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Thomas J. Kennedy,
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The true way leads along a tightrope,
which is not stretched aloft but just
above the ground. It seems more designed
to trip one than to be walked upon.

Beyond a certain point there is no return.
This point is to be reached.

– Franz Kafka




part one


one

Business was good today. I wheeled, I dealed, I schmoozed, I closed.

By seven in the evening – before calling it quits for the night – I followed a piece of advice given to me by my first boss, and listed the major things accomplished in the past ten hours. There were three highlights: (1) I nailed down a double-page spread with MultiMicro; (2) I finally managed to score a meeting next Friday with the Head of Marketing at Icon, and (3) Ivan Dolinsky, my main outside sales guy for the tristate area, called me from Stamford in a state of high excitement, saying that GBS was about to commit to a major multi-page insert – a deal I’d been pressing him to conclude for weeks.

Like I said, not a bad day’s work – and one which leaves me on target to hit my April quota a full nine weeks ahead of schedule. Of course, there are a lot of variables at work here. Will Ed Fisher, chief marketing god of Icon, finally buy my act and start throwing some serious business my way? Will Ivan really be able to wrap up this GBS sale – or is this going to be another of his also-rans? (He’s had three back-to-back, and it’s getting me worried). And though I did talk AdTel into a premium position spread for their new SatPad DL notebook, I was a bit disappointed when their media sales honcho, Don Dowling, would only green-light a single display. Especially as most of our phone calls consisted of me dangling bait, incentives, sweeteners – anything to get him to agree to more space.

‘Don, it’s Ned Allen here.’

‘Bad timing, Ned,’ he answered in his thick Canarsie whine. ‘I’m heading out the door.’

‘Then I’ll cut to the chase.’

‘I’m telling you, I’m running –’

‘Don, you know that at ninety-five grand for a back-of-the-book double pager, we’re still thirty percent cheaper than the competition …’

‘Yeah, yeah, yeah. But their circulation is thirty-five higher than yours.’

‘Only if you believe their figures. You see the ABC stats last month? Our circulation was up seven percent for the third straight month in a row …’

‘They still got one point two million versus your seven-eighty – which, for my money, is a sizeable circulation gap.’

‘Look, Don, you know as well as I do that – when it comes to niche marketing – numbers like that mean nada. I mean, so what if they’ve got one point two? For a high-end product like the SatPad DL, you need the sort of mid- to high-market site that we can offer. You just go it alone with them, you’re strictly aiming for the bargain basement. Okay, okay, I know they’ve got the stats, but so do the Chinese. A billion people. Too bad only a thousand of them can afford to buy anything more than a bucket of rice. Same situation here.’

Don Dowling sighed loudly and said, ‘Ned, you tried this song and dance on me last month …’

‘And last month you wouldn’t bite. But now, we’re doing business. A double spreader. A great start to our relationship.’

‘How many times do I have to tell you – it’s not a relationship … it’s a one-night stand.’

‘I know, I know – but all relationships start as one-night stands. You finally talk her into bed, next thing you know it’s love and marriage. And when you see the results you get from the back of our book –’

‘Then maybe we’ll do another one. But I’m not committing us to anything more.’

‘Even with an offer of a twenty-five percent discount and a guaranteed premium position for the entire spring quarter?’

‘We’re covering old ground here. Your guy Ivan offered me the same deal last week.’

‘Ivan offered you twenty percent. But as his boss I can –’

‘What? Flatter my ass with an additional five percent sweetener? Get a life.’

‘Do the math, Don. We’re talking nearly twenty-two grand that you’ll be saving on prime display space.’

‘I’ve done the math, Ned. I’ve made a decision.’

‘Tell you what: We’ll throw in a four-color bleed for the April issue.’

‘Ned, this conversation’s history.’

‘How ’bout lunch next week? You in the city?’

‘Dallas.’

‘Week after?’

‘Ned …’

‘You like French, we can do Lutece …’

‘Since when has CompuWorld been able to afford Lutece?’

‘Since we became players.’

‘You’re still in third place.’

‘We try harder, Don. So how about a week from next Friday?’

‘You’re a pain in the ass, Ned.’

‘But an effective one. Next Friday?’

Another elongated sigh from Don Dowling.

‘Call my secretary,’ he said and hung up.

Got ’em! Well, sort of. Like I said, we’re talking variables here. ‘Call my secretary’ is about the oldest kiss-off line in the book. But, in the case of Don Dowling, I think it means he’s finally willing to sit down with me. No doubt the prospect of stuffing his face at Lutece is also something of an incentive. After all, lunch at a hundred-buck-a-head restaurant – surrounded by the city’s heaviest hitters – can’t help but make a guy from Canarsie feel like he’s finally hit the big leagues (hell, I’m a poster boy for upward mobility myself, having grown up in a shit-kicker corner of Maine). But Dowling also knows that there’s a price attached to accepting my invitation. By agreeing to break overpriced bread with me, he’s signalled the fact that a barrier has come down – and that a new game could be played between us. Whether he decides to play this game will depend entirely on the success of the lunch.

Selling, you see, all comes down to one word: persuasion. And by consenting to lunch, Dowling has also indicated that he’s willing to sit through a display of my persuasiveness – and find out if I can talk him into an ongoing commercial commitment. He’ll want to see how I schmooze him, check out my style. Am I the shrewd shark who gets him talking about everything but business until the coffee arrives? Or will I be the overanxious type who starts hustling him before the bread hits the table? He’ll gauge whether I’m the sort of salesman who’s willing to peddle his elderly mother to the Arabs if it means getting results … or some grace-and-favor merchant who’s deigning to do business with such a dweeb. Most tellingly, he’ll be assessing the way I approach him. Too much deference and he’ll hate me for overplaying my hand. Too little, and he’ll think I consider him nothing more than a Brooklyn nouveau.

Again, it all comes down to a bunch of variables. Variables are what keep the game interesting. And variables are also what keep me awake at three in the morning, worried about whether tomorrow’s the day when it all starts to implode – when my well-honed pitch would finally lose its kick, stopped dead in its tracks by the one word I dread most in life: No.

So far (and I’ve only been in this business for four years) I’ve managed to dodge that nightmare which every salesman fears: the loss of his persuasive powers. My boss, Chuck Zanussi, summed it all up beautifully:

‘You know, Ned,’ he said to me over lunch around eighteen months ago, ‘every goddamn bookshop in this country is crammed with volume after volume about how to close that deal and be the biggest swinging dick in your division. But forget all the business-guru, “channel into your influence zones” crap. At the end of the day, selling is about just one thing: getting someone else to say yes. That’s it. That’s the object of the exercise, the bottom fucking line. Yes. Success is yes; failure is no. It’s that simple. In fact, the way I see it, everything in life comes down to talking people into giving you a yes. Unless you’re into date rape, you don’t get laid without a yes. You don’t get married without a yes. You don’t get a mortgage for a house without a yes. You don’t get a job without a yes. And you certainly don’t keep a job without a shitload of yesses.

‘Y’see, that’s what you do every day: You procure yesses for this company. And you do it pretty well, I might add … which is why I’m bumping you up a notch.’

And that’s when he offered me the job of Northeast regional sales manager for the third biggest computer magazine in America.

The magazine is called CompuWorld, and the only reason we’re in third place is because we’re the new kids in town. Just five years old, but, without question the real comer in a crowded market. Don’t take my word for it. Just consider these numbers: The two titles ahead of us – PC Globe and Computer America – have each shed a total of 34 percent market share since we showed up on the block in ’92. Of course, back then, every industry analyst was predicting we’d be on our way to the morgue within eighteen months. We’re talking 2 million readers already for the established titles, who needs a third? No room for an upstart – blah, blah, blah.

O ye of little faith. Look at us now. Circulation of seven-eighty, a mere fifty thousand behind the number two boys, Computer America. Hell, two years ago, there was half-a-million separating us. Now they’re bleeding faster than a hemophiliac, and we’re the title in the ascendant. You see that story on us in AdWeek, ‘The CompuWorld Phenomenon’ – the basic gist of which pointed to our magazine as the beneficiary of the biggest readership defection in the past ten years. Want to know why? Editorial quality, and pure visual class. I mean, when it comes to the caliber of layout and graphics, we’re the Vanity Fair of consumer magazines. Okay, I take Don Dowling’s point: We’re still a sizeable distance behind PC Globe in terms of circulation. But, like I told him, they’re Filene’s Basement to our Saks Fifth Avenue. I mean, if you’re only interested in low-end/mass market clientele, by all means blow most of your media budget on a couple of big PC Globe spreads. But if you’re trying to reach the more sophisticated corporate and personal consumer … Well, let’s face it, there’s only one choice in the marketplace, and that’s …

Sorry, sorry – I’m pushing a little too hard here. As my wife, Lizzie, likes to tell me, sometimes I forget that there are hours of the day when I don’t have to be chasing a yes. It’s kind of an obsessive business – sales – and one which demands nonstop results. Just consider my monthly and annual quotas. CompuWorld publishes twelve issues a year. The average size of the book is around 320 pages – of which I am responsible for seventy pages of advertising copy. On average, we sell a page for $35,000 (though premium positions, like the back cover, can cost up to 30 percent more). Now 35k times 70 equals $2.45 million. My monthly quota. Multiply that figure by twelve and you come up with $29.4 million – a figure that scares the shit out of me every time I think about it.

Thankfully, I’m not the only person in our office who lives in terror of that $29.4 million mountain. As regional sales manager for the Northeast, I’m in charge of a staff of ten, all of whom have to hit their own individual sales targets every month. There are a half-dozen telesales operators who spend every day working the phones, trying to close small deals. They’re my bread-and-butter people. They hustle small retailers, and modest-sized software companies, and all those penny-ante operators who fill the Classified section at the back of the book. A lot of the uppity schmucks in Editorial make fun of the outfits we snag for Classified – mom-and-pop businesses that peddle discount bar code scanners, or software pawnbrokers who offer ‘Cash for Your Old Memory.’ But, believe me, all those little eighth-of-a-pagers are an essential component of the overall sales strategy. And they account for 20 percent of the space we have to fill a month.

My Telesales team works closely with my four outside sales reps – Ivan Dolinsky in tristate, Phil Sirio in the five boroughs, Denis Maduro in Massachusetts (the Boston area is probably the key software manufacturing market in the Northeast), and Doug Bluehorn covering the rest of New England. The pressure is on these guys nonstop to score the big half- and full-pagers, and to network heavily with all the media sales and marketing people for the major players in our region: AdTel, Icon, InfoCom, and the monster GBS (Global Business Systems, the biggest computer hardware manufacturer on the planet – of which we all wanted a piece).

Strictly speaking, I don’t have to sell a single page of advertising – though I do get involved when a guy like Don Dowling refuses to play ball with one of my reps. My job is to be the strategizer. I’m the coach, they’re the players. I coordinate all the campaigns we run; I monitor the advances of my sales team. I encourage, galvanize, threaten. Because if they don’t hit their quotas, then I take an even bigger hit. And I’m not just talking about getting my ear bent by Chuck Zanussi – I’m also talking about a financial hit, since my bonus is pegged to how much business my division brings in. My salary is a basic sixty thousand a year – near-poverty-line executive wages in New York. If my team scales that $29.4-million mountain, then I’m due another sixty at the end of the year (the members of the sales force also receive incentive bonuses for every dollar of business they bring in). However, if we achieve less than the designated annual quota, then the bonus figure shrinks accordingly.

But ever since I took over as regional sales manager eighteen months ago, we’ve yet to have a quota shortfall. And when the Christmas bonuses are handed out Friday, December 12th (a date I starred in my diary), I fully expect to see the words SIXTY THOUSAND DOLLARS written across the check … which will help me sleep better, as I’m currently living on hot air. I owe something like $20,000 on my five credit cards. I’m clocking up $325 a month interest on a $25,000 bridge loan I took out five months ago. I’m now a month overdue on my annual $795 membership at the New York Health and Racquet Club. I’ve just booked us on a seven-day Christmas-week package to the Four Seasons Hotel in Nevis (a staggering $5,600 for room and airfare only – but, as I keep telling Lizzie, it’s the first vacation we’ve had in three years). And Barney Gordon, D.D.S., informed me last week that I’m looking at $3,200 to replace an old bridge which has finally outstayed its welcome after twenty-one years (the result of a bicycle accident, at the age of eleven, which cost me my upper front tooth). Unfortunately, bridge work isn’t covered under the company medical plan. And though three grand plus in dental work is, financially speaking, about the last thing I need right now, Doc Gordon says I have no choice but to get the new bridge (the old one is so dangerously loose it’s bound to pop out at any moment – like in the middle of a Lutece lunch with Don Dowling).

In other words, I’m going to see little change from that sixty-grand bonus check. But at least I’ll be in the clear for the first time in three years. And my one big New Year’s resolution for l998 is: Never get your ass in such a bad financial position again.

The phone on my desk buzzed. I looked up from my list of the day’s accomplishments and hit the speaker button.

‘Ned Allen here.’

‘How much money you make for me today, Allen?’ It was my boss, Chuck Zanussi.

‘Plenty, but I’ve blown it all.’

‘Oh yeah? On what?’

‘Life’s little essentials: a new Ferrari, a Learjet,court-side season tickets for the Knicks …’

‘Do I get one of the tickets?’ Chuck asked.

‘I thought you were a Nets fan?’

‘You know, some bosses would fire you for that comment.’

‘But you’ve got a great sense of humor, Chuck.’

‘You need one in this business.’ He dropped the bantering tone. ‘So tell me …’

The line began to crackle. ‘Where are you?’ I asked.

‘Midair between Chicago and La Guardia.’

‘I didn’t know you were hitting Chicago today. I thought you were flying straight back from Seattle.’

‘So did I – until I got a call asking me to stop by Chicago …’

‘A call from whom?’

‘We’ll get to that. So tell me –’

‘I think I might have finally convinced that Big Buddha, Don Dowling, to come to the table.’

‘Anything firm?’

‘A single-pager for April.’

‘That’s it?’

‘But he’s willing to do lunch the week after next.’

‘Guess that’s something.’

‘It’s more than something, Chuck. It’s a real breakthrough. AdTel’s been dodging us ever since Dowling stepped into the job eight months ago. And Ivan’s been chasing him like hell.’

‘But you closed it – not Ivan.’

‘Ivan’s all right.’

‘He’s worrying me. He hasn’t scored anything in months.’

‘Two months, that’s all.’

‘That’s long enough,’ Chuck said.

‘We’re still hitting the quota.’

‘Only because everyone else is covering for him.’

‘Ivan’s been a winner before, he’ll be a winner again. And he’s on the verge of closing a big spread with GBS …’

‘I’ll believe it when I see the ink on the contract.’

‘Come on, you know what the guy’s been through …’

‘Yeah, yeah, yeah.’

‘I love a compassionate publisher.’

‘I covered his ass when he went through a cold streak like this two years ago.’

‘And he pulled through then. Even surpassed his quota by twenty-two percent. The guy’s going to pull through again.’

‘I’m touched by your faith in humanity, Ned. It’s so fucking uplifting.’

‘So why the side trip to Chicago?’

‘Tomorrow.’

‘What?’

‘I’ll tell you tomorrow. At breakfast. Eight A.M., the Waldorf.’

‘Something up?’

‘Tomorrow.’

‘So something is up?’

‘Maybe.’

‘What d’you mean, maybe?’

‘Maybe means maybe, that’s all.’

‘It’s bad, right?’

‘Ned, we’ll deal with this –’

‘It’s got to be bad.’

‘It’s not bad.’

‘Then what is it?’

‘It’s … interesting.’

‘Oh great.’

‘All will be revealed at breakfast. Be there.’

I put down the phone. I drummed my fingers on my desk. I chewed my lower lip. I craved a cigarette – and regretted having kicked the habit six months earlier. Interesting. I didn’t like the sound of that. It could only mean one thing: change. And change – especially in a big multinational organization like this one – was usually a synonym for trouble.

You see, CompuWorld is just one of a dozen international titles owned by the Getz-Braun Group. They’re an American-founded company who own a string of audio, video, and computer magazines in Germany, the U.K., France, and Japan, as well as the U.S. They also have a very successful division that plans and runs major computer trade shows around the globe. It’s a lean, no-frills multinational – and intensely corporate. Once you join the ‘Getz-Braun Family’, you’re a protected member of the organization as long as you’re a ‘producer.’

‘Let me give you the official and the unofficial schtick about Getz-Braun,’ Chuck Zanussi said during my job interview in 1993. ‘The official line is this: you’re joining one of the most lucrative publishing companies in the world. You want to know how lucrative? Get this: Thirteen months ago, Bear-Stearns purchased the entire worldwide organization for one point seven billion, then, seven months later, sold it to our current Japanese owners, Yokimura, for two point three billion. Not a bad chunk of change for half-a-year’s interim ownership.

‘Now the unofficial line on this place, the way you either survive or die here comes down to two simple questions: Can you conform, and can you perform? You might be a loose cannon when it comes to schmoozing customers, but around the office you’ve got to be a team player. If you start playing ‘my dick’s bigger than yours,’ you’ll be out the door before you have time to zip up your fly. Point two: as long as you keep making the company money, your ass is secure. It all comes down to productivity, and whether you can keep hitting the quota month-after-month.’

Ever since I joined CompuWorld, I’ve always hit the quota – and have been rewarded with steady promotions through the ranks. Hell, during my first two years in Telesales, I was the magazine’s number-one rainmaker, bringing in 18 percent more business than any other sales rep. And since being named a regional sales manager, my team has consistently outpaced all other regional divisions when it comes to generating advertising revenue.

So why should things suddenly be … interesting? And why was Chuck – Mr. Shoot from the Hip – being so goddamn cryptic about what went down in Chicago?

I stood up and looked through the glass walls of my office. It’s not really an office – more of an eight-by-eight cubicle stuck in the rear of a charmless whitebrick l960s office building on Third Avenue and Forty-sixth Street. At least I have a window, which affords me a panoramic view of a grimy transient hotel on Lexington Avenue (the sort of down-at-the-heels joint that attracts package tourists from Eastern Europe). Through the glass walls of my office, I can keep an eye on the action: a tiny rabbit warren of cubicles, in which my Telesales people remain umbilically attached to the telephone for the prescribed eight hours a day. Except, of course, for the office achiever Debbie Suarez, who was, as always, still there after 7:00 P.M., jabbering a mile a minute into her headset as she hustled some poor unsuspecting schmuck who’d made the mistake of letting her unleash her sales pitch.

Around CompuWorld, Debbie’s known as ‘Tommy Gun’ Suarez because of her ability to talk faster than anyone else on the planet. She’s also a spy extraordinaire, who knows everything there is to know about everyone at the magazine. The fact that she’s the size of a kewpie doll – around four foot ten, short, dark curly hair, big green eyes, the build of a flyweight boxer – makes her Niagara of words even more startling.

As I left my office and approached her cubicle, I could hear her going at full throttle.

‘I know I know I know I know, but lookit, where do you think you gonna find a better outlet? Nah nah nah nah. They tell you that but then you end up with nothin.’ And I’m talkin’ nothin’ nothin.’ You think I’m telling you all this seven P.M. on a Tuesday night – I could be home with my kid – if I didn’t think I could do something for you? Whadda I mean, do something? Six quarter-pagers for six months. I can give you the deal of the week. Fifty-two five. Sure sure sure, it’s thirty-five a page. A full page. But quarters are ten a pop. Why? You ask why? Get outta here – you know why. No quarter-pagers are ever, ever one fourth the price of a full page. You’re always gonna pay ten percent more … except right now, where I’m offering you six quarters for exactly what you’re asking. That’s eight seventy-five per issue – and you’re saving … hey, you’re fast with the calculations. But now hit ‘times six’ on that calculator of yours … That’s right, we’re talking seven-five you still got in your pocket. I mean, is that a discount or what? Yeah, yeah, yeah, ’course we give you final approval on position. But lookit, this isn’t an offer you can sleep on. I’ve got three other standbys for that page … You what? I give you a promise it’s a promise. How d’you know it’s a promise? Get outta here …’

I hovered by an adjacent cubicle, listening with pleasure to this manic spiel. Debbie has been my great discovery – the undisputed CompuWorld sales star of the year. I hired her to fill the Telesales space vacated by me after I got the promotion. There were other suitable candidates, but what really sold me on Debbie was not just her explosive motor-mouth hunger for the position (‘You give me the job, Mr. Allen, you’ll have no regrets. And when I say no regrets, I mean, like, no no no regrets’). It was also her ‘backstory’ – the darker details of her life that she didn’t list on her resumé but that, with a little gentle probing from me, she divulged. Like how she grew up in an East New York project. And how her Daddy did a permanent bunk back to San Juan when she was four. And how she was pregnant at seventeen and widowed at nineteen, after her low-life husband irritated his drug-dealing employers by pocketing the proceeds of a coke deal. And how she went back to high school and landed a secretarial job and finally found a way out of East New York, via a tiny one-bedroom in Stuyvesant Town where she now lived with her elderly mother and young son, Raul. And how she knew she could sell anybody anything – all she needed was someone like me to give her a shot.

‘… So are we doin’ this or what? Like I said, it’s seven-eighteen now, shop here’s about to close. And come tomorrow … yeah, right, uh-huh, sure, sure, sure, no other competitors near you, copy approval, fifty-two five … We on the same page here?’

I watched as all the muscles in her face went taut and her eyes snapped shut, like someone unable to watch a lottery draw. Then, suddenly, her shoulders slackened, and her face slipped into an expression of weary relief.

‘Okay, Mr. Godfrey, you got it. I’ll call tomorrow, we’ll deal with all the fine print then. Have a nice night.’

She pulled off her headset and pressed her forehead into her palms.

‘You close?’ I asked.

‘I closed,’ she said, sounding as exhausted as a sprinter who’d just hit the tape.

‘Who was it?’

‘DustBust: “America’s Favorite Computer Dustshield Equipment.”’ She shook her head, then looked up and gave me a jaded smile. I knew what she was thinking. I kill myself, I shred my vocal cords, I act as if this is a life-or-death matter. And what’s the payoff? Landing a lousy quarter-page ad by some guy who makes slipcovers for computer screens.

I shrugged back, as if to say: Welcome to sales. But God, how I knew that post-closing feeling – the sense of depletion, of loss. You’ve won … and yet, what have you won? You’re someone who sells space in a magazine. In the great spectrum of human endeavor, what you do is negligible, maybe even worthless. But, as I always tell any new sales staff I hire, the real object of the exercise – the reason you expend all that effort cajoling and flattering and wheedling the client – is self-validation. Because when you close – when you get that yes – there is a flicker of triumph. You’ve talked someone into something. Your point of view has prevailed. You’ve verified your worth. For that day, anyway.

‘Nothing wrong with scoring DustBust,’ I said. ‘They’ve been around for ten, twelve years. Good product, good distribution network, not much in the way of competition. They should be a nice steady customer for you. Way to go, Debbie.’

She beamed at me. ‘Thanks, Mr. Allen.’

‘You ever going to call me Ned?’

‘When you’re not my boss anymore.’

‘You mean, when you’re running the show around here.’

‘Not gonna happen in this life.’

‘Rule Number One of sales, Debbie: Don’t shortchange yourself. How’s your Mom?’

‘Up and down. The angina’s been really bad for the last week. Still, if she can keep from having to go to the hospital until January fifth …’

January 5 was Debbie’s first anniversary with CompuWorld – and also the day that, according to the rules of the company insurance policy, she could (in addition to any children and a spouse) add one more dependent family member to her health plan. I knew that she was ticking off the days until her uninsured Mom (who’d been sick, off and on, for the past year) was finally protected by the company safety net.

‘She still babysitting Raul after school?’

‘We’ve got no choice,’ Debbie said. ‘I’m not going to be paying a nanny on my salary … and, at six, he’s too old for day care. Y’know he’s been accepted for the first grade at Faber Academy?’ she said, mentioning one of the best private day schools in the city (and just a three-block walk from her apartment in Stuyvesant Town).

‘Yeah, I’d heard. That’s fantastic news. He must be a gifted kid.’

‘He’s the best. They’re even gonna let him enter this January instead of making him wait until September. Which is okay by me ’cause that kindergarten he’s in right now is guano. ’Course, first grade at Faber is nine thousand a year – and they haven’t been able to get him a scholarship. So that bonus check’s real necessary.’

‘You should have more than nine grand coming to you, shouldn’t you?’

‘Thirteen thousand, four hundred dollars,’ she said. ‘I worked it out the other day.’

‘No kidding?’ We both laughed.

‘They really gonna pay us the bonus next Friday?’ she asked.

‘Debbie, that’s the third time you’ve asked me that.’

‘Sorry.’

‘No need to be. Just try to stop worrying about it. As I told you before, this is no nickel-and-dime operation, and Yokimura really does honor its commitments. Especially to its employees. They’re Japanese, for Christ’s sake. They’d rather disembowel themselves than fail to pay you your bonus. Trust me here.’

‘I do, Mr. Allen. It’s just, like, it’s my first year here, and that bonus, it’s gonna make the difference …’

‘Tell you what. When I see Chuck Zanussi for breakfast tomorrow, I’ll ask him to verify that – what was the figure you mentioned again?’

‘Thirteen-four.’

‘Right – that thirteen-four is the exact amount you’ll be receiving on the twelfth. He usually has all the bonus figures for the sales divisions around now.’

‘You’re having breakfast with Mr. Zanussi? I thought he was still in Seattle, clearing up that problem with Mr. Roland.’

She really did deserve a job in the CIA. Word had been filtering back to Chuck that Bill Roland, regional sales director for the Pacific Northwest, had become excessively acquainted with a certain Mr. Jack Daniels. And there was an unsubstantiated rumor going around that, having finally secured a lunch meeting with the marketing director of Microcom, he drank himself into incoherence before dessert. Not a good sales strategy, especially in such a crucial market as Seattle – which is why Chuck had flown out there, though, of course Chuck told everyone around the office that he was simply paying the Seattle office his usual quarterly visit. That was a typical bit of Chuck strategy: Act as if nothing was wrong, then deal with the ‘problem’ before anyone knew there was a real problem.

‘You hear how things went in Seattle?’ I asked.

Debbie regarded her nails, currently painted a shade which was probably called Drag Queen Pink.

‘Bill Roland’s history,’ she said.

I emitted a low whistle. ‘When did this happen?’

‘Yesterday morning.’

‘He go quietly?’

‘I think he was actually real relieved. Especially since Mr. Zanussi offered him six months’ salary and eight weeks in some rehab place if he resigned on the spot. Which he did. Kind of real decent of Mr. Zanussi, don’t you think? I mean, this drinking thing … seems it had been going on for months. Mr. Roland’s marriage’s supposed to have gone real bad, his daughter – think she’s around sixteen – just ran off with this biker creep, and, y’know, the pressure’s always on at the Seattle office … So Mr. Roland started hitting the whiskey first thing in the morning, sneaking it into his coffee …’

I looked at her with amazement.

‘How the hell do you know all this stuff?’

‘I’ve got my sources.’

‘You wouldn’t happen to have a mole in our Chicago office, would you?’

Another glance at those electric pink nails. ‘I might,’ she said.

‘Then how about giving them a ring now and finding out why Chuck Zanussi was called to a meeting there today.’

Now it was Debbie’s turn to look shocked.

‘He was sent to Chicago?’

‘Yep.’

‘But I thought he was flying straight back from Seattle …’

‘So did I. But he called me midair between O’Hare and LaGuardia, saying that he’d been asked to stop by the Chicago office for the afternoon. Wouldn’t say why. Wouldn’t say who called the meeting – but you can bet it’s someone pretty upper echelon in Getz-Braun or Yokimura.’

‘Mr. Zanussi didn’t say anything about what happened in the meeting?’

‘Just that it was interesting.’

‘Mierda.’

Debbie also understood that, in corporate life, interesting was a highly charged word – and one that never boded well for the future. Putting her headset back on, she nervously punched in a ten-digit number.

‘Lemme talk to Maria Szabo, please,’ she said. While waiting to be transferred, Debbie chewed on the headset wire. ‘Maria … Debbie in New York. Howyadoin’? Yeah, yeah, yeah … business as usual. But listen, you see our publisher, Mr. Zanussi, around your office today? He was? … Who else was there? … You’re kidding me, right? All of ’em? Shit … You’re telling me, something’s up … but nobody spilled nothing, huh? Not even his secretary? Okay, okay. But listen, you hear anything else you call me pronto. Ditto if I get some news here. Got me? Thanks, hon …’

She pulled off the headset and gave me one of her anxious looks.

‘That was my friend Maria – Telesales Chicago. Mr. Zanussi arrived at her office around lunchtime today, went straight into a meeting with Mr. Herztberg, Mr. Getz, Mr. Watanabe …’

‘Jesus,’ I said. ‘Jesus Christ.’ Moss Hertzberg was Getz-Braun’s CEO. Bob Getz was the chairman of the board. And Hideo Watanabe was head samurai at our parent company, Yokimura. You couldn’t ask for a more formidable collection of corporate heavy-hitters.

‘Did your friend Maria mention if anyone else was there?’

‘Yeah. Some Euro guy with two flunkies.’

‘What did she mean, “a Euro guy”?’

‘I dunno. Said he looked like, well, uh, Euro.’

‘You mean, not American.’

‘Guess so.’

‘Did Maria say if he spoke English?’

‘Yeah … but with this kind of accent.’

‘A European accent?’

‘Think so.’

‘And the two flunkies with him? Were they bodyguards?’

‘She said they were carrying briefcases.’

‘Lawyers,’ I said.

‘What’s going on, Mr. Allen?’

I had a good idea, but I knew if I told her she might not sleep tonight. So instead I flashed her my best salesman’s smile, that ‘don’t-worry-you’re-safe-with-me’ smile that hopefully engenders trust yet masks the fact that, like everybody else you pass on the street these days, you really don’t know if the ground beneath you is solid anymore.

‘Put it this way, Debbie,’ I said. ‘It is going to be interesting.’
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