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I.
Office Politics
Chapter 1
The Mendacity of Truth
The moment Vinnie walked into the room, he knew something was wrong. His boss was standing behind his desk, surrounded by scattered papers, watching the numbers on his fancy atomic clock tick upward: 8:43:10 . . . 8:43:11 . . . 8:43:12. This was not an ordinary Wednesday, the last day of a bright September.
But the dead giveaway that something was wrong was the way Dan greeted Vinnie: “A complete fucking screwup.”
Vinnie froze. Dan didn’t curse—never cursed. In fact, he was offended by others cursing, and Vinnie’s own cursing had almost cost him his job.
Learning not to curse had been Vinnie Briggs’s first lesson from Dan. Two years earlier, Vinnie had approached the interview chair, looked out the window behind Mr. Dan Livorno—senior executive at DV&N—and sung out, “Fuckin’-A view. You can see fuckin’ Queens.”
While no other job applicant would start an interview with that kind of language, Vinnie couldn’t help himself—which was probably why he was so desperate for a job. To Vinnie, cursing was like breathing: it just happened. But apart from this unfortunate proclivity, Vinnie was otherwise an astute, polite young man, barely twenty-two.
Dan sat in his prestigious corner office in the Hawthorne Building, above Second Avenue and Forty-Fifth, with a spectacular view of the East River, Queens, and on a good day, planes in flight at La Guardia. He fixed his interviewee with a stare. “Mister Briggs, there’s no need to curse. Lacing an opinion with curses reveals nothing meaningful about a person’s thoughts. And I would prefer that you not curse in my office.”
Fuck, Vinnie thought at the time. So much for getting the executive assistant position at Del Vecchio & Neale. After that, Vinnie saw no reason to sit—his interview was doomed. He knew that Dan had only included him among the final eight—culled from two hundred—because Dan’s sister-in-law, Rachel, had twisted the man’s arm. It had been a lucky break, and ten seconds into the interview Vinnie had already blown it.
“I’ve fuckin’ screwed this, haven’t I?” he said. “I’m sorry to have wasted your time, sir. I’m truly fuckin’ sorry.”
Squinting his eyes, Vinnie waited to be dismissed, watching the seconds click by on the atomic clock that sat on the executive’s desk. But Dan extended his hand. “No, Mister Briggs, you can sit. You’ve just expressed your thoughts very succinctly. Let’s continue and see what surprise comes next… with less cursing, please.”
Three days later Vinnie called Rachel: “Rach, you’re talking to the new administrative assistant at DV&N! I fuckin’ told Dan he wouldn’t regret it, and he said, ‘Let’s hope I fuckin’ don’t.’” For two years after that, Vinnie liked to tell people he was Dan Livorno’s last “fuck.”
He wished now that had remained true.
Dan never regretted hiring Vinnie, despite his foul mouth—and to be fair, Vinnie did manage to curtail his cursing by perhaps seventy percent. And two years later, they were best friends. Vinnie knew Dan’s ways as well as he knew his own, so to see Dan’s office in a mess was a surprise, and to hear him cursing was a shock.
Bending down to pick up some papers strewn on the floor, Dan mumbled to himself. He turned to Vinnie and his mouth slightly opened, but then it closed again, holding back whatever he had been about to say.
“Talk to me, Dan.”
Dan sighed and looked at his computer screen, frowning. “I was working on my economic model, and Bill’s voice came booming across the room. He burst in here with his usual yappy good morning…”
Vinnie’s mouth barely opened. “And? Are you okay?”
“He came in and stood there.” Dan pointed to the door. “Had the nerve to say, ‘Good morning, Dan.’ Good morning, my ass.”
Vinnie’s head shook.
“Told me the proposal presentation has been moved from Monday.” With his fingers pulling on his lower lip, Dan made a contorted grimace. “You know what he said? I’ll tell you. ‘I know it’s a bummer, but you’ll be fine.’ And then he laughed. ‘Har har, har har.’” Dan imitated Bill’s notorious laugh with its harsh R sound, a good imitation. “I heard him belch from across the room. Big man Bill Barrington, fucking executive VP at Del Vecchio & Neale, Incorporated, and he belched. He’d been drinking before nine o’clock. The man I report to, drinking before noon.”
“So, how long’s the delay?”
“Delay! No, Vinnie, not delayed. The meeting’s been moved forward. Moved to tomorrow. Bullshit. This is plain bullshit.”
The presentation was the final step before the DV&N board decided whom to promote to the new Executive Director position—heading up the newly created European Operations office in Paris. Dan was one of two finalists; the other was Linda Lords, his counterpart at the DV&N California office.
Vinnie thought Dan looked capable of eating him, the furniture, the entire thirty-fifth floor.
“No way. That’s fuckin’ ridiculous. He can’t change it in one day.”
“That’s what I said. I argued, but Bill had all his bases covered. I reminded him about the delays in retrieving the crucial European data—data I’ve been promised. I’ve waited weeks for that data, as you know. And it was Bill who promised to fix the delay in the first place!”
Again Vinnie’s head shook. “Son of a bitch. Dan, let’s talk to Gary.” Gary Del Vecchio, co-founder and president of Del Vecchio & Neale, could overrule Bill Barrington.
With his head bowed toward the desk, Dan sighed. “You know what else he said to me? He said, ‘Dan, you’re always prepared. You’re an Eagle Scout. I have every confidence in you.’” Dan looked up. “He’s a bullshitting drunk, that’s what he is. He told me the rescheduling couldn’t be helped. All due to some crisis in LA with our Northrop Aviation account.”
The rest of the story came in spasms, but Dan had already hit the high note: the Paris presentations would be tomorrow morning—ready or not—and would be followed by the board’s decision. A decision that was suddenly looking not at all favorable to Dan, seeing as he didn’t even have his core data yet. Apparently they needed to accelerate the schedule so that Linda could be back in California on Thursday night, followed by Bill on Friday. They wanted to show Northrop that DV&N’s senior executive VP could make on-site decisions.
“He said it’s the same for Linda as it is for me,” Dan continued. “Level playing field; might even be worse for her. Reminded me that Northrop is our biggest West Coast client, even cited the DV&N motto, ‘Clients first, that’s the DV&N way,’ as if I don’t know.”
Dan had suggested to Bill several alternatives that seemed, to him at least, far more reasonable. “But nothing I said convinced him,” he finished.
“Anything… else?” At this point, Vinnie was almost afraid to ask.
Dan picked up a ruler, letting the sharp edge roll over his shirtsleeve and then slapping his palm with the flat side. “The usual Barrington gossip. Gave me Gary’s itinerary. Next week Argentina, then a Miami break. Bill said, ‘Screwing his boyfriend up the ass.’ Classic Bill.” The ruler slapped twice. “Asked if Gary forced me to hire you to increase the number of office faggots. Told me what I need is an assistant with big tits, not a little queer. I hate that man, and he’s my supervisor.”
Vinnie rocked quietly on the balls of his feet. Did he imagine his squeaking rubber heels reverberating through all thirty-five floors above New York’s canyon at 9:15:42 a.m.? The telephone squealed, went unanswered.
“I’m sorry, Vinnie. I shouldn’t have repeated that.”
Each man knew evil had been in the room. Vinnie wanted a declaration of war. Dan slapped his palm, ran the edge of the ruler over his forearm. Vinnie thought, When you’re fucked, you’re fucked.
“I’ll stay all night,” Vinnie said. “You’ll still outshine Linda. And as Bill said, it’s the same for her as you. Stop worrying over the missing data. Big deal.”
Leaning across his desk, Dan said, “Vinnie, you’re missing the point. The data…” He inhaled, sputtered. “The goddamn data. My forecast model is a breakthrough—it predicts what happens when markets collapse. But I need the 2001 and 2008 data to prove it. Without it, all I have is extrapolation and speculation. I’ve invented a completely new way to respond after market crashes, against convention. But in today’s investment climate, no financial services company would try my model unproven. Even Gary’s belief in me won’t go that far.
“I put DV&N at the head of the financial pack. Now this is my shot to set a whole new paradigm. And you and I both know the board won’t accept my word without data. They won’t risk Europe. It’s over. I’m screwed.” Dan’s hand moved swiftly, wiping moist eyes, a Vinnie move.
“I still believe you’ll win,” Vinnie said quietly. “But if not, you’ll have this job—and a quarter-million salary plus the bonuses, I might add. Sure, matters are complicated if Ginny takes her Bloomingdale’s Paris job, but you can afford to commute. You’ve said you don’t see her much during the week anyway. What’s with the feeling so fuckin’ sorry for yourself?”
The ruler flew from Dan’s hand across the desk. Vinnie ducked. “It’s not the goddamn money, Vinnie. I don’t want to talk about it. Please leave, I need to think.”
Vinnie backed away. He knew it wasn’t the money, knew it really had to do with Dan’s marriage. And knew better than to tell Dan that he knew.
With a pause before he closed Dan’s office door, Vinnie turned to catch a glimpse of his boss swiveling in his chair to look out the window. What’s he see? Paris?
****
Back at his desk, Vinnie muttered aloud. “I fuckin’ love my boss. Best boss ever. Best friend, too. There’s more to this than Northrop, more to Dan’s upset. Look at him, hunky, handsome, with a cute bubble ass…”
Using a slightly higher voice, Vinnie answered himself: “Now, Vinnie, keep your mind off Dan’s ass.”
Vinnie snapped back: “Yeah, fuck you.”
Vinnie made a resolution. “I’ll help Dan and I’ll find a way to screw that homophobic Barrington.” After all, Bill had screwed Vinnie over, too, in addition to denigrating him.
Joining Dan in Paris had never felt right for Vinnie. He had told Dan, “I’ll never leave the City.” So Dan had somehow arranged a DV&N scholarship for Vinnie to attend NYU’s Stern School for a master’s in marketing. And Dan had been emphatic that the scholarship stood, independent of Dan winning Paris. But Vinnie didn’t see it that way. In his mind, his fate depended on Dan moving to Paris. Dan would start his new life, and Vinnie would start his own.
His future, his friend’s future, and his own dignity depended on finding out what Bill Barrington was up to. Vinnie would show him who was getting screwed up the ass.
Chapter 2
Daydreams and Nightmares
The mouse pointer wandered aimlessly around the screen in response to Vinnie’s idle pushes. He was ruminating, struggling to understand. Why had Bill decided to keep Dan from getting the Paris job? Surely that’s what this was about. And fuck Barrington with his anti-gay remark. If victory’s not possible, revenge is.
Like a dog at a car door, Vinnie poked into the corridor: go or stay. Vinnie returned to his desk, deciding to call Blanca rather than chance running into Bill. Blanca Santos, Bill’s executive secretary and Vinnie’s close work friend, answered her phone.
“What the fuck, Blanca?”
“Uh-oh,” Blanca replied. “Sounds like I better take my shoes off for this one.”
Vinnie loved Blanca’s fascination with shoes and her boast that she had more shoes than anyone at DV&N. Six-inch heels gave Blanca her distinctive click-clack clawing sound along DV&N’s hallways. The two friends were soul mates, bound by differences and similarities. Blanca, Puerto Rican, married, had two young sons and lived in a single-family Garden City house. Vinnie, a single gay man with no partner, resided in a West Village one-bedroom. Both had grown up in tough neighborhoods and had suffered humiliation from the epithets flung at them—Blanca’s were usually Rican or island monkey, while Vinnie’s were wop, mick, or faggot, depending on the bigot in question. But they’d long ago realized that their biggest difference was their bosses. “Chalk and cheese, Vinnie,” Blanca had said. “Mine’s a fondillo and yours un santo.”
Asshole versus saint.
Vinnie gave Blanca a rundown of events. “Blanca, why? A fuckin’ last-minute problem in California?”
“You’re right, Vinnie, sounds like Shithead’s up to something. I had no idea.”
Like Vinnie, Blanca knew her boss well. It was during a happy hour game for the executive staff klatch—which typically included Vinnie, Blanca, Shareen Cooper, DV&N’s office manager, and Maria Benfatto, executive assistant to CEO Gary Del Vecchio—when Blanca chose Bill’s hypothetical Facebook nickname and nom de guerre, Shithead.
“And what’s up with Dan?” Blanca added. “I mean, sounds like he’s nearly in tears.”
A small cough almost gave Vinnie away. He had intended to tell Blanca about Dan’s marital problems—it was Vinnie’s one secret from Blanca—but wouldn’t betray that information until after Dan was safely ensconced in Paris.
Blanca grumbled. “I have to agree, Bill’s up to something, and it probably involves Linda too. I’m stumped.”
****
Behind his closed office door, Dan’s thoughts went in a thousand directions. Vinnie thinks I want more money. If only he knew. He thinks I’m as crass as Bill and Linda.
Like Vinnie, Dan believed he’d lost. Unlike Vinnie, he didn’t mean only the job; he and Ginny needed Paris, to resolve their marital issues.
Last night, Dan had hoped to end the last year’s pie-sliced marriage: good, bad, awful. At first, the long silences had seemed like nothing, easily explained. But after a while, that nothing had become something.
He still remembered the exact day when his lust for Ginny had begun. She had entered the lecture room with her treasure-packed body. He loved her silky voice, the melodic way she spoke. Their first sex sealed his love, but it also triggered his anxiety over rejection.
Now, his teenage torment resurfaced. Someone would steal Ginny from him. He had the cheerleader stolen from him, his first love, and he’d been humiliated by it. He’d never forgotten. It could happen again.
Sex, thought-provoking conversations, debates, and engagement in each other’s work had filled their first years of marriage. In hindsight, the day they moved to Central Park West was the day they lost their synchronicity.
“Dan, he’s so big and strong. You can see his muscles from across the room. He trains me hard, and I feel the difference.” This had been Ginny’s non-stop refrain for weeks.
“That’s great,” Dan said as if it were nothing. Teenage angst returned. Is this oversized man seducing my wife? Is he the football captain incarnate that takes the cheerleader from me, like last time?
“I’m training late, so eat without me,” became another commonplace refrain.
Dan complained. “Ginny, ‘eat’ will become ‘live,’ and soon you’ll never be here.” Dan held back his other thoughts: home after nine… ten-minute quickies, if at all. He imagined Ginny doing it with her freakish muscle-bound trainer.
“Vinnie, how do you know if someone is unfaithful?” He regretted using the old ruse, “Doctor, I have a friend with a problem. No, not me…” He hoped Vinnie didn’t know he was talking about himself.
But Vinnie did. Ginny had relayed Dan’s complaints to her sister Rachel with the touch of a speed dial. There were no secrets among sisters, according to Swinburne family tradition. And Rachel had phoned Vinnie, which was Rachel’s tradition.
Now Dan pressed his palm flat against the glass of the thirty-fifth-floor window and peered between his fanned fingers at the street below. Polka dots scurrying to and fro. He remembered Ginny bursting out that she’d been offered Bloomingdale’s Paris chief of bureau. And that she had wangled responsibility for organizing this year’s annual November Paris extravaganza, the Spring Collection show.
Paris was going to change everything for them.
Dan drifted to the handcrafted filing cabinet across the room, his index finger running across the wood. We had fantastic sex for a week. After Ginny’s big news, she had reduced her training, needing more time at home to organize her Paris show.
He had helped her plan, and she had given him sex in return.
“I’ll transfer to DV&N’s Paris office,” Dan had said. He had intended to take a lower position, doing mundane analysis; he didn’t tell her that it was because he’d do anything to get Ginny away from her muscle-bound trainer. And then, out of the blue, DV&N announced a new Europe division, Paris-based, with an executive director position open. Everything was finally falling into place.
“Ginny, it’s too good to be true.”
Dan drummed the filing cabinet with a cadence of defeat: It was too good, wasn’t it? By mid-June, Ginny had resumed full-time training, which Dan blamed on his working long hours on his economic model to win Paris.
Oh well. Doesn’t matter now.
And just like that, they went from marital bliss to a near sexless marriage. Dan’s hand slid across his forehead. What happened last night? Returning to his desk chair, Dan swiveled and faced the outside window. What did happen?
****
The Night Before
Meandering to the bedroom, Dan mumbled his exhaustion and Ginny grunted. He’d had a grueling day: rising at six a.m., twenty-five pool laps, working until seven-thirty p.m., dead tired by ten. For no reason, he hissed, “A dumb jerk going across lanes collided into me on my tenth lap.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I threw him across three lanes. My bottled-up energy I guess, so I tossed him like a piece of paper.”
Ginny’s words rolled out. “Really! So strong. You must be working out to be able to lift and throw a man.”
“Not really. We were in water.”
“Yeah, but once he was out. Let me feel those muscles.”
Three steps on long legs and taut calves brought Ginny next to Dan. “Make them bulge, the way you did when you tossed that nitwit.”
Dan raised his arm, Ginny’s fingers cruising the surface. Her other hand pulled the fabric taut, melding shirt to skin. “How hard. The guy must have been scared.”
“And he complained, too. Management wasn’t happy, but DV&N’s corporate membership saved me from being barred. The jerk received a warning about pool etiquette, which was fair.”
“Or you’d have crushed him, right?”
“Uh, no, I wouldn’t. Why would you say that?”
“But you could if you wanted to, right?”
“I suppose. I certainly have bottled-up energy. I could probably crush a dozen guys at once.”
A sorcerer’s words to Ginny.
Minutes later, on the bed’s edge, his shirt and socks removed, Dan watched Ginny sally over to him in clinging sheer lingerie unseen for months. Beneath were matching silk bra and panties.
“Are you wearing high heels?”
Breasts advanced on Dan. She saw his desire and anticipated her own by embellishing the pool toss narrative: Dan’s brute strength had destroyed the puny speck of a man.
Whether that narrative was real or imaginary, the advance of Ginny’s crème Chantilly-filled breasts plunged Dan’s face into Purgatory Chasm. He accepted Ginny’s invitation to explore, both above and below. His tongue felt her firm nipples. Eternity passed as Ginny’s freshly painted Andy Warhol mouth pressed against his lips. She endorsed the rise in his pants.
“Take them off. Make your cock rise as high as you can.” Ginny’s sex talk had never excited Dan, but he accepted her banter. Her hips raised and her squeeze tightened. “These big muscles are so strong. Make them harder. Show me the strength you used to toss that wimp.”
Dan’s body arched, his chest tensed, and he flexed. Ginny’s breasts pressed into him, her grip tensing as Dan’s pelvis jerked.
With each jolt his testicles ached, Ginny’s fingers pushing them up. He watched her wide smile as he ejaculated. Harmony had been restored.
Completely spent, Dan barely heard Ginny’s whisper. “I love you.”
She meant it, and Dan said the same with glee, a truth he had never abandoned.
“We’ll be happy in Paris, won’t we? Do you promise, Dan?”
****
Less than twelve hours later, Dan sensed his broken hallelujah. His office chair creaked, loaded down by his thoughts. What did Ginny really want? Didn’t she realize he wanted to take her away from her trainer?
With the promise he’d made the night before now broken, Dan rose and half-sat on the desk, anticipating heavier thoughts. Twelve hours ago Paris had been a certainty; now it was certainly gone. Worse: the original idea he’d had—to take a lower-level position—had now become untenable, too. I’ll never work under Linda. I won’t be humiliated.
Dan imagined Ginny in Paris without him—and their eventual breakup.
He had needed that data in order for his proposal to win. His only hope now lay in his desperation to defeat Linda, his missing data notwithstanding.
Dan’s thoughts turned to Bill. Bill never comes to my office; he always asks me to his. Something’s wrong. Something with Linda, and it’s not good.
It’s not about Northrop, but what?
Chapter 3
Meeting of Crows
Sandwiched between Dan’s office at one corner of the hallway and Linda’s temporary office at the other was the executive suite, a dual-purpose room that doubled as a mini conference room for small gatherings and a private dining facility for executive staff. The top four administrative assistants also gathered here for lunch sometimes, when the room was free and time permitted.
Vinnie had made sure that the others would come. Blanca arrived early with Vinnie, and Shareen and Maria arrived ten minutes later. When everyone was seated, Vinnie began. “It doesn’t make sense to me. How do you change something that’s been set in stone for three months?”
“Things happen, Vinnie,” Maria answered, the others deferring to her higher rank.
“Sure, but I don’t see what could be so important in California that they’d allow all hell to break loose.”
Blanca put down her sandwich. “I knew nothing about this California crisis before Vinnie told me, and that in itself is weird. I should’ve been in the loop. Am I chopped liver?”
“See, it stinks,” Vinnie said. “I told Dan that Blanca hadn’t been informed, and he was surprised about that, too.”
“Just because something’s out of the ordinary doesn’t make it nefarious.” Maria paused to drink her coffee before continuing, and she gave Vinnie a disapproving glance. She didn’t condone office gossip. “There have been many… well, not many, but a few times when Gary has failed to inform me of his agenda. These men don’t always take us into consideration. They need us, they depend on us, and unfortunately, they also ignore us.”
Shareen lifted her head and chimed in, “Amen to that, sister. Most men, Vinnie excepted, don’t give a shit about us women. I’ve seen it too many times. But still, something’s not right about this. I’m Linda’s temporary assistant here in New York, and I should’ve been told, but I wasn’t. One assistant out of the loop is understandable, but two seems fishy.”
“Fucked up is more like it,” said Vinnie.
Maria scowled.
“Sorry, Maria. This change is tough for Dan. He still hasn’t received the European data that he requested months ago. What the fu—er, hell. Can I say hell, Maria?”
Shareen leaned in to Maria. “And that’s the other thing: Linda didn’t seem upset about it at all. Is she just that much better prepared? What frozen food market did she crawl out of?”
Mimicking Shareen, Blanca leaned forward. “Same for Bill. He was matter-of-fact, even cavalier about updating his calendar. Tells me he’ll contact the travel agent—but I always do all the travel. He gave me a story about a planned family vacation in San Diego next week, which his wife had organized. Then he has the nerve to say he prefers to keep family activities separate from business. Yeah, right! Like how many birthday gifts have I bought for his wife and kids? Gilipolleces! I’m with Vinnie on this.”
The three junior members of the group stared into their lunches, waiting for Maria.
She apparently wasn’t convinced.
“None of this is enough to accuse anyone—and what would be the accusation? What’s the motive? I don’t see where we take this.”
Maria’s pronouncement was the administrative equivalent of a firewall. Vinnie slumped.
“Start with what seems odd.” Shareen’s baritone bounced across the room. “Let’s go with the calendar dates.”
Blanca agreed, adding, “I’ll go through Bill’s calendar on my computer and compare it to the one on his computer. He doesn’t like me to look at his computer, but if he questions me I’ll say Maria requested all executive calendars be coordinated because of the changes needed for the Northrop crisis.” Blanca gave Vinnie her conspiratorial smile; she had just co-opted Maria into her scheme.
For solidarity, Shareen said, “I’ll do the same with Linda’s calendar, here and California.”
Maria pressed her lips together and nodded agreement. “Okay. It makes sense and follows protocol. I’ll send a memo to make it official.”
Maria had thrown Vinnie a bone.
Vinnie turned to her. “Thanks, hon, you’re the best.”
“Don’t ‘honey’ me. And Vinnie, you do nothing. Understand? Nothing! Let Shareen and Blanca take the first steps. We’ll talk when we learn more. And this goes offline. No more discussion at the office. Can everyone meet tomorrow after work at Café Momo?”
“That’s too late,” said Vinnie. “The presentations are tomorrow morning. We need to act before then.”
“Vinnie, I’m sorry, but nothing can be done about the presentations. Go help Dan prepare and leave the rest to Shareen and Blanca.”
“Then why bother?” Vinnie said. “Fuck, fuck, fuck. I don’t care if you don’t like me saying it, Maria, but fuck!”
Maria ignored the outburst. “Tomorrow after work, Café Momo.” She rubbed Vinnie’s shoulder as she left the room.
Vinnie motioned agreement, not with Maria, but with himself. He knew what needed to be done, and he would do it.
Chapter 4
Office Lamb
Inside DV&N’s Spec Room—shorthand for the pretentious Spectacular Room, named because of its panoramic view of New York—the two candidates faced each other across the long table, waiting for the others. Linda came dressed in her power suit, and she’d chosen it well: professionalism without the appearance of a man hidden inside a woman. Dan’s suit had been chosen by Ginny and approved by Vinnie. Dan had complained—“I’m selling my ideas, not a suit”—but Ginny had made sure he looked his best.
The two candidates smiled and uttered perfunctory greetings before taking their assigned seats at the midpoint of the ellipsoid table, which was rumored to have replicated Gary Del Vecchio’s surfboard. Linda faced the outer window, while Dan faced the corridor through a glass wall that ran from floor to ceiling so that anyone passing could enjoy the view. Gary Del Vecchio had designed this room to counter high-rise claustrophobia among DV&N employees nestled in interior offices. And he had succeeded. He also intended the open-environment plan to minimize office politics. At that, he failed.
Yet Gary’s main focus was the bottom line—and that meant the expanding European Union markets that rivaled those of the US. By the end of 2013, the EU had grown to twenty-eight countries and over five hundred million people—nearly twice the United States population—and a GDP ten percent larger. So DV&N needed a better position in Europe, which the board felt was achievable with better coordination among DV&N offices across London, Paris, Milan, Vienna, and Frankfurt, among others. Today they would be picking their first-ever European chief executive director.
And now, Dan and Linda, the final candidates for the position, presented a battle of two VPs with completely different management structures in mind for addressing the European challenge. Bucking current management trends, Dan favored an arrangement that would encourage direct and reciprocal communication at the individual country level, whereas Linda favored a traditional chain hierarchy. She ran the San Francisco office like a kingdom, and she felt that approach would be even more appropriate in Europe.
As the board members filed into the Spec Room, most of them made a beeline to the back wall buffet where fresh fruit, yogurt, and juices were served. There was not a single donut or bagel in sight, in keeping with DV&N’s health-conscious corporate culture. The DV&N board had more diversity than most: one male African-American, one male Latino, two Caucasian women, and one disabled, male veteran, along with four other members of the standard-issue white male variety. The board generally met twice a year, yet the members knew each other well. They met frequently on the “circuit board,” which was not an electronic reference but a modern-day variant on old-school nepotism: I’ll invite you to join my board, and you invite me to join your board. Guffaws echoed from the rear buffet—commiserating over golf handicaps, no doubt. But when they took their seats around the table, the men and women of the board donned serious faces, matching those of the two stone-faced candidates.
The four partners completed the board. Bill Barrington was at the buffet first, followed by Brian Neale, Chief Financial Officer, co-founder, and senior partner. Neither said a word as they took their seats near the head of the table. At the head of the table sat CEO Gary Del Vecchio, the other co-founder and senior partner, his power drink in hand, nodding like a dashboard hula figurine to no one in particular. Last to enter was Maria Benfatto, Gary’s executive assistant and a junior partner. Maria grabbed a glass of sparkling water before sitting next to Gary. The two presenters had brought their personal assistants: Vinnie Briggs for Dan and Shareen Cooper for Linda; Shareen had been temporarily assigned to Linda in lieu of her usual assistant, who had remained in California. The only other person in the room was a recording secretary who sat at a small table behind Gary.
A coin toss placed Dan first in the lineup. He was nervous, which was unusual for him. He stooped behind the front room dais, farthest from the four clustered partners, and his backbone curved. He vacillated between speaking and clicking his laptop mouse for the next slide, and his presentation was filled with caveats and hypotheticals: “… and if I had the data I could show the rebound in the second quarter… you’ll have to accept my hypothetical result based on similar, published data… I wish the data was here to show how my model accuracy improves with each quarter after a downturn…”
For forty-five minutes Dan rambled, making errors that would embarrass a first-year business student. He even spilled juice on his paper handouts, which were the best substitute he could manage for the data not in his PowerPoint slideshow. Vinnie quickly soaked up the liquid, but he couldn’t salvage Dan’s dignity.
Dan’s apologetic closing hardly sounded like that of a potential director. He fumbled his analogy to Feynman’s Challenger disaster analysis. He stuttered. He heard himself substituting tautology for analysis. Like a US presidential candidate who blows a debate with rookie blunders that leave pundits incredulous and voters stunned, Dan had his Obama second-term debate moment, complete with his lame “trust me” conclusion.
Finally, it was over.
Linda ambled to the dais as Dan collected his notes. She tilted her head to him and spoke quietly, but her words were audible throughout the room: “Very good, Dan. You’re a hard act to follow.” Later in the day, Vinnie would relay to Blanca his translation of Linda’s words. “She gave him a slap on the back and the old nyah-nyah-nyah-nyah. ‘You were bad, really bad. Ha ha. You’re a fucking schoolboy.’”
Dan passed the screen pointer to Linda. Her demeanor contrasted with Dan’s in every way. She stood tall, her arm outstretched, pointer held like a baton as she bellowed: “Europe needs strong direction. Markets are not subject to votes. Europe is in chaos and my plan does not need twenty-eight diverse opinions. Let me show you what real data means to a model.”
How is it possible? Each of Linda’s flashing tables of data stabbed at Dan. Linda highlighted first-quarter growth followed by a decline in the second. Her model would have anticipated the second-quarter decline and created buy/sell opportunities. In Paris, she’d avoid the delay of a flood of independent counsel from each European capital. Her data analysis cried for decisive action, a profit-making guarantee. Dan watched the presentation stoically, but on the inside he cringed: Linda was a European Director.
Yet her churning graphs and sonic voice weren’t what caused Dan’s queasiness. It was her data that caused his discomfort. She had replicated the widely accepted second-quarter volatility after bear markets—but she had failed to include the exceptions, like the Frankfurt Stock Exchange and Berne Exchange, in four out of seven years. What’s more, she had chosen only specific DV&N investments during the volatile years—not the entire portfolio. She might be correct for the targeted sectors, but she’d need to know ahead of time which sectors, and when. Could Linda have made these a priori judicious choices in larger cap stocks at the time? Dan doubted it. No one among DV&N’s European analysts were that savvy. Her conclusions were applicable only if she were able to choose specific stocks ahead of a dip—and clairvoyance cannot be programmed into an economic model.
Dan whispered to Vinnie, “That’s wrong. How would she know ahead of time? Don’t you see?”
“Shh, Dan. We’ll talk later. Have more juice.” Vinnie reminded Dan of the rule that candidates would not criticize each other.
Dan drank his juice.
The board deliberated in private before speaking to the candidates. They complimented Dan on his thought-provoking theoretical presentation, and congratulated Linda.
Like a trained seal, Dan also barked congratulations to Linda, who responded with conciliatory words and passable modesty. Despite voting secrecy, Dan soon learned that he hadn’t impressed anyone. Bill revealed this to Linda as they walked into his office, and his remarks were overheard by Blanca. Blanca called Vinnie, who told Dan.
“Only Maria? What a joke. I wish she’d voted for Linda. It looks like a sympathy vote.”
“If I know Maria, she was sending the board a message. She knows something’s wrong,” said Vinnie.
“And just how would Maria know? Does she have the data? Does Maria know Linda’s data was perfect? Too perfect? Maria did me a disfavor with her vote.”
“Come on, Dan, I know you’re upset, but don’t blame Maria.”
A long silence followed. Dan sat in his office chair, studying the wall.
Vinnie broke the silence with a scream. “Fuck, fuck, fuck! Linda and fuckin’ pimp Bill rigged the whole fucking thing. Fuck ’em.”
“Drop it, Vinnie. What’s done is done. You think every bad event must be criminal, but not everyone has a brother like yours.”
Dan stopped himself, then held up a hand in apology.
“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. I’m upset.”
“Forget it. You’re right. My brother is a criminal, and the fact that he’s been behind bars for two years proves it.”
Dan acted as if he heard nothing. “I’m taking the rest of the day off.”
“Good idea. Talk to Ginny, drink good wine, and tomorrow you can…”
Before Vinnie could even finish his sentence Dan was at the elevator. He glanced to his left down the hallway and saw Bill patting Linda’s shoulder.
As the elevator pinged, Dan heard another sound. “Har har, har har.”
Dan boarded the elevator and let the doors close behind him. Vinnie’s right, he thought.
Fuck ’em.
Chapter 5
Celebration
A long office corridor separated Linda and Bill from Dan at the elevator, and neither even looked in his direction. Their eyes remained fixed on each other.
Linda whispered, “Meet me in the lobby in ten minutes. We’ll go to my hotel. I’ll go over a few details in my proposal I didn’t address. You can give me the thrust of the board’s deliberation.”
“And you’ll get lots of thrusting, too. Har har, har har.” Grinning widely, Bill patted Linda on her shoulder before returning to his office.
Linda went into her temporary office and looked at Shareen. “I’m leaving now to finish packing for my flight.”
“Of course. And congratulations.”
“Thanks. I did a great job, didn’t I?”
Shareen turned away, touching her keyboard without typing.
A similar discussion took place at the other end of the hallway, as Bill gave his own departure instructions to Blanca.
“Gotta go. Need to pack and prepare for California. Only send me urgent emails, and don’t call me the rest of the day unless the building’s on fire. You can wait until you’re outside before calling. Har har, har har.”
“I’m here if you need anything,” Blanca said. Of course, what she thought was, You’re a fucking asshole, Shithead. I would rather burn in a fire than call you. You think you’re so superior, but you’re nothing but slime. Tener mala leche. She’d have to mention these thoughts in her Saturday confession.
“That-a-girl. I’ll be back in two weeks. And don’t do anything I wouldn’t do. Har har, har har.”
Bill walked out the door.
Blanca held her breath until she was sure Bill couldn’t hear her. Then she muttered, “You fucking pig. I would never do anything you would do. Your balls should become infected with gangrene that spreads to your legs and feet so you can crawl around like the snake that you are. Goodbye, Shithead, take as much time as you need. I won’t be answering your phone.”
Kicking off her high heels, Blanca relaxed. Saturday’s confession had just become longer.
****
The New York Hilton Midtown on Sixth Avenue—officially “Avenue of the Americas,” though no native New Yorker would call it that—had a standing reservation for Linda, although really the six-person suite was a generic reservation for Del Vecchio & Neale, Inc. kept available for visiting clients or board members. Bill entered to find Linda closing a suitcase. “I’m glad the asshole board guy from Texas brought his family and requested the Park Plaza instead,” he said. “Goddamn cowboy. This hotel is much better for our purpose.”
“And what purpose is that, Bill? The view?” Linda twirled the suitcase combination lock.
“You’re such a slut. I love it when your mind goes to the gutter. Shall we get started? I mean on the plans for the proposal. Har har, har har.”
“We do have a meal waiting for us,” Linda said. Food had been served to the room at Linda’s suggestion; she wanted to at least give the appearance of a more proper meeting. It was true that Bill had every right to be at the hotel, but she still felt they needed to show discretion from this point forward.
“Fine by me. We’ll eat first, then we’ll fuck.”
Her lips curled. Linda turned away and shot a furtive glance toward the bedroom. This will be my last act and final hurdle before Paris. Then I won’t have to be with Shithead again, ever. She smiled, remembering her surprise when she first overheard two staff members in the ladies’ room use Bill’s nickname. It suits him.
“Tell me about the board discussion,” she said.
Bill poured wine into their glasses. “Not much to tell. Dan’s poor performance took everyone by surprise. To be honest, I think they felt sorry for him. If he’d done better in style they might’ve overlooked his lack of data. Going in, he was the favorite by far.”
Linda swirled the wine in her glass. Fuck them. Fuck Bill too, for telling me. “How did they decide?”
“Gary summarized the arguments. Took him twenty goddamn minutes, too. Questions came up on the models. Maria raised a nontechnical question, which might have been a problem. She suggested the board consider the reaction of the European directors to you and Dan. In her opinion, Dan would inspire confidence and trust. You’re lucky I was there. I told them how you’re admired by your California group… lied through my teeth, but it did the job.”
“Fuck you. Lied through your teeth? Fuck you.”
“Hey, hold on. What’s the problem? You won. I did my part, didn’t I?”
Bill reminded Linda that it was he who had blocked Dan’s access to the data. And he had helped her manipulate the data, a fact no one had caught, not even the meticulous nerd Brian Neale. “Come on. Don’t be so sensitive. You were great. We were great. It’s over. Let’s celebrate and plan for Paris.”
A half hour later, with the bottle of wine finished, plus an additional four ounces of scotch for Bill, the two engaged in sex that could have taken center stage at Madison Square Garden.
Afterward, Bill was putting on his pants as Linda emerged from the bathroom.
“Did you review the estimated profit for Europe?” he asked. She knew he wasn’t referring to the figure she’d given the board; he was talking about the real figure, the figure that was just between them.
“Of course. It’s just as I said.” If all went as planned, she and Bill would each be pulling in double-digit millions. And that was her lowball estimate.
“I could cum just thinking about it.” Bill smiled. “I’ll be rid of my disgusting wife. Of course, my spoiled brat kids will want to visit their superrich Daddy, but not a goddamn chance unless I can bribe them to hate their mother so she commits suicide. Now that would be worth a visit.” Bill removed spittle from his lips with the back of his hand.
They left the room together. No reason not to, since supposedly they’d shared only a meal. Linda carried her laptop slung over her shoulder, and a bellhop toted her luggage to a waiting limo arranged by DV&N. She had three hours until her flight, but she was eager to escape the cooling New York temperatures—and Bill’s chilling comment. She understood crime for money; that made sense. But Bill’s unrestrained malice toward his wife was something else entirely.
As she climbed into the limo, Bill leaned over and snickered, “We’re on our way, babe. Nobody can stop us now.”
The limo pulled away from the curb, leaving Bill behind. As Linda opened her window to rid his breath from the car, she wondered just what Bill was capable of doing.
Chapter 6
Unnatural Defeat
Even with twenty by twenty feet of space and a larger prep room out front, Ginny’s Bloomingdale’s office confined her pacing. Dan had promised to phone by eleven a.m. with news of his success, and eleven-thirty had passed with no call. Ginny didn’t take this entirely as a bad omen, but it sure wasn’t good, either. By noon she had covered half a marathon. Enough; time to act. She telephoned Dan’s office. Her call went straight to Dan’s voice mail.
She called Vinnie next. “Vinnie, I can’t reach Dan on his cell. What’s happened? Tell me. I can guess, but I want to hear you say it.”
She could hear Vinnie sigh. No doubt he hadn’t expected to be the one to break the bad news. “I’m sorry, Ginny. The board selected Linda. It was a fucking farce… pardon the language. I’m angry. It was a goddamn circus.”
“Where’s Dan?”
“He went home. I don’t blame him. He took it hard. We all did.”
****
The front door flung open and Ginny burst in to find Dan in the living room, a glass of red wine in one hand and a near-empty bottle on the end table.
“Ginny, you didn’t need to come home. I’m indulging in self-pity.”
“Can I join you?”
Ginny went to the kitchen for another wine glass. “Tell me what happened.” She poured what was left of the bottle.
“A disaster. Without the data, I fumbled around. Worst presentation I’ve ever given. Worst presentation anyone has ever given. A total mess.”
“I’m so sorry, Dan. I love you.” Ginny was under no illusion that her words would ease his pain or repair his pride. Her Dan never came in second, at least not academically. She’d heard him talk of third place, even fifth at some college swimming competition, and he had laughed about it. He wasn’t cut out to be an Olympic swimming medalist, and he didn’t want to be. His Stanford swimming scholarship was perfunctory; they needed to fill out the squad and he couldn’t turn it down. But it was math that excited Dan—math where he sought his fame—and he had never before had to experience real failure in that area.
Dan’s knees touched his chest. “You know, she fudged the data.”
“Linda?”
“Who else? I could tell. Her premise was flawed, but I can’t prove it. She made up the data so that it looked perfect. She outwitted me. She tricked the board.”
“I’m so sorry. What can you—what can we do?”
“Nothing. Nothing at all.” Dan walked to the window, finishing his wine. He stared at Central Park “Damn it. How can life continue as if nothing has changed?” He pointed. “Look, see, the people hurrying around, the horse-drawn carriages with tourists, the darting yellow cabs. They have a purpose. Everyone down there has a purpose. What’s mine? More of the same? What should I have done better?”
Ginny had seen Dan withdraw from normal routine life before. He’d done so when working on his grad school thesis, when wooing new clients, and of course recently, when preparing for the executive director proposal. But what she saw now was different.
Looking at Dan’s colorless, gray face, his mouth half open, the tip of his tongue visible, Ginny saw a different man. Dan’s pigeon walk, with his arms glued to his side, epitomized despair. She had never seen Dan like this.
Of course, he’d been sulking this entire year, but that was her fault—because of her obsession. He complained and brooded, but he still responded to her; he’d argue with passion and anger.
He never once came home early to drink. Never.
Ginny knew a thing or two about battles with inner demons. They never ceased, not completely, and victory was only temporary. She knew that their recent sex proved that those demons could be beaten—but only in the short run. Today should have been a day of joy, for Dan and for her. It should have been another reprieve from her demon, not the creation of a new one for Dan. She had anticipated Dan telling her that he had crushed Linda and Bill, tossing them like the man in the pool, metaphorically anyway. Instead she found Dan wrapped in misery, weak and indifferent.
Ginny’s anticipated passion morphed into sympathy. She curved her body into Dan’s rear and clasped her hands around his chest, her head on his shoulder. “Let’s go to bed.”
“Ginny, I couldn’t possibly have sex now.”
“I know. I don’t mean sex. We’ll snuggle, hold each other, like we used to do. That’s all.”
Her fingers tightened on Dan’s expanding chest. This was good—for her. She felt his spreading laterals pushing her forearms out, his firm ass pushing against her pelvis.
Dan bowed his head and jerked away. She pulled back. What is this? Depression? Has self-pity overpowered him? Why does he care about tiny people on the sidewalk?
“I’m not a loser. I need air. I need to think. I’m going out.”
“I’ll change my shoes. We can walk in the park.”
“Thanks, but I’d rather be alone.”
“Wait, I’ll just be a sec…”
The front door shut behind him.
Chapter 7
Sign On the Dotted Line
Alone in the room, Ginny saw the walls, the floor, the ceiling as if for the first time—like on the day when she and Dan had moved in. And a strange day that had been.
Unlike many couples, their first anniversary did not include dinner, champagne, or an exhausting night in the bedroom. Well, it did include exhaustion, and sex, but the exhaustion was not from sex alone.
Ginny and Dan’s anniversary came on the same day they relocated to their newly purchased condo on West 70th overlooking Central Park.
Adjustments to their new location had to be made, and a new gym was Ginny’s highest priority. On her last trip from the moving van with yet another box, Ginny asked Fred, the doorman, for a recommendation. He suggested a place called UltraFit Gym on West 68th, around the block. With the elevator door closing, Fred yelled out: “The owner’s a professional bodybuilder.”
Upstairs, she found Dan kneeling among half-unpacked boxes, and she breathlessly told him the news.
“Dan, there’s an Olympic-size pool and state-of-the-art equipment.” She’d found it on UltraFit’s web page, which she’d pulled up on her phone on the elevator ride up. “Should we apply for a spousal membership?”
“I’m fine. My gym is convenient for my morning schedule.”
“Okay.” Ginny had immediately gone to her laptop to learn more. She followed UltraFit’s link to owner Ben Hausen’s personal Facebook page. Her computer screen filled with a picture of Ben in a poser suit, accepting the Mister America trophy. Ginny became Ben’s Facebook friend, gaining access to even more photos.
The next day, she arrived at the gym bright and early. UltraFit’s ground-floor glass windows revealed a modern gym: highly polished chrome machines, wall-mounted flat-screen TVs, stationary bicycles and treadmills in formation. Marionettes swayed in cadence to heavy thump-beating music that cascaded into the workout hall from the lobby. Thump. Sweat. Thump. Sweat. She knew from the website that the floor below housed showers lined with imported tiles, spa-like changing rooms, male and female saunas, and private massage rooms. And at the far end of the floor was the restricted-access windowless X-room.
She walked up to the reception desk, where a wall of photos and trophies, all Ben Hausen’s, was prominently displayed. The day manager, Steve, greeted her. He was muscle-buffed and varnished. Her eyes wandered over his stretched T-shirt, his accentuated pectorals, the nipple just below his pinned-on nametag. Ginny watched as Steve’s eyes lingered on her chest. Good.
Ginny’s wardrobe had been chosen specifically to impress the owner. Torpedo tits filled her push-up bra, while her plunging neckline seemed made for a Lunar Rover testing ground. Below her abdomen were silk trousers, molded to her hubcap derrière.
“Hi, I’m Steve. Can I help you? Are you interested in membership? We have state-of-the-art equipment. May I show you around? The locker rooms have private showers. We supply fresh towels, all extra large. The sauna’s ready early in the morning. We have our own scented soap. We supply alternative shampoos and individual blow dryers. Can I show you around? We have a great facility.”
Ginny liked Steve’s rapid-fire nervous cheerfulness. She moved behind the desk to help him catch his breath. Steve froze.
“Hi Steve, I’m Ginny Livorno. I’d like a membership. Any chance I can meet with the owner?”
“That’s not a problem, except Ben’s away for two weeks. He’s always available to members. You’ll like him, everyone does. He’s impressive, too.” Steve pointed to the photos. “He has the best arms and the biggest chest on the circuit.”
With her back arched, Ginny gave Steve doubts about his last statement. “Great. I look forward to meeting him, arms and chest included. You’re pretty good yourself.” Ginny reached up and squeezed Steve’s arm, then swished her hand to brush his chest.
“Nice pecs. I see you’ve done good separation.” Ginny picked up the membership application, not waiting for Steve to unfreeze before she was out the door.
Ginny spent the first week at her new gym nosing around. In particular, she persuaded Steve to give her an X-room tour, even though that was strictly for bodybuilders only.
The X-room was an iron room: bridge iron weights, railroad-sized iron bars, and iron men. Thighs wider than waists, necks that were wider than heads, and forearms made for walking. The women were men with halter tops. The X-room made jumbo jet men. The women carried ordinary men in their gym bags as accessories. One-hundred-percent pure processed beef, a stockyard of cattle in contrast to the ground floor’s hopping sparrows.
Ben approved all X-memberships. Steve told Ginny that each interview ended with Ben’s edict: “Work out, work hard, and don’t fuck around.”
Voyeurism, drug-selling, and soliciting or offering sex to other members was forbidden. In five years, only two people had been booted out—due to overt solicitation. Steve hinted that Ben turned a blind eye to the other rules in the months before a contest: pills were known to be exchanged; needles were magic scepters; and the steroid-enhanced, high-octane, testosterone-fueled bodies made it likely that someone would fuck the vending machine. And if they did, it wasn’t a rule violation.
Within two weeks, Ginny had established her UltraFit routine. She was doing cardio on a stationary bicycle when a double-decker bus parked next to her.
“Hi, I’m Ben Hausen,” the bus said, hand extended.
Ginny dismounted, pulling her T-shirt down to stretch over her sports bra as she did. Ben’s jaw moved. Ginny waited.
“Wel… welcome to UltraFit. I hope you have everything you need. Don’t hesitate to ask any staff member or me for help.”
“Hi Ben, I’m Ginny Livorno. Thanks. Steve’s been great. You’ve got a great setup here.” They shook hands, but Ginny didn’t let go.
“Thanks.”
“Everything’s perfect. Keeps me motivated to get stronger.”
Ginny pulled her arm in to bring Ben closer—except she moved, not Ben. Her left hand rested on Ben’s arm.
“Like you. Nice bi. I disagreed with your second place at your last contest. Your symmetry was better than the winner’s.” She squeezed.
Ben instinctively flexed; it was a habit formed over time, as people would often touch him and request he “make a muscle.” Ginny might have said Ben’s arm felt like a bag of crushed stones, but she didn’t. Instead she said, “This curls more than the one-fifty posted on Facebook.”
According to Ben, Ginny had been the first and only member who had grabbed his arm on the first meet and could recite his training weights.
Four weeks passed before Ginny followed Ben down the staircase to the X-room. As Ben keyed the access code and swung open the door, he was startled by something touching his back.
“What the hell? Oh. Hi, Ginny.”
Ginny’s form-fitting workout clothes could make cotton cry. She watched Ben’s eyes move from her forehead to her chin, and then linger on her bosom. Oh yes, Ben, they’re real.
Her inhale distracted Ben further, which provided enough cover for her stealth move into the X-room. Ben followed.
“Got a minute? I’d like to talk to you about my training.”
“Ah, okay. Shall we go to my office?”
“Can I take a look around?”
Ginny rubbernecked. She imagined there wasn’t a piece of equipment that didn’t shudder when the door opened at six a.m. Rustproofing saved the iron from disintegrating in this room that steamed with fire brigade sweat. But mostly she surveyed the members: men bigger than tanks, fueled by steroids.
“Nice equipment.”
In another corner Ginny spotted two rafter-size men, dripping with testosterone. “Are those two preparing for an event?”
“Just Billy, in the blue mesh T, for the Manhattan Classic under-twenty-ones. He came in second last year.”
Unreal, thought Ginny as she watched Billy curl a loaded barbell direct from a shipyard foundry. His veins were stoking his body and he looked like a bag of nails.
“Under twenty-one? I’d be worried about skin stretch. We’ll be hearing more about Billy, won’t we?”
Ben opened the door. “Shall we go to my office?”
Although she had several UltraFit staff as alternatives, Ginny wanted Ben for her personal trainer. If not, Steve was next, she supposed, but she really craved Ben’s high-def muscle and his dual-core sixty-four-bit processor brain. Ginny knew he was smart due to his blog commentaries on movies, novels, music, education, and social politics. He quoted The New Yorker.
However, Ben’s self-imposed rule was to only train competitive bodybuilders. And with two bulls in his schedule already, a third wouldn’t fit. Yet a non-bodybuilder could… if he changed his rule.
“You’d be my first non X-member,” he
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