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  BENDER


  PROLOGUE


  The first and second graders of Franklin Elementary spilled across the playground, a rush of colors against the black pavement. As they embraced the recess period following lunch, a lone figure stood in the shadows of the low-slung trees that bordered the schoolyard.


  Paul Larson searched for his two sons, one in each grade, and discovered them together, hopping with excitement, trading high-pitched chatter before they split in separate directions to pursue groups of friends.


  Paul stayed out of view. He did not want the boys to see him. He simply wanted to observe them for a few minutes, taking in this memory.


  Nate, the older one, joined a rowdy game of tag, while Gregory kicked through the bark chips on his way to the monkey bars. Paul soaked everything in — their glowing faces, gangly limbs and oblivious joy.


  They knew nothing about the horror that was eating him up inside.


  An adult stepped into the nest of little people, a male teacher assigned to manage the herd. Paul retreated further into the trees. His shoes sunk into soft grass, soaked from the previous night’s heavy rain. The teacher’s presence made him uncomfortable. Anyone spotting him would question his voyeurism, fearing a predator, and he did not want to stir a panic.


  He just wanted one last look at Nate and Gregory, recording their images like a camera, something to hold onto tight because he certainly couldn’t give them a real hug, not now, not ever again.


  “Can I help you?”


  The voice startled Paul. He realized he had been so focused on the scene before him that he hadn’t watched his back, and now an older gentleman in a blue work shirt approached; a school maintenance worker.


  “It’s okay, I’m a parent,” said Paul. “My boys — this is their recess time. I’m just checking on them.”


  “They’re fine,” said the maintenance man, eyes thin under heavy wrinkles. “We have a teacher watching the kids. At all times.” He said it in a chilly manner that implied, “So don’t attempt any mischief.”


  Paul didn’t want to argue with the man over the innocence of his presence. He didn’t want to draw attention. He didn’t want his sons to see him, cry out “Daddy!” and come running for an embrace.


  It was time to leave.


  Paul took a final look at his sons and then turned his back on them.


  “See you around,” said Paul to the maintenance man, a casual comment to fill empty space and blatantly untrue. He would not see this man ever again.


  Paul returned to his car in the elementary school parking lot. He refused to look at any other faces that would interfere with the images he held of his sons.


  “Goodbye,” he said quietly as he drove out of the lot. His throat ached and his eyes burned with tears. It was time.


  One day later


  Heart thumping all the way to his groin, Ricky led Olivia on a well-worn path through a tunnel of trees to his favorite secluded patch of Red Oak Woods, a place of privacy not visible to nearby roads or threatened by the encroachment of cookie-cutter housing developments.


  He was prepared for The Score. He had a breath mint, a condom, and a come-on line that was more savvy and sensitive than his failed come-on line the week before, which was, quite literally, “Come on!”


  He knew that Olivia was willing to lose her virginity to him, but she was not going to make it easy, mulling over the right moment with the type of deliberation usually reserved for signing a 30-year mortgage. She would not be prodded by his impulses.


  Today’s sequence of events built up quite nicely, starting with flirty notes passed in class and continuing with a mini make-out session between shelves in the back of the school library. More flirtations took place at lunch, followed by excellent test grades in social studies — unrelated to the matter at hand, but a positive factor nevertheless. When the bell rang to conclude the day at Denton High, Ricky knew he was off to the races. Olivia was officially In The Mood. He had to act fast on this limited time offer.


  Red Oak Woods beckoned.


  As he guided her to the chosen land, he tried to avoid running, but in truth he couldn’t reach his destination fast enough. Olivia giggled nervously and reached for his hand. The interaction of their fingers escalated his excitement.


  It was going to happen. It was really, really going to happen.


  Life was good...


  Until the smell smacked them.


  A heavy, foul odor advanced on the two teenagers like evil spirits carried by the wind. Ricky and Olivia slowed down and then stopped in their tracks, struck by the most horrible sight either one of them had witnessed in their combined thirty-two years of age.


  At first, Ricky thought it was some kind of burned animal carcass, but the shape and limbs were most definitely human. The entire corpse was shriveled and blackened with the head turned to look their way, as if expecting their arrival. Ricky could identify eye sockets and teeth, but no face. The corpse had been charred into anonymity.


  Olivia exclaimed, “Is that a body?” and then started screaming, sending frightened birds fluttering from the tree tops.


  One week later


  Television news trucks stamped with network logos jammed the front of St. Vincent Hospital, overwhelming the modest facility and plunging the small town of Denton into the national spotlight. A string of Denton police officers guarded curbside space for Indiana Governor Robert Wynn, expected to arrive in a matter of minutes. According to the police radio, the Governor’s plane had touched down at the local airstrip a few miles away.


  Krista Conte, the Governor’s press agent, paced through the packs of reporters. She wore red-rimmed half glasses, short black hair pushed to one side, and a pink pantsuit. Her steep stiletto heels, a crucial component of her wardrobe, gave her the necessary height to meet the Governor at eye level.


  Krista had been the Governor’s press agent for three years, most of it exhilarating, all of it exhausting. In her first few months, she fought for his trust. He challenged her decisions and picked at her processes. She survived the drilling where others had crumbled. Now he more or less allowed her to call the shots, a position earned but not taken for granted.


  “Just tell me what to say, when and where,” he often told her. “Make it work.”


  Early in their partnership, the Governor told Krista he wanted to hold press conferences only when he could present solutions. Although he didn’t use the word “hero” explicitly, she knew that’s how he wanted to be perceived... especially these days, with numbers in the polls being what they were.


  The health scare in Denton, a small downstate community, provided a perfect crisis for the Governor to conquer. He could ride into town on a white horse and save the day. It didn’t get more dramatic than dying children.


  When the black sedan with tinted windows arrived, it crept as close as possible to the hospital’s automatic doors, overlapping the sidewalk before coming to a halt. Governor Wynn emerged to the bellows of reporters fishing for a sound bite. Krista rushed to grab the Governor’s attention before anyone could intercept it.


  “Save it for the Q and A!” she shouted at the gathered media. She hustled the Governor into the building. Eric Hawkins, the young president of the hospital, met them inside the door and ushered them into his office.


  Secured inside the small white room, the Governor asked, “How bad is it?”


  “The second student died three hours ago,” responded Hawkins in a somber voice. “Same as the first. Fever, headaches and tremors, followed by a coma and fatal nerve damage. The third student is in a coma and deteriorating rapidly.”


  “What are their ages?”


  “Six, six, and seven. All from different families. Two boys and a girl.”


  “Do we still think it’s West Nile?”


  “Yes, but not the traditional West Nile Virus. This appears to be a different, more aggressive strain. It’s conceivable that something like this could mutate over time into a more deadly variant of the original virus.”


  “Do we have a doctor or scientist who can speak to that?” asked the Governor.


  “Yes,” spoke up Krista. “We’ve brought in a leading virologist who will talk about West Nile, this particular strain and public safety. He’s an expert in his field.”


  “What’s happening with the school?” asked the Governor.


  “It’s still under quarantine,” said Hawkins.


  “Anyone else sick?”


  “We have not encountered any new signs of infection. But everyone in the community is on high alert.”


  “Do we have health officials on the grounds?”


  “Yes. Department of Public Health and the U.S. Center for Disease Control.”


  “All right.” The Governor turned to Krista. “I need to go over my remarks. How much time do we have?”


  “We begin in forty-five minutes.”


  “Shit.”


  Hawkins told them, “I’m going to let my medical director know you’re here. He might have an update. In the meantime, feel free to use my office as your home base.”


  Krista thanked him and Hawkins left the room. Governor Wynn put on his reading glasses and began to flip through the contents of the blue action folder Krista had given him. The first page outlined the press conference agenda.


  “I’m just talking about the federal aid package, right?” he asked.


  “And offering your condolences.”


  “Of course. This cover sheet is the show flow?”


  “Right. Hawkins opens the conference. He’ll talk about the infected children and status of the third student. The principal will address safety concerns at the school and the suspension of classes. Then Terry Sullivan, the virologist, will talk about West Nile and the risk of infection. Then you come in at the end to talk about the federal aid money — how you fought for it and won it for the people of Indiana. You’ll discuss how it will be distributed across the state to pay for fog trucks, mosquito-abatement programs, aerial spraying, bird testing, PSAs and awareness campaigns. It’s all there in your speech.”


  “All right. Give me a minute to read through it. Is there anything else?”


  “Actually,” said Krista, and she hesitated to bring this up in the swirl of everything else, “I do have one other item.”


  He looked up at her over his reading glasses.


  She said, “The parents of the third student are here — the boy in the coma. I think it would be nice if you talked with them to offer your sympathy.”


  The Governor considered this for a moment and then said, “Fine. But not right now. Set it up for after the press conference. Tip off the TV crews; let’s get it on the record. Find a good backdrop, maybe the front lobby.”


  “Will do,” she said, watching his eyes return to his drafted remarks. “I’ll set it up. You read through your script, I’ll be back in a couple minutes.”


  Krista left the office and went looking for the intensive care unit. She found a member of the medical staff, who guided her to the boy’s parents. Krista was surprised to find the couple standing in a common waiting area and not closer to their son. She felt bad about approaching them for a photo op at this time of unimaginable grief. The couple may have looked younger a few days ago, but now they appeared aged and haggard.


  “Excuse me,” Krista said gently. “Are you Todd’s parents?”


  They nodded, shoulders slumped, looking at her with bloodshot eyes. Drained, they probably needed to sit down but were too restless to commit themselves to a chair.


  “My name is Krista Conte. I’m here with the Governor. He’s going to speak to the press, and then he’d like to meet with you personally to offer his prayers. Would you be able to see him in the lobby?”


  The couple looked at one another with blank expressions. The husband shrugged and said, “Sure.”


  The wife spoke up. “You said... you’re with the Governor?”


  “I work for his office. Yes.”


  “Then maybe you can help us.”


  “I can certainly try. What is it?”


  The woman said, “They won’t let us see our son.”


  Krista took this in, confused. “Right now or...?”


  “Ever since we got here,” said the boy’s father.


  The statement startled Krista. It didn’t sound right. “You haven’t seen him at all? Why?”


  “They’ve got his room blocked off,” said the mother. “We were told to wait here. They won’t answer our questions. They won’t let us see our own son. He’s dying in there and we can’t even be at his side!”


  Krista felt the mother’s pain. She wanted to help. “Let me see what I can do,” she said. “Hold tight.”


  Krista advanced into the intensive care wing but didn’t make it very far. Rounding a corner, she encountered two armed security guards standing in front of a sheet of clouded plastic, draped like a curtain to seal off the corridor. A zipper ran the length of the plastic.


  “Whoa, stop,” said one of the men. They didn’t wear hospital security uniforms, but didn’t look like police officers, either.


  “Why can’t the boy’s parents see their son?” asked Krista.


  “We have an extremely sensitive situation in there. The patient could be highly contagious. It’s too much of a risk.”


  Behind the clouded plastic, Krista saw movement — personnel in white hazmat suits — gliding like ghosts inside the corridor. The image sent a chill down her spine.


  “Couldn’t they wear the protective suits?” she asked.


  “We have orders,” came the response in a tone that discouraged further arguments.


  Krista realized Todd’s parents had followed her to the scene.


  “This is crazy!” exclaimed the father. His voice shook and his eyes turned fierce. “I want to know what’s going on in there!”


  The guards straightened up. One said, “Sir, back off...”


  “My brother is a doctor in Steuben County,” said the boy’s father, stepping forward. “He says all this security is absurd for a case of West Nile Virus. What’s really going on in there?”


  “I said back off.”


  “I want to see my son!” shouted the mother, and she burst into tears.


  Krista found herself caught in the middle of an ugly struggle that led to the father rushing the plastic sheet and getting knocked to the ground. The mother began screaming the name of her son over and over, as if pleading for him to emerge from his coma and run into her arms.


  Two more security guards arrived. One of them asked Krista to leave the wing. He was an older gentleman who looked more like a college professor than a true security guard. “Please understand,” he said. “We have to take every precaution until we know what we’re up against.”


  Krista left the area, but couldn’t get the mother’s desperate cries out of her head.


  Four hours later, the boy was dead.


  CHAPTER ONE


  Bill Rowe stared at the illuminated faces of his wife and daughter frozen in a happy moment in time, captured on his cell phone. He stored dozens of family photos on the device and called them up when he needed to summon strength.


  They were rock steady reminders of the priorities in his life, the things that truly mattered and guided his decision-making when he found himself facing that familiar fork in the road: the impulse and the smart choice.


  Right now the impulse was a scotch on the rocks in a clear plastic cup to smooth his jagged nerves before the 737 left the runway for Chicago. The smart choice was ginger ale.


  He hated the smart choice. But he couldn’t risk disappointing the weary faces behind the smiles on the tiny screen. He had done enough of that in the past few years to last a lifetime. Knock on wood, the Rowe family remained intact, but fragile. He knew that if he threatened their trust again, Gina would make good on her threats to leave him. Lesley would graduate high school with an estranged father. He would be in free fall, lost to the darkness.


  The smart choice was obvious but always under attack. In the arguments that persisted in his head, he could come up with plenty of reasons for indulging in the impulses right here and now.


  Reason number one: Flying made him tense. It was never comfortable, agitating him in countless ways, and his overactive mind liked to wander to worse-case scenarios.


  Number two: His destination made him tense. He was traveling from Boston to Chicago to present a public relations plan to an assembly of top executives from a distinguished Fortune 500 company. They were a notoriously tough crowd that liked to beat up their P.R. agencies, an unspoken right extended by the exorbitant agency fees. Bill was still new at this agency and needed successes — not train wrecks — on his report card.


  Finally, reason number three: Norman McBride.


  Norm sat in the next seat over but regularly entered the space on Bill’s side of the armrest, unable to settle down, like a child with ADHD. While Norm’s elbows and feet jabbed, his mouth kept going and going, like the Energizer rabbit. Norm was the coworker from hell: lots of personality, all of it abrasive, and not very bright or useful.


  Bill figured he was stuck with Norm because no one else wanted him. A simple case of pick on the new guy.


  Norm was an assistant account executive, managing details but less involved with the strategic planning. He was tagging along more to take notes and learn than to contribute. In theory. But Norm’s tendency to toss out awkward asides and make irrelevant observations threatened to wreak havoc on the flow of Bill’s presentation. Bill had spent days rehearsing to establish a good rhythm and nurture a positive rapport with the client. Norm was the wild card that would distract him, raise the tension and possibly derail the proceedings.


  Bill dreaded the next 12 hours.


  He absolutely needed a drink.


  But he kept his eyes on Gina and Lesley, and the drink remained intangible, a concept in his head with nowhere to go.


  Keeping his eyes on the photo provided a useful distraction. He remembered snapping the shot. It was Lesley’s sixteenth birthday and she got to pick the restaurant. Reflecting her blossoming maturity, she chose a classy Italian bistro, one of Boston’s finest, Ronnie’s. The date also marked eight weeks of sobriety for Bill as he embarked on this new chapter in his life. While others around them enjoyed red wine with their meals, Bill sipped water. Looking closely at the photo, Bill could see the shape of a wine bottle on the table behind them. Probably a nice merlot or maybe a cabernet...


  Whap!


  The flight attendants started slamming the overheads. Passengers buckled their seatbelts. The plane prepared for takeoff.


  “Better turn that thing off or you’ll crash the plane,” said Norm, pointing to Bill’s phone.


  Bill disabled it. Gina, Lesley and the wine bottle disappeared in a blink.


  Norm launched into a rambling monologue about the messy weather and threat of a thunderstorm, wondering aloud what would happen if lightning struck the wing.


  “It’s going to be a bumpy flight,” said Norm.


  “Yes,” said Bill, grabbing hold of the armrest as the engines hummed louder. “I know.”


  Bill’s father was an alcoholic, which provided a convenient excuse for Bill: it’s not my choice, it’s hereditary.


  Bill remembered the way liquor transformed his father. It fueled irrational rages. It changed the colors in his face, poisoned his breath and fogged his mind. The light left his eyes many years before his death at 60 from liver disease.


  Instead of turning Bill off drinking, it merely instructed him to be a better alcoholic: knowing how to cover it up and manage his drunk time so he could still function as household provider.


  It worked, sort of, for a while.


  Bill’s original plan was to limit all drinking to his social life and not let it disrupt work, but he managed to enter an industry where the two were intertwined: advertising.


  His job demanded insane hours with horrible deadlines, indifferent to families and the transitions of day to night. His work buddies became closer than family simply because he saw them twice as much. He discovered that crafting creative ad campaigns took a back seat to the constant cycle of attracting and retaining — also known as wining and dining — clients.


  Alcohol facilitated relationship building. Alcohol also supported creative brainstorming... rewarded success... and numbed the pain of defeat.


  Drinks appeared all the time, like an extra team member. It was a seamless extension of his college years, with the frat house replaced by a business enterprise. And it was co-ed.


  Bill’s first employer out of college, the Archway Agency, consisted of twenty people under the age of forty, most of them very attractive. He flirted with several of the women before locking in on Gina, a beautiful and temperamental Italian-American with large brown eyes and tumbling brown hair. They married within a year and within another year, she became pregnant with Lesley.


  Bill’s career was going well, so Gina left the agency to devote herself full-time to momhood. She settled down.


  Bill didn’t.


  As his responsibilities at the ad agency grew, his drinking increased. The often subjective manner in which his work was evaluated gave him feelings of powerlessness. Alcohol became the one thing he could rely on, a handy valve to release the pressure. In the beginning, he fooled himself into thinking the drinking helped him relax and cope. But in reality, it pushed him into poor judgment and bursts of rage. Once he got started, he couldn’t stop.


  Bill entered black holes that offered no memories. Others had to paint pictures of the person he became. When business was good, his behavior was tolerated. But when the economic cycle took a downturn, patience ran thin. His unreliability alienated colleagues and clients alike, and that was the end.


  The same beast that fed him drink turned on him for excessive drinking. Archway fired him.


  Bill blamed his departure on external factors — the loss of a major account — and joined another agency, the Boston branch of a New York firm. There were high hopes that one day he might relocate to Manhattan, a prospect that excited both him and Gina. But the opportunity never materialized and drinking consumed him again. When a cosmetics company appropriated ideas from one of his pitches and implemented them with another ad agency, Bill left a drunken, enraged voicemail for the vice president of marketing that was forwarded back to his bosses. Someone shared the recording with a trade publication and all hell broke loose. The agency had no choice but to fire him.


  Bill’s destructive behavior extended beyond his relationships at work and reached into his home. He was ruining his marriage. His arguments with Gina exploded into screaming matches that could be heard down the block.


  Lesley entered adolescence with a perpetual look of humiliation on her face. She kept to the sidelines for most of it, but finally lost her composure when her father turned up late, drunk and disruptive at one of her high school swim meets. He had been fired from his latest job for taking a swing at his boss — further lunacy driven by alcohol — and plunged into a marathon drinking session. Lesley screamed at him when they got home — a painful and shrill voice he had never heard come out of her before. She shut herself in her bedroom.


  Bill followed, stopping outside her door.


  For what seemed like eternity, he listened to her sobbing. The anguished sounds burned through Bill’s layers of selfishness and insensitivity until they awoke his heart. He thought to himself, Lesley doesn’t deserve this. Gina doesn’t deserve this.


  Standing outside Lesley’s bedroom, he knew he had to get sober or leave. His drinking was destroying three lives.


  Gina came up the stairs behind him. She didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to.


  Bill turned to his wife. He faced her silent tears. And then Bill succumbed. Everyone was crying now. A more pitiful scene could not be conceived. The family was in ruins. He looked into Gina’s eyes.


  “Please help me,” he said.


  Together they filled the kitchen sink with a mighty stew of alcohol. They emptied every bottle, can and flask. He watched it all go down the drain and sent a silent message to the streams of booze: better you than me. He surrendered the hidden alcohol around the house — tiny bottles stuffed in old shoes, in the pockets of forgotten coats, and inside a fishing tackle box. He revealed the bottle of vodka that fit snugly in an old stereo speaker in the basement. He got high marks from his family for honesty and ingenuity.


  They stood at his side throughout the ceremonial purging. This was a milestone event, the end of all denial.


  The collection of empty alcohol containers grew so massive that they chose to bypass the public display of curbside recycling bins and made a late night trek to fill a dumpster behind a grocery store on the other side of town.


  “This is embarrassing,” said Bill as they emptied the empties in a steady flow.


  “Welcome to my world,” said Gina.


  Bill fought the inner demons and stayed on course. Apart from one or two small lapses, he stopped drinking. The bad fog dissipated. He regained his focus and true self.


  He joined a chapter of Alcoholics Anonymous that met in a church basement three miles from his Natick home. He traded terrible stories with other sufferers. They all held the same tired, haunted look in their eyes. Some had already ruined their families to the point of no return.


  In that regard, he was lucky.


  Bill was matched with a sponsor, a tax attorney and fellow alcoholic named Matty, who was assigned to work Bill through the twelve guiding principles for recovery. Matty had been sober for 14 months and spoke highly of his “spiritual awakening.” But then, one day, Matty missed an appointment and never showed up again. Word spread that he had succumbed to the bottle and crashed his car into the front window of a dry cleaners.


  The A.A. group worked quickly to fill the void and partnered Bill with a kindly, older gentleman named Charlie Plum.


  Charlie was an ideal match because his plight was relatable. He worked in public relations and told stories that didn’t sound all that different from the grind of the advertising industry. He was a senior V.P. at Brock and Associates, one of Boston’s leading P.R. firms.


  After two decades of alcohol abuse, Charlie was on a sober streak that had lasted “three thousand, six hundred and twelve days.” He added, “And I’ve never felt better.”


  They met twice a week at a small diner populated by blue-collar workers. Bill ordered sandwiches and Charlie ordered ice cream sundaes, having designated sweets as his alcohol substitute. Gray-haired and balding, nearly a full generation older than Bill, Charlie became like a father figure. After sharing his own war stories, Charlie worked with Bill to face the errors of his past. Charlie would clasp his hands above his protruding belly and offer words of wisdom and encouragement. His round, open face expressed sympathy. He was a focused listener.


  Bill talked. He populated the timeline of his life. He reached back deep, surfacing stories of his father’s alcohol binges and violent outbursts. The more he described his father’s characteristics, the more he realized he was describing himself.


  “I’m a shitty drunk,” he told Charlie. “I know other drinkers, they can settle down, the alcohol numbs them and they become passive. But for me, it sets me off. It’s like I have a powder keg inside me and drinking lights the fuse. It unleashes all the destructive behavior I would never otherwise do.”


  He confessed to idiotic fights in dumpy bars and the time he took a swing at his boss.


  “It’s not good for your career when your boss has you arrested,” said Bill.


  “Have you ever struck a family member?” asked Charlie.


  Bill glanced away from Charlie’s eyes. He felt his muscles tighten and wanted to clutch a drink. He chose his words carefully, but there was no easy way to make the admission.


  “There was an altercation. It was the worst thing I ever did.”


  “Your daughter?”


  “God, no.”


  “Your wife.”


  Bill nodded.


  “You were drunk?”


  “Absolutely obliterated."


  “You hit her?”


  “Not exactly.”


  “What happened?”


  Bill stared at a cartoon drawing of a hamburger and malt holding hands on the menu. He pushed his words out.


  “She said something to me...something hurtful...that I deserved. And I grabbed her. By the neck.”


  “You choked her?”


  “It all happened so fast. I meant to grab her by the shoulders, and my hands landed on her throat. It might have been a couple of seconds. It doesn’t matter. She called the police. She had me arrested. At that point, I figured we were through...” He took in a sharp draw of air.


  Charlie said nothing in the silence that followed, waiting for him to continue.


  “I hit rock bottom,” said Bill. “I had an affair with another woman. She owned a restaurant. We were friends and I came on to her. It lasted a few days. I was drunk for most of it. I got fired again. And then there was the episode at Lesley’s swim meet where I embarrassed her in front of all of her friends and their families...”


  Bill shut his eyes. Nothing could dull the pain of the memories.


  Charlie said, “It’s all gone now, Bill. You’re never going back to being that person again, are you?”


  “Absolutely not.”


  “And why not?”


  “Because I am sober.”


  “Yes. You are.”


  “And I love my family. And that is stronger than any of this other bullshit.”


  “Priorities.”


  “That’s right.”


  “And where’s drinking on that list of priorities?”


  “It fell off the list. It’s gone forever.”


  One evening, after consuming a triple-scoop fudge sundae, Charlie pushed away his plate and asked Bill about his job prospects.


  “I’m interviewing,” responded Bill. “But I’m going to have to widen my net. I think I’ve burned all my bridges in the advertising world.”


  “How about advertising’s bastard stepchild, public relations?”


  Bill thought about it and shrugged. “I’ve been with ad agencies that have P.R. functions. I’m familiar enough with it. It wouldn’t be a big stretch.”


  “Your skills would translate. It’s still about driving public perception.” Charlie leaned closer. “Listen, I can’t make any promises. But I might have an opportunity for you.”


  Charlie described an open position at Brock and Associates, the P.R. firm where he was a senior V.P. “We have an opening for an account manager. We need someone who is good at media pitches, brand management and finding creative hooks. Someone who can create a buzz around product launches.”


  “I can do that. I’d like to look into it. Who should I talk to?”


  “Your first interview would be with me. Formal, at the office. Then you’d meet the head of the firm, Jeffrey Brock.”


  Bill nodded and said nothing. He knew Jeffrey Brock — not well, but well enough. Brock lived in one of the bigger homes in south Natick. He sped around town with scowling impatience in his silver Mercedes. His son Scott attended the same high school as Lesley.


  Jeffrey Brock was a prick and his son was a snob. That wasn’t just Bill’s opinion. It was general consensus in the community.


  But Bill wouldn’t let it stand in his way. Beggars can’t be choosers, he told himself.


  Above all, he was flattered.


  “You have faith in me,” he said to Charlie.


  “I have a sixth sense about these things. I believe you can be a real asset to the firm. I’m probably going to retire by the end of the year. They’re looking for new blood. You’re still young. You have the skills. You have a lot of good years ahead of you. You need a place to start fresh. I think you should give it a shot.”


  Bill went home that night, sat in front of the computer with a 7-Up, and conducted some research. He typed “Brock and Associates” into a search engine and read everything he could find. By all accounts, Brock and Associates was a respected agency doing booming business. They had a good mix of national and local clients from a variety of industries, including Hewlett-Packard, Reebok and Liberty Mutual.


  The position itself would be a medium-sized step backward in pay and responsibilities. But he was prepared. He would have to earn back what he had lost. He could do that.


  Bill liked the potential of working with Charlie Plum. Charlie was sweet and earnest. He was sympathetic to Bill’s plight because he had been there himself. Above all, he had extended a hand to Bill when Bill needed it most.


  Charlie rescued him. And for that, Bill was eternally grateful.


  Bill met with Charlie at the headquarters of Brock and Associates in Boston’s Back Bay neighborhood. Brock leased an impressive stretch of offices across the fourteenth floor of a high-rise near Prudential Center.


  For once, the two of them didn’t discuss alcohol or regrets. They faced one another across an uncluttered desk, wearing suits and ties. They focused on the firm, the open position and Bill’s qualifications. Bill shared a portfolio of his best work. Charlie discussed the firm’s major accounts and success stories. He described the layout of the organization and general working environment.


  Then Charlie led Bill to Jeffrey Brock’s office for the big interview. They walked down a corridor lined with framed media coverage secured for clients in The Wall Street Journal, New York Times, Washington Post, Fortune, and Forbes.


  Jeffery Brock was an intense, balding man with blue eyes that glared out from under a prominent forehead. He listened, expressionless, as Bill described his job history.


  Bill wondered if Charlie had clued him in on his alcohol troubles. Certainly, Bill’s resume had enough skips and jumps to warrant suspicion. Then again, the ad business was filled with turnover.


  If Jeffrey Brock knew about Bill’s messy past, he said nothing about it.


  He spoke in an even tone about the firm’s stellar reputation and many industry awards. He cited the agency’s areas of expertise, which included market positioning, crisis communications and IPOs.


  “We put our clients on top. And we make sure they stay there,” said Brock. “We are accessible to them 24-7. We do not go to sleep at night until we know their needs have been met. There’s no margin for error. These companies have options. They’ll leave if we don’t deliver our best every time. We have an outstanding track record for retention. It’s our most important scorecard.”


  “I understand completely,” said Bill.


  Brock didn’t warm up until the end of the interview. As Brock stood to walk Bill to the door, he said, “Your girl... I believe she’s in the same grade as my son Scott.”


  “Yes. A junior at Natick High.”


  “Small world,” said Brock, and he smiled for the first time. He shook Bill’s hand. “We’re interviewing several candidates. We should be reaching a decision soon. We’ll stay in touch. Thank you for coming in.”


  After a nerve-wracking week of waiting — made all the more jittery by the lack of alcohol to soothe him — Bill received the phone call from Jeffrey Brock himself delivering the good news.


  Bill had a job offer. A good job with a strong company. He would be employed again with a paycheck, benefits, and opportunities to showcase his skills and talents.


  His proudest moment was telling Gina and Lesley. The new job symbolized rebirth. The door had firmly shut on his past. The new chapter had begun.


  Bill’s first few months at the P.R. agency were shaky, but promising. He soon found a good rhythm, built productive relationships, and delivered on Jeffrey Brock’s high expectations. His work hit the mark and clients were pleased. Before long, he was trusted with one of the firm’s biggest accounts, a pharmaceutical giant named HealthCorp headquartered in Chicago.


  HealthCorp had developed a revolutionary new cholesterol drug and expected big things from the product launch. Bill was charged with building a public relations plan that would give the company a huge splash in the marketplace.


  “This is your moment to shine,” Charlie told him during a nostalgic hamburger dinner at the diner they had frequented so often during their A.A. sessions. “The bases are loaded. The stands are full. A homerun wins the game. And you are stepping up to the plate.”


  “I live for those moments, Charlie,” said Bill.


  “Are you nervous?”


  “Butterflies.”


  “Good butterflies?”


  Bill knew where Charlie was going. “I’m staying sober. I’m not going to throw it all away. I’ve got a good job. I’ve got a great family. And I’m going to hold onto them with everything I’ve got.”


  The words came easy.


  The reality was hard...


  Bill reflected on the butterfly conversation as he sat in his seat on the 737 soaring to Chicago. The butterflies felt more like a cloud of bees swarming in his chest and arms.


  His surroundings conspired to put him on edge. Jolts of turbulence lit up his nerves. The large woman in front of him leaned her chair back to nearly place her head in his lap. The baby behind him power-assaulted his senses through piercing cries and a pungent aroma. And Norm McBride talked nonstop, undeterred by the lack of response, commenting on every article in the airline magazine, punctuating his unfunny asides with nutty laughter.


  If that wasn’t enough, one of the most critical presentations of Bill’s career awaited. In a few short hours, he would face the top executives of one of the largest companies in the $200 billion pharmaceutical industry.


  When an airline attendant came by to take drink orders, Bill heard a voice in his head respond, “Scotch and water.”


  But his outer voice said, “Ginger ale” with all the dispassionate flatness that the beverage deserved.


  The smart choice won out over the impulse once again, extending an impressive winning streak. The impulse vowed to return, beaten but not conquered. The battle with alcoholism would continue, hoping to wear him down or catch him in a weak moment.


  Bill Rowe shut his eyes. He focused again on Gina and Lesley and the four simple words that held together his delicate future.


  Don’t screw it up.


  CHAPTER TWO


  Bill and Norm sat side-by-side on the edge of a handsome bench, a pair of tiny figures in the expansive skyscraper lobby, waiting to be summoned by the corporate deities to the top floor. The two of them claimed the lobby all to themselves, aside from the elderly security guard at the reception desk. He barely moved, occasionally licking his lips, serving more as an element of décor than a true occupant. On the wall behind his shriveled head, a flat-screen monitor delivered a silent display of the latest news headlines and stock market activity. Norm commented on each headline, while Bill’s eyes traveled the marble floor patterns. The patterns led to an arrangement of granite planters sprouting healthy, green foliage — welcome signs of life in the mausoleum-like trappings.


  Bill’s posture straightened every time he heard a chime from the elevator bank. The first two chimes were false alarms but the third one produced a thin, silver-haired woman in a business suit who came straight at them, heels striking the floor in loud pops.


  “Mr. Rowe? Mr. McBride? Welcome. I’m Anton Lawrence’s assistant, Jo. Have you received your badges? I’ll take you to the board room. They’re running a few minutes behind schedule.”


  Bill and Norm followed Jo into a private elevator. It delivered them to the executive suites without making stops. Jo offered a pleasant string of small talk. When they reached the 93rd floor, Norm exclaimed, “Whoa, my ears just popped.”
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