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ONE

 

Marty

 

The small rubber ball slammed into Marty Cohen’s forehead, stunning him.

“Jesus!” roared Carson Reynolds from behind him. “Use the racquet, Stitch!”

Marty took a knee, his vision blurring. As his head cleared, the stinging appeared. 

“Let’s go,” Carson urged. “I’m on game point.”

“Injury timeout.”

“No timeouts, you nancy,” Carson boomed. “Come on, man up and finish the game.”

Marty shook his head to clear it.

“No?” Carson’s voice held a triumphant tone. “Then you forfeit.”

“I’m up,” Marty said, forcing himself to his feet. Maybe it was the hundred bucks they had on this “friendly” game, or maybe it was because Carson still insisted on calling him Stitch, a nickname he thought he’d left behind in college. Whatever the reason, he moved into position and crouched, signaling his readiness.

“Atta kid,” Carson said, suddenly full of camaraderie. “Never say die.”

The bigger man bounced the ball precisely three times, then blasted it at the wall.

Marty tried to gauge the trajectory. He shuffled to his right, then realizing he’d misjudged, moved back to his left.

Too late.

The ball clipped him in the nipple this time, making him shriek. His free hand flew to the battered nipple, covering it.

“That’s game,” Carson pronounced with satisfaction. “And you scream like a ten-year-old girl, Stitch.”

Marty rubbed the sore spot. “It hurt, all right? It’s a tender place, even for a man. And don’t call me Stitch. You know I hate it.”

Carson shook his head in either disgust or pity. “You play racquetball like an accountant.”

“I am an accountant.”

“You play racquetball like a bad accountant, then.”

Marty let his racquet dangle from his wrist on its loop string. “I played you tight.”

Carson stood, twirling his racquet repeatedly and catching it. “Tell me something, because I don’t understand it.”

“You’re definitely going to have to narrow that down for me.”

“Huh, huh.” Carson’s deep sarcastic laugh was another holdover from their college days.

Marty glanced around to find the ball. He spotted it in the far corner and went to get it.

“Accounting is math, right?” Carson asked. “I mean, you add and subtract numbers, so it’s gotta be math.”

“There’s math in the process, sure.”

“And isn’t geometry math?”

Marty bent to pick up the ball. “A different kind of math.”

“But math.”

“Sure.”

“So if you do math all day long, and geometry is math, how in the hell can you not eventually figure out how a ball is going to bounce off a wall?”

Marty threw the ball at him.

He missed.

Carson grinned at him as the ball bounced to the opposite corner. “Like I said, you must be a bad accountant.”

Marty walked toward the little rubber ball as it rolled to a stop. “You insult people like this down at the dealership?”

“Hell, no. I tell ‘em how awesome they are.”

“Why can’t you do that here?”

“Hey, you want bullshit, come down and buy a car from me. You want truth, come to the gym and play racquetball.”

“What I want is a beer.”

Carson gave him a thumbs-up. “Now you’re talking my language.”

Marty scooped up the ball on the way off the court. The next two players stood outside, glaring at them.

“You’re two minutes over,” said a man in his fifties, his tone a barely disguised snarl.

Marty immediately felt bad. He glanced down at his smart watch to see if the man was right, prepared to apologize.

“And you’re about thirty pounds over,” Carson said. “So cool your jets.”

The man shook his head in disgust. “Asshole.”

Carson laughed it off, turning and walking away. 

Marty followed. “You shouldn’t be such a dick.” 

“It’s two minutes, Marty. And we had a game to finish. Fat Gramps can wait his turn.”

It was his turn, Marty thought, but instead said, “That guy might come in looking for a new car sometime. You could lose a sale just because you had to be a jerk at the gym.”

“Everyone’s a jerk at the gym. It’s in the contract when you sign up.”

Marty snorted.

“Besides,” Carson said, “if he comes to the dealership, I’ll make a big deal about how he told me what an asshole I was, and make him feel like he got the better of me.”

“That works?”

“Sure.” Marty heard the bravado in Carson’s words, but he could sense something else, too. He wasn’t sure exactly what, but it worried him.

They showered quickly and changed clothes. As Marty pulled his wallet from the locker, Carson stuck his hand in his face. “Pay up, Stitch.”

“I’ll get you at the bar. First round on me.”

“You lost. First round is on you already. And a hundred chakalakas.”

Marty frowned. He opened up his wallet. A quick count revealed he had a hundred and twelve dollars. He’d have to hope his credit card had enough space on it for the drinks. The way Carson could put ‘em away, he wasn’t so sure. But Marty still did as he was asked, dropping an even hundred into Carson’s open palm.

“That hurts,” he admitted.

“Funny. It feels good to me.”

“Why do we have to bet, anyway?” Marty complained. “Why can’t we just play?”

“Because that would be as boring as your sex life.”

“Leave my sex life out of this.”

“What sex life?”

Marty sighed. “Maybe we could bet less? Play for pride? Or for beers, like in the commercial.”

“Don’t be a whiner because you lost.”

They walked out into the lobby and started for the door.

Marty was saying, “I know you’re, like, king of the gamblers, or whatever, but I just can’t afford to—”

That’s when he noticed Carson had stopped in his tracks. Marty stopped, too, and turned around, confused. His friend stood frozen, staring past him. Marty followed his gaze. When he saw the object of Carson’s fixation, he understood.

The handsome man was cut from the same fit mold as Carson. He wore casual clothing that still managed to look stylish, and walked with a confident, athletic gait. As he passed the check-in desk, he flashed a smile at the two pretty clerks. They tittered and gave him a small wave as he continued toward the door.

Tanner Fritz.

Marty realized he’d clenched his jaw as he stared. He forced himself to relax it, but he couldn’t take his eyes off the retreating figure. Beside him, he could feel the hatred coming off of Carson in waves.

Tanner used his fob, and the parking lights of a nearby car blinked. Marty’s first reaction was how close the parking space was to the front door, because of course Tanner Fritz always managed to get the best spot. He was pretty sure it must have magically opened up right before the man’s arrival. Then Marty registered the yellow car that Tanner was getting into.

It was a goddamn Lamborghini.

Son of a bitch.

He couldn’t believe it. From the exasperated exhale Carson made, he guessed his friend shared the sentiment. Both of them watched as Tanner Fritz started the sports car, backed out of the parking stall, and chirped his tires as the vehicle leapt forward. He was out of sight in about two seconds. Marty was surprised he hadn’t left a vapor trail. If he had, it probably would have smelled like Drakkar cologne.

Carson stepped forward to stand at Marty’s shoulder. Then he growled, “I fucking hate that guy.”

Me too, Marty thought. Then he gave voice to the sentiment. “Me, too.”

 

***

 

They got beers at the bar and made for a table. Carson led the way. He chose a corner booth, out of the main footpath. This was unusual, Marty noticed. Carson liked to be right in the middle of the action. It maximized his ability to give out his business cards to the men, and to hit on the women.

Maybe he’s got a date already, Marty thought.

But when they sat down, Carson surprised him. He was still hung up on the Tanner Fritz sighting. “I fucking hate that guy,” he snarled.

“Yeah, you said that.”

“Don’t you?”

“Of course I do.”

Carson shook his head. “I hate the way he prances around, acting like he’s God’s gift to the world.” 

“He does act like that,” Marty agreed. “Besides, that’s your job, right?”

“Huh, huh.” Carson’s sardonic laugh lacked its usual punch. “At least I don’t go around ripping people off.”

Marty gave him a sideways look.

“What?” Carson asked.

“Nothing.” Marty took a sip of his beer.

“No, smartass. What’s with the look?”

“What look?”

“The face you made. With that huge red spot on your forehead, it’s even more ridiculous, by the way.”

Marty touched where the ball had smacked him. “Well, you do sell cars for a living.”

“So? I don’t rip people off.”

Marty didn’t answer. He sipped his beer and watched Carson over the rim.

“Fine,” Carson said. “I don’t blatantly rip people off. Look, they come to me, they’re willing to pay a certain price for a car, and they get that car. They’re happy, I’m happy. If they paid a little more than they needed to, so what?”

“Ignorance is bliss, I guess.”

“You’re damn right.” Carson took a long drink of his beer and shook his head. “But Tanner? He’s something else. A whole other level.”

“Yeah,” Marty agreed, but his mind drifted to something other than the version of Tanner Fritz who strutted out of the gym. Instead, he recalled happier times—the five of them in college, young and full of promise. How they refused to go home for Thanksgiving senior year, and spent the holiday weekend together on campus. Rather than succumb to the duty of being with the family they were born into, each of them decided to be with the family they chose. It was the first true act of adulthood Marty could point to in his own life, and one of the best weekends ever.

Of course, that was before he met Andrea. And then Tanner snatched her away from him.

Carson’s eyes narrowed. “That’s all you’ve got, Stitch? Yeah? This guy cons me out of millions of dollars and steals your wife, and all you’ve got is yeah?”

“Fuck him,” Marty said, trying to redeem himself.

“That’s a little better, I guess.” Carson took another slug of his beer. “How does a guy like that live with himself? I mean, does he get up every day, look in the mirror, and think, ‘Hey, I’m a great guy?’ or some shit like that?”

Marty thought about it even though he didn’t want to. Andrea’s departure was less than two years old, and it still stung. He shrugged. “I think he’s always looked in the mirror and liked what he saw.”

“Probably. I just don’t remember him being all God’s gift to the world in college.” Carson said.

“That’s because you’re the same way.”

Carson’s eyes narrowed.

“Were the same way,” Marty corrected himself.

Carson’s scowl subsided slightly. “Things were different back then.”

“Sure. We were kids.”

“We were more like brothers, all of us.”

“And sister,” Marty said. “Don’t forget Serena.”

Carson gave him a sly look. “How could I?” He tapped his forehead. “I’ve got every inch of her catalogued right here.”

Marty rolled his eyes. “And what was her major in college?”

“Sociology.”

“Nope.”

“Political Science, then.”

“Wrong again.”

“Then I don’t remember.”

“My point, exactly. And it was psychology, by the way.”

Carson shrugged. “That was school. It was years ago.”

“How about her favorite movie, then? Or her favorite song?”

“Who cares?”

“Not you, obviously.”

Carson gave him a suspicious look. “Have you got the hots for her or something?”

“No. I just know a thing or two about my friends.”

“Well, yippy-skippy for you. Maybe if you’d known a thing or two about your wife, she wouldn’t have bounced.”

Marty looked down, clenching his jaw again.  It wasn’t my fault, he thought. How was he supposed to compete with Tanner-goddamn-Fritz? The man was tall, rich, full of muscles, and photogenic enough for a billboard underwear ad. Marty was short, barely scraping by, skinny, and every picture taken of him made it look like he was about to have a stroke.

Still, Carson didn’t have to rub it in.

His friend seemed to sense that he’d stepped over the line. “Sorry,” he mumbled. “I didn’t mean what I said. I just get so pissed off whenever I think about that asshole.”

“I know.”

“I was that close,” Carson said, holding up his thumb and forefinger to signify exactly how close he meant. “But that snake bought me out for pennies on the dollar, and then turned around and sold out for millions.”

It was actually tens of millions, but Marty didn’t think Carson would appreciate the correction.

“I helped build that company from the start up,” Carson went on. “Yeah, that asshole had a few ideas, but so did I. Not only that, I reeled in all of the clients. The fuel that a company runs on is cash flow, and that comes from clients. I made sure we had plenty of fuel. Santo Corp never would have bought the company if it wasn’t for what I did.”

“True,” Marty said. “But if you think about it, there never would have been a company at all if it weren’t for those brainstorming sessions all five of us had in college. We all contributed.”

“Sure, but that was just talk. Tanner and me went out and actually made it happen. Besides, it wasn’t like the rest of you got screwed over. You got contract work from us once we were up and running. Barry got the IT position. And we hired Serena to run HR. None of you lost your stake, not like I did.”

Marty gaped at him. “I lost my wife.”

“Plenty of fish in the sea, brother.”

“Plenty of dollars in the pot,” Marty shot back.

“No.” Carson shook his head again. “Those were my dollars.” 

“And that was my wife.”

Carson reconsidered. “Okay, I see your point. Either way, that son of a bitch won. He cheated and stole from us, and now he’s driving around in a goddamn yellow Lamborghini.”

Marty’s jaw tightened. The Lamborghini did make it worse somehow.

“We should fucking kill him,” Carson said.

“Amen,” Marty said, raising his glass.

Carson didn’t move. He only stared at Marty, anger plastered on his face. Then he repeated, more slowly, “We. Should. Fucking. Kill him.”

“Yeah, right.”

Carson stared at him, tight lipped.

Marty lowered his glass. “Wait, are you serious?”

Carson deliberately lifted his own glass and clinked it lightly against Marty’s. “Serious as a heart attack.” 

 

 


 

 

 

TWO

 

Carson

 

“I wish I still smoked,” Serena mumbled dreamily.

Carson stared up at the bedroom ceiling, still catching his breath.

“You’ve still got the motion down,” he said. “That’s for sure.”

She pinched the skin nearest her hand, which lay on his chest. She caught nipple, twisting a little harder than he liked.

“Hey!”

Serena didn’t apologize. She returned her hand to the center of his chest.

Carson rubbed the sore spot. “You’ve got me sounding like Stitch, all whiny and nipple hurt.”

“Did you pinch him there, too?”

“Huh Huh. No, I blasted the ball into the wall and he spazzed into it.”

“Sure you weren’t aiming to hit him there?”

“I was trying to win the game.”

“Mmmmm,” was all she said, and he could never tell if that sound meant skepticism or disapproval. It bothered him that it mattered at all, but somehow it did. His mother should be the only woman he really cared about when it came to approval.

“Not that Stitch was any competition,” he said.

“He doesn’t like it when you call him that.”

“Sure, he does.”

“No, he doesn’t. He hates it.”

Carson frowned. “It’s his nickname.”

“It was,” she agreed. “But he hates it.”

“How do you know?”

“How do you not know?”

Carson thought about that. He couldn’t remember Marty ever objecting to his nickname before. “I think you’re wrong.”

“I’m not. It’s just that you’re kind of an asshole.” 

She said it easily, and without judgment, but it irked him just the same. “I’m a good guy.”

“Everyone thinks that about themselves.” Serena patted his chest and sat up. She swung her legs over the edge of the bed and reached for her panties. “It’s called a lack of self-awareness.”

“I’m very self-aware.”

“Mmmmmm.”

Serena slid her legs into her panties and stood. 

That’s a perfect ass, he thought. A goddamn gold medal winner. He enjoyed it for a moment. It had been several months since they’d taken advantage of the benefits part of their friendship, and he now realized how much he’d needed it. It felt like a win, and other than crushing Marty at racquetball, he hadn’t been getting many of those lately. 

Then he came back to their conversation, and insisted, “I’m the most self-aware guy I know.”

“I believe you.”

She retrieved her bra and shrugged herself into it, expertly snapping the hook into place. He admired her perfectly cradled breasts. Then another image intruded, and he scowled.

“You want to talk about who’s an asshole?” he asked. “I’ll tell you who. Tanner-goddamn-Fritz is an asshole.”

Serena glanced over her shoulder at him. “Why are you bringing him up?”

“We saw him leaving the gym today.”

“Yeah?” She turned back to finding the rest of her clothes, stepping into her skirt and zipping it. “What’d he say?”

“Nothing. We didn’t talk to the son of a bitch. We just saw him prancing out of the gym to his car.” Carson frowned. “You know what he’s driving now?”

“The silver Lexus?”

“He has a Lexus now?” 

Serena nodded, looking for her blouse. She found it on the floor near the foot of the bed, halfway under. “An LS-something. He got it a few months ago.”

“LS-500?”

“That’s it.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Carson muttered. The guy must be swimming in cash, he thought. 

“So, not the Lexus, then?” Serena pulled on the blouse, adjusting the fit.

“No.” Carson couldn’t believe he was actually having this conversation. “It was a Lamborghini.”

“Is that more expensive than a Lexus?”

“Two or three times more, depending on the model.” He shook his head in disgust. “But when you rip people off, I guess you can afford all the expensive cars you want.”

“Now, that sounds like whining.”

“I’m not whining,” Carson whined. As soon as he heard his own voice, he stopped and ground his teeth. “That guy’s just a complete asshole. Assholes shouldn’t win.”

“Assholes win all the time.” Serena retrieved her shoes, and sat back down on the edge of the bed. “Maybe they win because they’re assholes.”

“Jesus, you’re a frosty bitch sometimes. I’m pouring my heart out to you here.”

She cast a sardonic glance over her shoulder. “I’m a frosty bitch because I don’t want to listen to you complain?”

“We just finished making love,” Carson said. “Isn’t that supposed to make you feel all tender or something?”

“We just finished fucking,” she specified, putting on her shoes. “And you’re not big enough to make me feel tender.”

“Fuck you!” Carson flared. Serena always seemed to know how to get under his skin.

“No thanks,” she said evenly. “I’m good.”

Carson stewed for a moment while she slipped on her shoes. He knew she was going to leave shortly, so he tried to keep the conversation going a little longer. “What’s the difference, anyway?”

“Between making love and fucking?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m not sure either of us is qualified to answer that. But for what it’s worth, I don’t feel tender-hearted. I feel marginally satisfied, and late for getting out of here before you turn into a blubbering man-child.”

“Huh huh,” he guffawed without much conviction. “I’m serious.”

“So am I.”

“This is how you treat your…?” he trailed off, not sure what he was to her exactly.

“Occasional fuck buddy?” she offered.

He frowned. They were more than that, weren’t they? “Well… I mean, we’re friends, too.”

Serena stood and smoothed her skirt. “Okay, Carson, then as a friend, I’m here to tell you that unless you’re Woody Allen, women don’t think whining is sexy. So knock it off.”

“Seriously? You think Woody Allen is sexy?”

“No, but my mom did.”

“That wimpy clown—I wouldn’t think he could get laid in a brothel.”

Serena ticked off a few names on her fingertips, “Mia Farrow, Penelope Cruz, Scarlett Johansson … need I go on?”

“So he had a few sexy costars. So what?”

She frowned. “Read a scandal sheet, would ya?” 

Carson sat up, propping a pillow behind him. The sheet fell away as he did so, but he left it. He was always of a mind to let your best assets show. “Point taken. And I wasn’t whining. I was bitching.”

“What’s the difference? Aside from the misogyny?”

“The what?”

Serena sighed. “I have to go.”

“Stay a while,” he said, trying to keep the pleading out of his voice. “I’ll be ready for another round soon. We can order in some Chinese after.”

“Too late. I’m dressed now.”

“Fine.” He tried to sound like he didn’t care, but was pretty sure he hadn’t carried it off.

Serena gave him a flat, forced smile and started to leave. Then she turned back to him. “Look, Carson, you’ve got to let this go. Get on with your life. You can’t let this keep eating at you.”

Carson let her words rattle around in his brain for a few moments. He waited to see if they gained any traction. Maybe she was right. There was a time when he and Tanner were as close as two bros could be. That was why the betrayal hurt so much, and hit so hard. It started the downward trajectory of the last two years of his life. He’d gone from a big shot at an up-and-coming company one minute, to working at a car dealership the next. He wasn’t even the sales manager at the dealership anymore. He had to work the floor as a salesman, scrambling for commissions.

Let it go? 

Not a chance.

“Easy for you to say,” he said. “You still have your cushy job, just like before. You have your salary and enough vacation time to go off on antiquing trips and whatever other bullshit, and life is still the same for you. It’s a lot different for me.”

“Life changes all the time, for everyone.”

“And my life change was I got screwed over by my supposed best friend.”

“I mean it. Let it go. It’s the only way you’ll get back to being yourself again.” She shrugged. “If that’s who you want to be.”

“Of course that’s what I want.” He frowned. “Who the hell else would I want to be?”

She didn’t answer.

Carson rubbed his chin, rolling her words over in his mind. She waited for a few seconds, but he knew she wouldn’t give him much time. He’d called her a frosty bitch because he was frustrated, but the truth was, while she was playful about sex, Serena was cold. It was one of the things he dug about her.

“I don’t know if I can get over it,” he finally admitted.

“You have to.”

“What if I can’t?”

“Then you wither and die as a human being.” She turned away and headed toward the door.

“Or I could just kill him,” Carson called after her.

Serena stopped. She turned around slowly, then walked back to the foot of the bed. Her eyes were alive with curiosity and something more that he couldn’t entirely place. “Have you ever killed anyone before?” she asked.

“Of course not.”

Disappointment overcame her expression. “Then you’re just talking shit.”

He shook his head. “No, I’m serious. Stitch and I talked about it at the bar.”

She dropped her chin and stared at him. “You planned a murder at a public bar? After playing racquetball?”

“After seeing Tanner-goddamn-Fritz leave in a yellow-fucking-Lamborghini—yeah, we did.”

“And you’re serious?”

“As a heart attack,” Carson said figuring that the line seemed to work on Marty, so it was worth a try here, too.

Serena continued to stare at him, not smiling.

“What?” he finally asked.

“You’re not serious,” she said.

“I am. We are.”

“Why?”

“How can you ask me that? He stole the business we built together. He bought me out for pennies on the dollar, then turned around and sold it to a mega-corporation for millions of dollars.”

“Mmmmm.”

“Oh, that’s not enough?” Carson waved his hands. “He stole Stitch’s wife!”

“You can’t steal a woman. This isn’t Game of Thrones. He didn’t hit her over the head with a club and drag her off by her hair. She made a choice.”

“You know what I mean. And he did hit her over the head… with his bank account. No matter how you slice it, she was married and he seduced her.”

“She made a choice.” 

“Try and tell Marty that Tanner didn’t steal her. See how far you get.”

“So Marty wants to kill him over that?”

“Yeah, he does.” He didn’t mention that Marty was still wavering even after several beers. Carson knew he could eventually convince him. “We both do.” He peered at her closely, trying to pierce her flat expression. “You don’t think we’re serious?”

“I think you’re stupid, that’s what I think.”

“Why?”

“Any idea hatched in a bar is prima facie stupid,” Serena said.

Carson didn’t answer. He didn’t like it when she used words he didn’t know, and besides that, it was his opinion that the best ideas he’d ever had originated over drinks at a bar.

“For another thing, your murder plan is three hours old and you’re already blabbing about it.”

“I’m telling you. I’m not blabbing.”

“Who else have you told?”

“No one. And I’m not going to, either. You know why?”

She shook her head slightly. “Tell me.”

“Because we are serious. That son of a bitch deserves to be killed, and we’re going to do it.”

Serena smiled slightly. Usually the most he saw from her was a smirk, so an actual smile surprised him. Even so, her eyes didn’t join in. Instead, they held a flat, almost reptilian quality. That was the coldness in her at play, he realized. Then the reason she was probably smiling occurred to him, and he looked away, irritation flashing.

“Get out of here,” he said, waving his hand at her. “You and your stupid smile.”

Serena didn’t move. “You really are serious, aren’t you?”

“I told you.”

“I know, and that was stupid. You tell people, you’ll get caught.”

“What do you care?”

“Because I don’t want to go to prison.”

His gaze snapped back to her. “What?”

Her lips parted and her teeth showed, shark-like. Then she said, “I want in.”

Carson stared, shocked. His mouth fell open. “Uhhhhhhh… you…?”

“I want in,” she repeated. “And that means you two mopes are going to have start listening to me so that we don’t get arrested.”

Carson shook his head sharply to clear it. Then he asked, “Why? What’s your beef with him?”

“With Tanner-goddamn-Fritz?”

“Yeah.”

 “All that matters,” Serena said, “is that I’m in, and I’ll make sure you two don’t screw it up.”

Carson thought about it. Should he let her into their scheme? Besides himself, he felt Serena was one of the smartest people he knew. And if she was in, that’d convince Marty not to back out. Besides, she already knew about it, so having her as part of the group was safer. 

He held out his hand. “Okay.”

Serena glanced down at his proffered hand, then put a knee onto the bed, and leaned forward to give it a quick shake. As usual, Carson took advantage of the situation to glance down her blouse. Also as usual, he was impressed by her firm grip. It was pretty good for a human resources manager.

When she stood back up, she said, “Let’s get together tomorrow night to work out the details.”

“All right. Where?”

“Here at your place. You can order the Chinese you promised me.”

“That was for getting laid.”

“Yeah, well this is better.”

“How?” In his experience, nothing rated higher than sex.  

“It’s revenge,” she said. “And revenge is better than sex.” She turned and walked out of his bedroom.

“Serena!” he called through the open door.

“What?”

“Why do you hate him?”

She glanced over her shoulder at him with those flat eyes. “Why do you care? Fuck off.” She disappeared around the corner. A moment later, he heard the front door open and shut behind her.

“Fuck off,” Carson muttered. Then he shrugged. 

It was as good a reason as any. 

 

 


THREE

 

Barry

 

Barry Young looked out at the two hundred programmers and IT professionals that Chismo now employed. They sat side by side in rows of ten, five rows deep—fifty to a floor in a commercial building that its parent company owned. Despite Santo Corp absorbing Chismo into the fold two years ago, Barry still thought of himself strictly as a Chismo man. He liked who he was then better than who he was now.

Unlike the others, Barry did not have a desk of his own. He didn’t want one and since the accident, he couldn’t sit still in one had it been assigned to him. This inability to sit at a desk had given rise to the nickname “Roamer,” as he spent all day drifting from one workstation to the next, helping, advising, and problem-solving before moving on.

“In-in-intuh-tuh-ger overfl-fl-flow,” he said in his soft-spoken voice as his head bobbed up and down, a continuous confirmation that he was sure of the fix he proposed. 

“Integer overflow?” Clyde, one of the programmers asked.

“Y-y-yes,” Barry confirmed.

“You’re sure?”

Barry grunted his reply to avoid having to speak. The words sprang from his mind in rapid-fire, only to stumble when they reached his lips. The way his stutter made him sound unsure of himself both embarrassed and enraged him at the same time. 

Clyde studied the screen in front of him. “Where?”

Barry leaned forward and pointed to a line of code, his head bobbing more dramatically
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