading it for her book group, nine women she’d gone to school and college with who got together once a month to discuss “literary” novels written by female authors only.

“I’ve got a game tonight,” I told her after we’d kissed.

“Oh, right. It’s Tuesday. I was going to try this tofu recipe from the Moosewood Cookbook, but I guess you don’t have time, right?”

“I’ll just grab something on the way to the field,” I said quickly.

“How about a Boca Burger?”

“No, I’m fine. Really. Don’t bother.”

Kate wasn’t a great cook, and this new tofu kick was really bad news, but I admired her for cooking at all. Her late mother didn’t even know how. They’d had a full-time cook on staff until the money disappeared. My mom would come home from a long day working as a clerk-receptionist at a doctor’s office and make a big meal for Dad and me—usually “American chop suey,” which was macaroni and hamburger meat and tomato sauce. I’d never even heard of anyone who had a cook, outside of the movies.

“So I told Joan that I want to be interviewed for the job,” I said.

“Oh, honey, that’s terrific. When’s the interview?”

“Well, I don’t even know if Gordy will interview me for it. I’m sure he wants to give it to Trevor.”

“He has to at least interview you, doesn’t he?”

“Gordy doesn’t have to do anything.”

“He’ll interview you,” she said firmly. “And then you’ll let him know how much you want the job and how good you’ll be at it.”

“Actually,” I said, “I am starting to want it. If for no other reason than to keep Trevor from becoming my boss.”

“I’m not sure that’s the best reason, sweetie. Can I show you something?”

“Sure.” I knew what it was. It had to be some painting she’d discovered at work done by some impoverished “outsider” artist in some totally primitive style. This happened at least once a month. She would rave about it, and I wouldn’t get it.

She went to the entrance hall and came back with a big cardboard package out of which she pulled a square of cloth. She held it up, beaming, her eyes wide. “Isn’t it amazing?”

It seemed to be a painting of a huge black tenement building with tiny people being crushed beneath it. One of the tiny people was turning into a ball of blue flame. Another one had a bubble coming out of his mouth that said, “I am oppressed by the debt of the capitalist society.” There were oversized hundred-dollar bills with wings floating against a baby blue sky and on top of everything the words, “God Bless America.”

“Do you see how brilliant this is? That ironic ‘God Bless America’? That phallic building representing debt, crushing all the little people?”

“That looks like a phallus to you?”

“Come on, Jase. That massive physical presence, the engineering prowess.”

“Okay, I see that,” I said, trying to sound like I meant it.

“This is a painted story quilt by a Haitian artist named Marie Bastien. She was a really big deal in Haiti, and she’s just moved to Dorchester with her five kids. She’s a single mom. I think she could be the next Faith Ringgold.”

“That right?” I said. I had no idea who she was talking about.

“The luminosity of her colors reminds me of Bonnard. But with the raw, simple Modernism of a Jacob Lawrence.”

“Hmm,” I said, glancing at my watch. I picked up the American Express bill from the coffee table and opened it. “Very nice,” I said. I looked at the bill, and my eyes widened. “Jesus.”

“It’s bad, isn’t it?” she said.

“I am oppressed by the debt of the capitalist society,” I said.

“How bad?” Kate said.

“Bad,” I said. “But you don’t see me turning into a ball of blue flame.”
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You could hardly collect a more competitive bunch of guys than the sales team of Entronics USA. We were all recruited for our competitiveness, the way certain species of pit bulls are bred to be vicious. The company didn’t care if its sales reps were particularly smart—there sure weren’t any Phi Beta Kappas among us. They liked to hire athletes, figuring that jocks were persistent and thrived on competition. Maybe used to punishment and abuse too. Those of us who weren’t jocks were the outgoing, naturally affable types, the social chairman in college, frat guys. That was me. Guilty on all counts. I was on the Happy Hour Committee at U. Mass, which we called Zoo-Mass.

So you’d think that, for all the jocks on the sales force, our softball team would be formidable.

Actually, we sucked.

Most of us were in lousy shape. We took clients out to lunch or dinner all the time, ate well, drank a lot of beer, and didn’t have time to exercise. The only guys who’d stayed in shape were Trevor Allard, our pitcher, and Brett Gleason, our shortstop, who was your classic big dumb jock. Allard and Gleason were good buddies who hung out together a lot, played basketball together every Thursday night.

It was considered uncool to be too serious about our softball games. We had no uniforms, unless you count the ENTRONICS—BAND OF BROTHERS T-shirts that someone had made and that hardly anyone ever remembered to wear. We all chipped in to pay an umpire fifty bucks, whenever he was available. There’d be occasional arguments over whether someone was safe, or whether a ball was foul, but the disputes ended pretty quickly, and we got on with playing.

Still, no one likes to lose, especially dog-eat-dog types like us.

Tonight’s game was against the reigning champions of our corporate league, Charles River Financial, the behemoth mutual fund company. Their team was almost all traders, right out of college, and they were all twenty-two years old and over six feet tall, and most of them had played on the baseball team at some Ivy League college. Charles River hired them young, chewed them up and spit them out, and by the time they hit thirty they were gone. But in the meantime, they fielded one hell of a softball team.

The question wasn’t whether we’d lose. It was how badly they’d mop up the floor with us.

We played every Tuesday evening at the Stonington College field, which was carefully maintained, far better than we needed or deserved. It looked like Fenway. The outfield grass was turquoise and lush, perfectly mowed; the red infield dirt, some kind of clay and sand mix, was well raked; the foul lines were crisp and white.

The young studs from Charles River arrived all at the same time, driving their Porsches and BMWs and Mercedes convertibles. They wore real uniforms, white jerseys with pinstripes like the New York Yankees, with CHARLES RIVER FINANCIAL stitched across the front in looping script, and they each had numbers on their backs. They had matching Vexxum-3 Long Barrel aluminum-and-composite bats, Wilson gloves, even matching DeMarini gear bags. They looked like pros. We hated them the way a Sox fan hates the Yankees, deeply and irrevocably and irrationally.

By the time the game got under way, I’d forgotten all about the tow truck driver. Apparently he’d forgotten too.

It got ugly fast. Allard allowed seven runs—four of them a grand slam by Charles River’s team captain, a bond trader named Mike Welch who was a Derek Jeter look-alike. Our guys were visibly uptight, trying too hard, so instead of aiming for base hits they kept swinging for home runs and inevitably got pop-ups instead. Plus there was the usual parade of errors—Festino collided with a fielder, which was an out, and a couple of Allard’s pitches were ruled illegal because he didn’t have his foot on the rubber.

According to our rules, if a team is ten runs ahead after four complete innings, they win. At the end of the third inning, the Charles River studs were ahead, 10-0. We were discouraged and pissed off.

Our manager, Cal Taylor, sat there drinking from a small flask of Jack Daniel’s poorly concealed in a well-used paper bag and smoking Marlboros and shaking his head. I think he served as manager only to have company while he drank. There was the roar of a motorcycle nearby, coming closer, but I didn’t pay much attention to it.

Then I noticed, in the waning light, a tall guy in a leather jacket with a mullet walk onto the field. It took me a few seconds to recognize the tow truck driver from last night. He stood there for a few minutes, watching us lose, and then during the break I went up to him.

“Hey, Kurt,” I said.

“Hey.”

“You here to play?”

“Looks like you guys could use another player.”

 

Everyone was cool with it except, of course, Trevor Allard. We called a time-out, and we all huddled around Cal Taylor while Kurt hung back a respectful distance.

“He’s not an Entronics employee,” Trevor said. “You can’t play if you don’t have a valid employee number. That’s the rules.”

I wasn’t sure whether Trevor was just being his usual priggish self, or he’d heard that I’d put in for the promotion that he probably figured had his name on it.

Festino, who enjoyed twitting Trevor, said, “So? If they challenge him, he just says he’s a contract employee and didn’t know he wasn’t eligible.” He took advantage of the break to furtively slip the little bottle of Purell out of his pocket and clean his hands.

“A contract employee?” Trevor said with disgust. “Him?” As if a bum had just wandered onto the field from the street, reeking of cheap booze and six months of body odor. Trevor wore long cargo shorts and a faded Red Sox cap, the kind that comes prefaded, which he wore backwards, of course. He had a pukka shell necklace and a Rolex, the same kind of Rolex as Gordy had, and a T-shirt that said LIFE IS GOOD.

“You ever ask the Charles River guys for their photo IDs?” said Festino. “How do we know they don’t have their own ringers, from the Yankees farm team?”

“Or some guy named Vinny from the mailroom,” said Taminek, a tall, scrawny guy who did inside sales. “Anyway, Hewlett-Packard uses ringers all the time.”

“Yo, Trevor, you’re not objecting because this guy’s a pitcher, are you, dude?” Gleason razzed his buddy. He was an overdeveloped lunk with Dumbo ears, a lantern jaw, a blond crew cut, and bright white choppers that were way too big for his mouth. He’d recently grown a bristly goatee that looked like pubic hair.

Trevor scowled and shook his head, but before he could say anything further, Cal Taylor said, “Put him in. Trevor, you go to second.” And he took a swig from his paper bag.

 

All anyone had to say was “new hire,” and there were no questions asked. Kurt didn’t look like a member of the Band of Brothers, but he could have been a software engineer or something, as far as the Charles River team knew. Or a mailroom guy.

Kurt was assigned to bat third in the lineup—not fourth, like in a real baseball team, but third, because even in his Jack Daniel’s stupor, Cal Taylor understood that three batters would probably mean three outs, and we wanted to give the new guy a chance to show his stuff. And maybe save our asses.

Taminek was on first, and there was one out, when it was Kurt’s turn at bat. I noticed he hadn’t been warming up but had instead been standing there quietly, watching the Charles River pitcher and captain, Mike Welch, pitch. As if he were watching tapes in the clubhouse.

He stepped up to the plate, took a few practice swings with his battered old aluminum bat, and hammered a shot to left-center. The ball sailed over the back fence. As Taminek, and then Kurt, ran home, the guys cheered.

Kurt’s homer was like an electric shock from those ER paddles. All of a sudden we started scoring runs. By the top of the fourth, we had five runs. Then Kurt took the mound to pitch to a big, beefy Charles River guy named Jarvis who was one of their sluggers. Kurt let loose with a wicked, blistering fastball, and Jarvis swung and missed, his eyes wide. You’d never think a softball could travel so fast.

Kurt threw an amazing rise ball, then a change up, and Jarvis had struck out.

Festino caught my eye. He was grinning.

Kurt proceeded to strike out two more guys with a bewildering and unhittable assortment of drop curves and rise balls.

In the fifth inning, we managed to load the bases, and then it was Kurt’s turn at bat. He swung lefty this time, and once again drove the ball somewhere into the next town, trimming the Charles River lead to one.

Kurt struck them out, one two three, in the sixth, and then it was our turn at bat. I noticed that Trevor Allard was no longer complaining about our ringer. He hit a double, Festino singled, and by the time I struck out, we were up by two. Finally, in the bottom of the seventh, Kurt had struck out their first batter and allowed two hits—only because of our lousy fielding—when their guy Welch hit a slow grounder. Kurt scooped it up, fired to second, where Allard caught it, stepped, and threw to first. Taminek caught it and held it high for the third out. A double play, and we’d actually won our first game since prehistoric times.

All the guys thronged around Kurt, who shrugged modestly and gave his easy smile and didn’t say too much. Everyone was talking and laughing loudly, exuberantly, narrating instant replays, reliving the double play that ended the game.

The inviolable tradition after each game was for our opponents to join us for food and beer and tequila shots at a nearby bar or restaurant. But we noticed that the young studs from Charles River were heading sullenly for their German cars. I called out to them, but Welch, without turning around, said, “We’re going to pass.”

“I think they’re bummed out,” said Taminek.

“I think they’re in a state of shock,” said Festino.

“Shock and awe,” said Cal Taylor. “Where’s our MVP?”

I looked around and saw Kurt slipping out to the parking lot. I chased up to him and invited him to join us.

“Nah, you guys probably want to hang by yourselves,” he said. I could see Trevor, standing at his silver Porsche, talking to Gleason, who was sitting in his Jeep Wrangler Sahara, top down.

“It’s not like that,” I said. “It’s totally loose. Believe me, the guys would love to have a drink with you.”

“I don’t drink anymore, man. Sorry.”

“Well, whatever. Diet Coke. Come on.”

He shrugged again. “Sure you guys aren’t going to mind?”
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