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Dedicated to Shana,

 

She saw this in me, before I did.





Cup 1

 

"No one can understand the truth until
he drinks of coffee's frothy goodness."

~Sheik Abd-al-Qadir

 

Cappuccino
Victoria, British Columbia
15 years ago

 

My first time was when I was 15.  It lasted for hours and was with an older woman.  I can still remember it like it was yesterday.  Who does not remember life altering, profoundly moving experiences?  It is the moment I became a man.

I am talking about my first Cappuccino, not sex.

There I was, fifteen years old, cutting loose in a foreign country, on an exotic island in the Pacific Ocean.  Victoria, British Columbia is a cute slice of England on the west coast of Canada.  Well, a slice of Disney England, with horse drawn carriage rides, double-decker busses, quaint shops selling tartans and grandmother quality knick-knacks, cobblestone streets and ever-present afternoon teas.  How I ended up there was solely due to my parents insistence that I learn to play a musical instrument, so, with clarinet in hand, I had traveled with my high school class to compete in an invitational jazz band competition.

Unfortunately, most of our time was spent with the boring required school stuff; relentlessly practicing our songs, and being led on teacher-guided fieldtrips to museums and historical sites that would all result in double spaced two thousand word essays when we got back home. 

But one day, while my class was hiking from one art gallery to another we passed this little hole-in-the-wall restaurant called 'Pagliacci's'.  It totally oozed this funky and cool vibe.  I'd never felt anything like it.  So, in an impulsive act of defiance and never before seen initiative, I slipped into the foyer.  I watched thru the window as my band turned the next corner and was gone, no one even noticing my disappearance.  I took a deep breath knowing I would get in trouble later and a deeper breath realizing I did not care.

The restaurant was narrow and deep.  A huge mural of the skyline of New York City covered the top half of one wall.  A tiny balcony looked down on the bustling scene below.  There were three times as many tables as was physically possible in the space.  Romantic couples holding hands were inches away from impassioned artists debating existentialism, neither aware of the others proximity.

Waiters and waitresses, arms precariously full of food, were performing amazing acts of juggling and acrobatics getting around the tables and customers.  The noise level was a constant din, table discussions battled with waiters calling orders to the kitchen, all complemented by some boisterous jazz music playing over hidden speakers.

I soaked up the bohemian atmosphere from my seat at the back of the restaurant - not that I really knew what a bohemian atmosphere was, it just seemed like that was the atmosphere in the place.  I craned my neck around, looking at everything and anything.  Behind me were framed autographed pictures of celebrities with the owners and staff.  Tom Selleck, Ed Begley, Jr., a framed and signed Sandy Koufax baseball card.  I stared at them in awe since no one famous ever came to my hometown.

Having absorbed as much as I could from the wall behind me, I turned back to find a woman sitting at my table, looking at my menu.  She was a perky, nouveau hippie woman, with her hair was racing off in all different directions, the occasional strand colorfully beaded up.  Perched on the bridge of her perky nose were a pair of tiny granny glasses.

"Uh."

Yes, I was that smooth back then.  She looked up and smiled at me.  A bright, sparkling smile.

"You don't mind, do you?  There's no other space."

I shook my head and looked down at my hands. What is going on?  What is she doing at my table?  WHAT ON EARTH AM I GOING TO SAY TO HER?  I looked up over the top of the menu she was holding up in front of her.  She was easily twenty years old and she was sitting at my table.  My table!  I had never been this close to a twenty-year-old woman before in my life.

She was biting her lower lip, chewing off her bright red lipstick, as she pondered the menu.  I could not stop staring at her.  She was gorgeous.  Freckles on the bridge of her nose, her full lips, her soft skin.  She glanced up and I looked back down.  Finally she lowered the menu.  As soon as it hit the table the waitress appeared beside us, crammed in between the two tables, staring at me.

"Well?"

I looked at her, my mind completely blank. 

"Hey Melody."

"Kate!  How's your mom?"

"She's good thanks.  Still the same."

"What can I get you two?"

Kate looked at me.  My mouth was hanging open like a dead fish.  She shook her head, amused, then looked back up at Mel.

"Two caps, make mine dry, and a marble to split."

"You got it."

Mel grabbed the menu and was gone.  Kate looked at me, a twinkle in her eyes.

"You don't mind me ordering?"

I shook my head.

"First time?"

I nodded.  She nodded back.

"I'm Kate."

"Jamie.  James."

"Hi Jamie James."

"James, just James."

She smiled and I could see all of her bright white teeth.  She had a really nice smile.  She also had a sheer cream blouse on and I could, at certain moments, catch a glimpse of the curve of her breasts hidden beneath it.  At one point, while she was looking in her purse for something, I thought I saw her nipple!  I hope I don't get caught staring but I had never been this close to breasts like that before.  I was in love.  Or a reasonable facsimile.  If only my friends could see me now.  Sitting with a beautiful older woman, her laughing at my jokes, then kissing me passionately.  I stared at the front window of the restaurant, puckering up in an imaginary tongue kiss, willing my classmates to walk by.

"You waiting for someone?"

I instantly stopped puckering and shook my head.

"You don't talk much, huh?"

I shook my head again.  She nodded but kept looking at me, curious.  Nervously, I looked over at the framed picture on the wall beside me.  It was a huge photo of a joyful crowd at a concert in the street outside the restaurant.

Kate pointed at the picture, to a clump of people off to the side.  A little pigtailed kid on her dad's shoulders.

"That's you?"

She nodded and smiled.

"Was it a good concert?"

"It was Etta James.  Of course it was good.  And I got to stay up way past my bedtime."

The she started talking to me like I was a person.  Not a kid, not a teenager, like I was a real person.  I listened to her talk about growing up in the restaurant.  I didn't have to say a thing, just listened and nodded attentively.  And I was attentive, hanging on every word, even while I sneaked sly glances at her chest.  Her parents met while both working there as waiters, and all it took was one boisterous late night staff party she showed up nine months later.  She was one of those kids you see being carried around restaurants while their parents worked.  She was a baby who couldn't sleep unless she was in a noisy restaurant.

"I still can't stand quiet, you know?  I've been biologically altered so that my body wakes up if it's quiet.  Like something's wrong and I've got to be awake.  I'm all backwards.  God help me if I fall asleep in the forest, I'd sleep right through the bear attack."

Cue my nod.  I was doing my best to keep up with what she was talking about, but the subject seemed to change with every sentence.  How exactly did we get to talking about bear attacks?  I noticed she had started talking again, about something totally different and I tried to catch up to what she is talking about, with no luck.  So I nodded again and fantasized about her kissing me.

 

~

 

The waitress arrived, placed a cup in front of each of us then disappeared again.  Kate continued talking about having her first date in the front corner booth, with her mom as their overly attentive waitress and her dad working behind the bar.  If my parents were present at my first date, I would have given up right then and gone into the Convent.

I glanced down at the cup in front of me.  Coffee.  Why didn't she just say 'coffee' when she ordered?  Why the fancy names?  A coffee covered in what looked like whipped cream.  I glanced across the table.

"She'll be back with the marble."

"Sure.  Right.", I still didn't know what she was talking about.

I picked up two packets of sugar and tore them open.  Kate's hand grabbed me before I had a chance to pour it into my coffee.

"What are you doing?"

"I like sugar in my coffee."

There was an audible gasp from her.

"This isn't a coffee, Jimmy.  It's a cappuccino."

"Ok, chill, maybe I like sugar in my cappuccino."

"Maybe if you'd ever had one before."

Busted.  Apparently, I had transgressed some sort of unwritten rule.  Maybe the arcane covenants of the restaurant were printed in the menu and I had not seen them.

I put down the sugar packets.  Kate took and moved them away like they were live grenades.  So, with her watching, I picked up my cup.  As I let the cappuccino move around in the cup I realized it is only half full!  What a rip off.  Half a cup of coffee?  Probably would charge me two bucks for it too.  What kind of a place was this?

Just then Mel arrived and put a large piece of cheesecake on the table between us.  Oh, that's what 'marble' is.  Again with the secret names for things.  I held up my cup to her.

"Could I get this topped up, instead of half full?"

I didn't think an entire restaurant could stare at me at the same moment.  It was like I had asked for a bunny to be killed at my table just for my pleasure.  The world went silent.  Birds dropped from the sky.  Five billion pairs of eyes looked at me.

"You're kidding, right?"

Kate put her hand over my cup and pushed it back down to the table.  Mel looked at Kate.

"He's kidding, right?"

"He's a joker.  We're fine, Mel.  Everything's good."

Mel left, looking back at me over her shoulder, wary.  Kate turned to me.

"Have you ever had one of these before?"

"Of course I have, come on."

She just looked at me.  Stared at me.  Over her shoulder I could see Mel talking to the rest of the staff at the bar.  Too many of them were looking over at me to make me think she was talking about something other than what I just said.

Why was I trying to pretend I knew what I was talking about?  What was the big deal anyways?  I realized I had nothing to loose by telling the truth.  Except that I was a fifteen-year-old boy, and I'd never really told the entire truth in my life.  Everything I ever said was run through a filter to ensure it fit with the situation I was in.  But this was different.  Kate was a total stranger and even if she did freak out on me for what I said I would never see her again.  I figured this woman wouldn't come to my high school and tell everyone I was an idiot.  Besides, she was the one who chose to sit with the idiot and that made her an idiot too, by association.  If I actually was an idiot.  Which I wasn't.

So I took a deep breath, took the biggest chance I had ever taken in my life and told her the truth.

"Ok.  Here's the truth.  I didn't know what you ordered and I didn't know what it was until she put it in front of me.  I'm fifteen years old; this is my first time being outside of the United States."

"That's better.  Much, much better."

I felt much better so I continued talking.

"I'm way over my head here, and I'm really intimidated by you because I've never, ever talked to a girl who is so much older than me."

"So much older?  Thanks a lot.  I'm only twenty."

"You know what I mean.  And you're the most pretty girl - woman, I don't even know what to call you, I've ever been this close to.  So I'm afraid I'll act like an idiot and you'll laugh at me."

Kate leaned back and laughed at me.  Well that's just great, I thought, sulking.

"Yeah, exactly like that."

"Jimmy James, I'm not laughing at you, I'm laughing with you.  It's rare for me to meet a man who is that honest."

I perked up immediately.  She had called me a man!

I picked up the cup again.  Put it to my lips and took a sip.  It is difficult, even after fifteen years of life experience, to really explain that first sip.  Because it was a sip I would never have again.   I was taken completely by surprise.  Not whipped cream, but steamed milk.  Totally unexpected.  Another surprise I would never get again.  That thick, almost gritty, earthy, smoky, coffee taste, the heady smell when the espresso broke free of the shelter of the foam, everything.  Time stopped for me.  I felt this rush of adrenalin, this surge of awareness, and the electricity in my taste buds, at the back of my throat.  It was better than sex.  Granted, I had yet to have sex, but that was exactly I how I thought it would feel.  Around me, the frantic sounds of the restaurant melted away.

I thought I had had coffee before but I was apparently wrong.  What I had had were a few cups of incredibly bad sludge, made from old grounds, in a rusty tin using dirty water.  There was absolutely no comparison to what I was experiencing now.  Night and day.  Black and white.  Heaven and hell.

"Jim?  You like?"

I nodded, took another sip and savored.

"Oh yeah.  This is amazing."

And so we talked.  We talked about all sorts of things, about life, and school - she had dropped out in Tenth Grade and now she was trying to finish her equivalency so she could get into the Department of Education at the local college - and sex - she had a scare recently and thought she was pregnant, but it turned out she wasn't.  Unfortunately she did find out her boyfriend was going to bolt when she told him, so that was pretty bad.

I had really gotten into this truthful sharing thing and told her I had never had sex and I didn't know what I would do if I did get the chance.

"Jamie, don't worry about the sex thing right now.  It's better to find someone you really like and care for, and then get to sex.  That's so much better than rushing out and having sex with the first person who will get naked with you, because that person is going to be your 'First Time', for the rest of your life.  Trust me, you don't want that person to be someone you never want to talk to again."

"But what if I only get one chance?"

"You'll have others.  Trust me.  If you were only a couple years older right now..."

She winked at me and put a forkful of cheesecake in her mouth.  I stopped breathing.  Did she just say she wanted to have sex with me?  She did!  She really did!  And I didn't think she was joking.

"Stop thinking about sex - if that's possible for a teenager, and tell me about your parents."

I took a deep breath, letting go of my fantasy - for the moment - and told her.

"Mostly I'm embarrassed by my parents, you know?  They're not cool like yours, they didn't take me to any concerts when I was little, they just moved me and my sister all over the States every couple years.  And it totally sucked."

"My parents were only cool for a while, then they became old fogies too.  And I'm sure your parents were cool at some point in their life.  They probably even got drunk and had sex in the back seat of a car."

I almost spat out a mouthful of cake.

"Come on, that's really gross, and I'm trying to eat here!"

She laughed.

"It took me a long time to figure it out, Jimmy, but parents were people before they had kids.  If you're up for it, find some old pictures of them when they just met.  When they were in their twenties.  Then imagine meeting the young them at a party, now.  They'd probably be pretty cool."

"No, they'd be in Black & White and totally weird."

 

~

 

It was not until the cheesecake was long gone and our third cappuccino empty that I realized I had to get back to the hotel.  I had disappeared for three hours.  I had talked, actually talked, openly and honestly to a complete stranger for three hours.  I had not talked to any of my friends openly and honestly for more than thirty-five or forty seconds, ever.

I felt so alive - it might be the cumulative effect of three cappuccinos worth of caffeine on my underweight body - so I paid for everything.  I treated Kate to the afternoon.  I treated.  For the first time in my life, I treated someone simply because I wanted to.  It felt good.  I felt good.

We made our way out of the restaurant into the late afternoon brightness and stood on the sidewalk.  A shift had happened.  I did not know what, but suddenly I did not know what to say.  I did not have words anymore.  Maybe I was worded out.  That had been a lot of conversation, a lot of sharing, especially for a fifteen year old.  I looked up at Kate.  I hadn't seen her standing and was surprised to see she was a bit taller than me in her clunky shoes.  She smiled that smile I had become very used to.

"Thank you, Jim, for a delightful afternoon.  So much more than I expected when I came in."

"Me too."

"Well, I guess it's time to get on with our separate lives." 

She took a step away then stopped.

"I don't think I'm ever going to forget this afternoon.  Thanks."

I didn't know what to say.  I knew I wasn't ever going to forget.  Then Kate leaned over and kissed me.  And she actually kissed me on the lips.  Not that I was expecting a kiss, but if I was, it would have expected some sort of dry, dusty grandmotherly kiss on the cheek.

Instead, I got a lingering kiss on the lips.  A kiss that lasted a raspberry flavored lip gloss eternity.  And then she was gone, a final parting wave as she rounded the corner and out of sight.  I looked around, hoping against all hope that there was someone, anyone from my school who had witnessed that kiss.  No such luck.  I was all on my own.  I stood on the sidewalk for a few minutes drinking in the day I had just had, still feeling her soft lips on mine.

Some major structural parts of my life changed because of that afternoon with Kate.  That first cappuccino forever changed my relationship with coffee from that of a grudgingly tolerated acquaintance into a full-blown passionate life long love affair.

It was also my first time for being totally open and honest, sharing my vulnerabilities and fears.   Of being totally me.  Being totally me
with complete strangers whom I would never, ever, see again.  And in that fifteen-year-old state of mind, synapses fired, fused and locked.  For better or worse, on that day I had shifted into a New Way Of Being that could simply be summed up in two sentences.

 

Only over coffee can I be open and honest.

 

And only with people I will never see again.







Chapter 1

 

"What we've got here is the way you can streamline the aspects of your business work flow that are currently languishing further down your internal demand chain.  Integrating and coalescing them into the mix in cost effective and dynamic ways, to, bottom line, increase your effectiveness in today's rapidly changing marketplace."

I look around the boardroom.  I click to the next PowerPoint slide.  No one moves.  I am presenting to a room full of deer and I am the high beam headlight on a speeding eighteen-wheeler.  I have them right where I want them.  Utterly confused.  The next slide should read, 'Don't Panic'.  I put down the clicker and lean confidently on the edge of the boardroom table.

"That's what the marketing people came up with to help me sell this product to you.  I don't think it makes any sense at all.  But it sure sounds good, right?  Until you try and figure out what the hell it means."

I can see the ice breaking around the table.  My speeding eighteen-wheeler has passed without any loss of life.  People start to breathe again, shifting in their seats.

"You are all smart people, smarter than me, and I'll tell you the truth here.  None of this marketing talk is going to do what the marketing people think it's going to do.  They think it's going to sell this product to you.  I think the only people who would buy this product based on what I just said are other marketing people.  In fact, I think that paragraph won an honorable mention at the North American Marketing Awards last year."

I get laughs with this.  I always do.  My timing and presentation today are right on the money.  My Sincere & Trustworthy Hat fits me perfectly.

"Here is what I know from my years doing this.  This product will help you to make your business more effective, and by being more effective, you will make your business more profitable.  Simple as that."

I pause and take a sip of my water.  I was avoiding the coffee crud the rest of the table was served.  I saw the coffee room on the way in; abandon hope all ye who enter, seriously.  The board glances at each other, waiting for me to continue.  I really do have them now.  But I have to hear it from them.  I wait, confident, assured.  I wait and am rewarded.  The CFO pulls the cuffs on his Hugo Boss suit and leans forward.

"Tell us more, James."

As I expected - as I knew - the rest of the meeting goes like clockwork.  I had them when they thought I was cutting through the bullshit and telling them the truth.  And it was the truth.  Mostly.  I cannot sell if I do not mostly believe the stuff that is coming out of my mouth.  People are not fools, even corporate executives.  I have to walk a fine line, a very fine line, between telling the whole truth - the truth that would scare them out of the room and send them cowering underneath their desks for the rest of the day - and blowing so much frozen water crystals up their asses that their stomachs would inflate up like snow globes.

I crossed that line many a time in my early years in sales.  But all I lost was another electronics sale, not a high six-digit software sale like now. 

I learned to replace the tough 'Hard As Nails' sales guy with a 'Sensitive & Caring' sales guy.  But the bottom line is, I am still a sales guy.  If I am in a meeting with you, I am trying to sell you something.  I will be in full on sales guy mode.  I am not the real Jamie - sorry, you don't get that.  You get the 'Sales Guy Jamie' action figure.  The guy who will tell you exactly what you want to hear, every time.  That is my skill, I guess.  I spend my life telling people exactly what they want to hear, not what I really want to say.

I do a lot of research before I go into a sales meeting because no two Wallets are the same.  I learned to take my time, to lure them in, to figure out just what was the right bait to open any particular Wallet.  And, of course, the bait changes with each Wallet.  Our product doesn't get cracked open until I have gone in  and sold myself, sold our company - FireForest Software Solutions, and sold the president - Gregor - to them.  I sell a highly manipulative and emotional connection first and foremost.  But I sell it with love.

Most of the time, I don't even take my computer into the boardroom because too much can go wrong in a product demo.  I have lost sales because the Wallets did not like the color of the buttons on the screens.  Yes, pragmatic people would consider that a pretty piss poor reason for not buying a product, but, as they say, the customer is always right.  Even in their stupid, infantile decisions, they are always right.  And if they do not like the buttons, that is ok with me.

That seems illogical but think about it for a second.  Do you really want to have a customer who is willing to make a decision of this size, based on 
buttons on the screen of the product?  Do you want a customer like this to be phoning you with every little
issue they have with the product?  Because they will not be phoning the generic help support hotline.

It may hurt at the time - not getting the sale - but if you consider just how many trips you are going to have to make to sooth them down, how many change orders you're going to have to write out for the low level coders in Bangalore, how many midnight emails you are going to get - you get the picture.

Better to walk away and leave one for the competition.  Let them have all the fun.  And it keeps them distracted while I win all the good clients.

 

Thirty minutes later I leave the boardroom, actually getting a hug from the Comptroller herself.  Yes, the rest of the meeting is that good.  The team from Flooje - my esteemed competition for this deal - are waiting to do the next presentation, and see all of this through the open boardroom door.  They are toast.  I smile, serenely.  My life is so good I should sell shares in it.

I know everyone who sells products similar to FireForest so I know the people waiting to do the next demo.  I know Garner and Dayne well.  So well that when we all meet in Orlando at the next trade show, I will be drinking with them through each and every night.

But right now, this is war and I know my visible hug from the Comptroller is festering in their guts like a stab wound from a rusty bayonet covered in salt.  And that is the way I want it.  It is not so much about the products we sell.  Theirs is as good as mine, and in some ways it is better.  This is about Relationships.

Fortunately for me, Garner does not get that.  He is going to go in there and overload them with the product features while Dayne fires cross court volleys at them full of incomprehensible Gant charts and cube analysis.  It is very important never to overwhelm the Wallets.  They get really grumpy if you do. 

I bide my time waiting for them to finish their pitch by flirting with the receptionist.

Don't get me wrong, I do not want to go out with the receptionist, I do not want a relationship with her, I am not going to sleep with her, and I am certainly not leaving Ellen for her.  I flirt with her because she is almost as powerful a person in this company as the CFO, the President and the Comptroller combined.  She is the only person who knows the big picture on everything that is going on.  I have been flirting with her over the phone for almost four months while locking down this sale.  And, when I came into their offices an hour ago, and met her for the first time in all her middle-aged, overweight mid-west glory, I flirted with her, in person, shamelessly.

These months of telephone flirting pay off because Garner cannot flirt.  He comes from a Computer Sciences background and sees life as a series of 'IF - THEN - ELSE' statements.  Which is great for a computer programmer, but it really blows for flirting.  'IF I complement your body, THEN you come home with me, ELSE I get slapped.'

Dayne is a great flirter, she can flirt with the best of them.  She could be a gold medal flirt for the United States in the next Olympics, but in this situation, with the receptionist, all she stands for is competition.  She's another woman.  She is younger - strike one, she is cuter - strike two, and she is getting on a plane at the end of the meeting and going some place nicer than Des Moines - big strike three from the woman behind the desk with the stuffed Mickey Mouse sitting on top of her computer monitor and a calendar of cute kittens on the wall.

"I'm heading to Orlando in a couple days.  Is there anything, anything at all, I can send you from Disneyworld?"

She smiles, huge dimples forming on either side of her wide mouth.

"Oh, Jamie, you're bad."

"Bad?  How can I be bad?  Maybe a Minnie to go with your Mickey?"

She giggles.  For months now, she has been talking me up around the company, how funny I am, how attentive I am, how considerate I am.  Most importantly, that I am not a usual salesperson and I care.  Because I do care.  I care a great deal.  Mostly about my commission, but that is still a form of caring.

My dad used to tell me stories about greasing the skids in a company.  Not bribing anyone, although he was not above that, but about making sure you have a good relationship with the office staff  - who my dad called them The Skids.

Garner and Dayne, they do not do that.  Garner ignores The Skids in his quest for The Wallets, and Dayne is so stunning that she is instantly hated by any female Skid as soon as she struts through the front door all hair, legs and heels.

The receptionist tells me about her kids, about how they have been trying to get down to Florida to take them to see Minnie and Mickey but the cost and the time...  I have heard it all before.  It seems just about every company I have ever been to has one of them, a Mickey Junkie.  Someone who has never gotten over either their only trip to Disneyland in Fifth Grade or has never gotten over never going to Disneyland in Fifth Grade and is now over compensating in a big way.

I will send her a plush Minnie to go with her Mickey and she will be mine forever.  Then I will write off the purchase as a business expense and deduct it from my taxes.  It is a win-win for both of us.

The boardroom door opens, twenty-seven minutes later, to some quiet talking, some terse shaking of hands.  I notice that the Comptroller does not even shake Dayne's hand.  Not quite the same level of frivolity as my exit.  Even worse for Garner and Dayne, when the CFO sees I am still there, he ushers me back into the boardroom.

"James!  Could you come back in for a moment, and then I'll get you to the airport."

I smile at the receptionist and head to the boardroom.  Passing Garner and Dayne, I grin.

"Kids."

They smile back politely.  Knowing I have won.  Again.

Inside the boardroom, we all sit down and the Comptroller leans forward.

"We have decided to go with your product.  To go with you."

"Well, that's great.  But I don't want to push you into anything.  I want to make sure you've done your due diligence, you've read all the product specification sheets.  You	know, I don't want you to make a rushed decision.  In a couple days, I can stop back and we can talk then."

They are stunned.  I have flipped their minds and put the final lock on the deal by saying no.  It takes a truly honest sales person to say they aren't ready to sign a contract.  Or a truly sadistic manipulative one.  Your average sales guy would have had the papers sliding across the table the split second the Wallet said they wanted to buy.  He would have pushed them away by being pushy.  I don't do that.

"But we're ready to sign.  Now."

"Look, this is a relationship we're creating here.  A long, committed relationship.  I'm not looking for a one-night stand."

I get laughs from everyone.  Even the dour head of IT.  And he has probably never had a one-night stand in his life.  I think I have even got 
middle aged Comptroller.  She will be trying to trap me in the copier room on the way out if I am not careful.

"That's the way that we feel, James."

"Well..."

I hesitate, playing hard to get.  Being coy.

"James, give us the papers.  We're ready to get this started."

I shrug my shoulders, open my computer bag and, with a flourish, remove and slide the contract across the table. One final sales trick.  Pen choice for the signing of the documents helps to solidify the deal.  I have half dozen pens in my case, from a battered Bic with a chewed top, up to a massive Mont Blanc.  The people around the table determine the choice of pen.  I do not want to be too above them, nor too below them. Reading the table one last time, I choose a stainless steel and gold Cartier pen that I won a couple years ago at a convention.  This pen will do just fine.  I offer the pen to the CFO.  He takes a moment to admire it, to feel its weight in his hand and unobtrusively notice the brand.

"Nice pen."

"A good client gave it to me for my birthday."

He is thinking I must be very good if I get Cartier pens as birthday	presents from clients.  I am not just a sales guy, I have moved up and now I am an equal.

Just over an hour later, I am at the Des Moines airport, having been	dropped off by the CFO himself, and I have the signed sales contracts in my computer bag.  I am going to spend	the next four hours on the flight drinking like the champion that I am while working out just what my commission is going to be from the sale I just made.

Yes, it is great to me be.







Chapter 2

 

I sit on the plane, feeling millions of frequent flier points accrue in my pocket as we jet west, following the sunset. The remains of my electro-plastic food-like dinner have been cleared, leaving me in peace with a couple Rye & Gingers and an empty seat beside me.

As I flick thru the Skymall catalogue, my brain is doing a quick post-mortem of my successful sale.  It's good for me to do this after each presentation, to figure out what went wrong - nothing, and what went right - everything.  Everything works so much better when everyone sticks to their roles, conscious or unconscious, I think to myself, like at the company in Des Moines.  I do my best work with people when they stay in role.  Hard-As-Nails Boss; Crusty-But-Benign President; Sexy-Yet-Cold Head of Finance.  I can deal with them and ensure I end up on top.  I can work them as working me.  I take a sip of my drink and ponder this a bit more.  This reflective state is something new for me, so I'll enjoy it for a while.  If it starts to turn into something more threatening, I can order another drink and kill it dead.

Another thought slips into my head, sneaking past the Rye & Ginger.  My troubles start when people resist playing a role.  Unfortunately those 
playing my roles too.  They want me to be 'Real' and 'Open' and 'Honest' - like I am going to be Open and Honest with a girlfriend.  Don't they understand men?  Being open and honest would be the death of the relationship.  They would see us guys as the shallow, sex and technology obsessed fools we are.

The plane does a shudder in some turbulence like the universe is shaking the plane in agreement with me.  At least that is how I read the situation and not as a sign of an imminent fiery death.  But something changes when in me when women do that shift from friend to girlfriend.  It is like all my understanding of women falls out of my head, leaving only nineties rock trivia and a great recipe for Blueberry Pancakes I learned in Fifth Grade.

Why is that?  Why do not I understand women, especially girlfriends?  You would think I would be regularly working on getting this feminine mystery understood.  I mean, I live with one, dated a few, grew up with a couple - mom and sister - and short of a catastrophic societal shakeup will probably be in contact with women off and on for the rest of my life.

I ponder this while finishing my drink and staring down at Wyoming half a mile below.

I think I can distill my confused attitude towards women as stemming from two incidents in my early teen years.  Before then, I did not categorize them any differently than men or boys.  Women were either adults or they were friends.

When I was eleven, I had a friend, Maggie.  We did not do anything really, phoned each other after school every day, sat together at lunch, played board games in her parents' rec room.  One day I had been over at her house after school watching TV and playing 'Operation'.  I had gone upstairs to use the bathroom and walked in on her older, well-developed sister just after she has gotten out of the shower.  I froze; my jaw dropped to the floor like a cartoon character.  I was face to face with naked, wet seventeen-year old flesh.  I was fascinated, in a purely analytic way.  She was drying her long flowing hair, towel over her face.  The bathroom was hot and steamy and I felt my pulse racing but I didn't know why.  I stared, soaked in the sight of her body, and memorized every curve, every beaded drop of water that slid down her belly.  After a moment, I slipped back out of the bathroom before she noticed I was even there.

I trooped back down to the basement rec room and sat down beside Maggie on their old plaid couch.

"What took you so long?"

Not thinking anything of it, I told her the truth.

"I saw your sister naked."

She started screaming and ran upstairs.  Utterly confused and kind worried that she had just been bitten by a wasp, I followed.  She was freaking out to her mom in their Harvest Gold kitchen, then her sister came in, the story got repeated, and now there were three women freaking out at me.  I tried to explain but the screaming was too loud.  I started to get scared, I not understanding what the big deal was.  Then her mom was on the phone to my mom.  Make that four women freaking out at me.  I panicked and ran out of Maggie's house before they lynched me.

I stumbled home, barely noticing where I was walking, struggling to wrap my young and very undeveloped brain around what has happened.  The best I could figure is that I got in trouble for telling the truth to them.  I did not deny what I saw and I did not make up a story.

Maggie spread the shocking story around school the next day, my parents grounded me for two weeks and I had to talk to a counselor twice a week for the rest of the term.  All the girls in my class shunned me, yet I still could not figure out exactly what I did wrong.

Luckily, my dad got a different job at the end of term and we got to move, again.  That was the one and only time I looked forward to leaving one town and setting up home in another.  I had learned my lesson.  Telling the truth just gets you in trouble!

 

~

 

The second event was a couple years later.  We had settled in Western Washington and I was a much wiser teenager now.  I was thirteen and I knew everything about everything.  Except about thirteen year old girls.  They were unfathomable, like the blanked out parts of old maps with notations stating, "Here be monsters".  Despite my lack of knowledge, and being the outsider in a small town, I was able to get a girlfriend, Emily.  She was a perky, hyper girl who was into all things gymnastic.  Rhythmic gymnastics, artistic gymnastics, or just dancing around with a ball or long ribbon, she loved it all.  I liked her a lot,  and it was with her that my tongue actually touched another tongue.  For that alone she will always have a place in my heart.

Emily's downfall, as far as I was concerned, was that she was crazy.  Years later, I would see that she was struggling with a semi trailer filled with enough self esteem and insecurity issues to clog a major highway, but in Eighth Grade, I just thought she was a crazy girl.  Like all Eighth Grade girls.  And, through trial and error, I figured out to ask her what she wanted to hear from me, especially when she was in one of her moods.

"Why can't I just be like some of the Russian gymnasts, huh?  It's so not fair."

A younger, dumber me would have told her she could not be like a Soviet gymnast because she was not born in the Eastern Bloc and she had hips and boobs that were too big.  That was the truth.  She was built for birthing babies, not flinging herself around a padded mat at the Olympics.  And I could see what the outcome of telling the truth to her would be.  Carnage.  And we would have to move again.

I simply asked her what she wanted me to say, what she wanted to hear, and then repeated it back to her so we could go back to tongue kissing.  I would not be fooled into telling the truth and set myself up to be attacked.  I had figured out women, as far as I was concerned, and I successfully put those theories into practice from that point forward.

Tell the truth - like I did with Maggie - get yelled at and have everything blown out of proportion.  Find out what they want to hear and tell them - like Emily - tongue kissing.  Questions?

Besides, telling the truth certainly was not good for sales.  Gregor explained it to me this way once.

"Tell them what they want to hear, before they say it, before they ask for it.  That way, you are one step ahead of them."

And with that, I graduated from asking women what they want me to say, to guessing what they want me to say and saying it to them before they ask.  I have lived that philosophy since Eighth Grade and I have done really well by it.  I think.  I have certainly had my fair share of tongue kissing.







Chapter 3

 

From a deep and troubled sleep I awake to something blaring in my ears.  It is either my alarm clock or my BlackBerry.  I try to shut them both off at the same time, but that sends everything on my bedside table crashing to the floor.  Ellen rolls away from me with a groan, automatically yanking her pillow over her head.  She is so used to having her sleep interrupted by my phone or the alarm that she probably will not even remember it.  Even when she wakes up buried under half the comforter and her two pillows, having that same nightmare where she is being suffocated by a group of large playful marshmallows.

I am so exhausted I use the BlackBerry to bang on the alarm clock until it is still.  There is a glorious moment of silence, and then my phone starts ringing again.  I climb out of bed and, after struggling to focus on the caller ID, I answer the phone in as deep and tough of a voice as I can muster.

"Talk."

I answer the phone like this with certain people because it puts them in a defensive position to begin with.  With other people, obviously I answer differently.  With Ellen, I am sensitive and caring.  With my mom, fraudulently attentive.  But with someone like my boss, Gregor Podgorny, I need to take the power position fast.

"Pah, talk.  Nice try tough guy.  You awake?"

So much for the power position.  I slip on a pair of heavy wool socks to protect my feet from our freezing floors.

"Of course I'm awake.  Where exactly are you?"

I am never sure where exactly Gregor is at any point so this is not some sort of trick question.  One moment he is in the boardroom beside me, the next he is in Barcelona at some European Software Conference.  Our receptionist can only keep track of him through a GPS emitting bracelet given as a Christmas present from his harried and loving staff.

"I'm at the office.  Location?"

He means, where am I.  That is what 'Location' means to Gregor.  He learned English from bad translations of a Soviet State Encyclopedia from the Nineteen Thirties.  It makes for relentlessly strange conversations right out of George Orwell's '1984'.

"I'm walking into my kitchen.  I'm making a coffee.  I'll call you back."

Gregor hangs up on me.  He does not care about the ending of conversations.  Once he realizes the business part of the dialogue is done, part of his brain switches off and he is gone.  I have watched him walk away from colleagues and government officials in mid sentence because someone mentions the weather.

Once more ignoring Gregor's stunted social skills, I stumble out of the bedroom desperately needing a good coffee.  Yesterday I was somewhere else - Dubai?  Akron?  Winnipeg? - and did not have a pleasant coffee experience.  I was tortured by ancient prepackaged grounds made in a seven dollar coffee machine, drank black because someone had used all the sugar and CoffeeMate in my hotel room.

I see her in the kitchen, waiting for me.  Perched on the tiny counter is the love of my life.  A meticulously restored 1972 Faema espresso machine.  Hand made by Italian craftsmen, chrome and stainless steel polished to shine like the midday sun, streamlined like an Italian futurists' vision of a better tomorrow.

The Faema is a massive restaurant grade one-group I picked up at an auction of failed restaurant equipment.  She looked pretty bad when I found her at the back of the warehouse full of fridges, deep fryers and cutlery.  Thick with dirt and grime, finding out what brand she was took ten minutes of scrubbing.  A couple different levels of mold had taken up residence in the partially filled water reservoir.  A dried out mouse skeleton was wedged beside the boiler. 

Luckily, no one else at the auction knew what they were looking at, so by expressing a great deal of disinterest, I grabbed, for forty bucks, a Faema that retailed for over five thousand dollars new.  I spent more shipping her home than I did to buy her as she weighs almost as much as Ellen. 

I expected Ellen to be as thrilled as I was when the machine was delivered to our apartment by two burly men.

"Oh my God, what the hell is that?  Part of a car engine?  Is that actually mold growing on it?!?"

"It's an espresso machine!"

"What's it doing on the dining room table?  It smells like a dead animal!"

"I'm going to clean it up."

She gave me one of those looks.  The one that says, 'You think you're going to clean that on the dining room table we got from my parents and get away with it?  I don't think so.'  If you're in a relationship, you know the look.

"I hope you don't think it is going to stay there."

Sensing no way to convince her in that moment, I dragged the Faema out onto the balcony and took Ellen away for a romantic weekend.  Over a candlelit dinner in a romantic hideaway I explained the true value of the espresso machine and promised to only restore it on the balcony.  By the time the triple layer chocolate brownie dessert arrived at our table she had come around to the vision of us owning a fully restored, vintage Italian espresso machine.  After that it was simply a matter of me spending three weeks hunched on the balcony resurrecting her to her former glory.

While the Faema is heating up on the counter, the kitchen lights dimming slightly from the massive energy requirements of the boiler, I get the beans out of the freezer and put the steaming pot into the fridge to get it nice and cold.  My espresso beans are organic Jamaican Blue Mountain.  After years of searching these are my perfect coffee bean.  I get them from a small importer a few blocks away from our place and I pay a small fortune for them.  Ellen as no idea.

I stare out the window, taking in the steady consistency of grayness that has settled on Seattle like a bag of cotton balls washed with some grey socks.  A half dozen potted plants endure a soggy life on the balcony along with my rusted mountain bike.  The railing is a fuzzy green from moss and a couple hardy ferns are growing in a crack in the concrete.

No water has to be added to the reservoir at the back of the Faema today.  That itself is a complex process, as the water has to be run through a Brita filter twice and then precise amounts of trace elements and minerals added back in to get the flavor just right.  Making a coffee with totally filtered water misses out on the complex interactions between the oils and flavors of the coffee and the minerals in the water.  It has taken me a couple years to sort this all out.  Thank God for the Internet or I would still be messing around with it, wasting time, precious beans and most likely poisoning myself in the process.

A gentle 'ding' from the Faema brings me back to the present.  My baby is ready for action.  The beans come out of a sealed airtight and lightproof container and the exact amount of beans for a double espresso put in the grinder.  Ellen does not know the grinder set me back eight hundred dollars, three years ago.  I have exactingly tuned the Rancilio grinder to create espresso grounds perfect for this specific type of bean.  Different bean and I would have to retune the grinder; then reset the temperature and pressure in the Faema.  But these Jamaican Blue Mountain beans are perfect and I will not be changing a thing.  While the beans go through the grinder, I pour fresh organic whole milk into the steaming pot.  The grinder finishes and turns off.  The grounds go into the handle shot - 21 grams to be precise - and get tamped down to fifteen PSI.  Boiler temperature is two hundred and four degrees and the water pressure is one hundred and twenty eight PSI, to be precise.

Showtime.

I start the shot pouring and watch attentively as the wonderful elixir of life drops down from the group into my cup.  A rich golden crema builds on the surface of the espresso.  By the time I stop the pull after exactly twenty-two seconds, the crema has built up like thick amber whipped cream.  I fire up the steamer in the cold pot of milk.  A thermometer is not necessary to tell me when my milk is the perfect temperature.  All I have to do is listen.  There is an audible change as the temperature goes up.  I know the sweet spot for me, the back of my neck tingles.

I create a leaf in the foam by gently pouring the steamed milk into the espresso shot in careful arcs, turning my ritual into a consumable work of art.  Ignoring the mess I made on the counter, I settle onto the couch, put my feet up and savor.

Time stops as I inhale the glorious aroma of the espresso mingling with the sweetness of the steamed whole milk.  I cannot hear the rain anymore.  I have been gone too long - five days on the road, three different hotels and no good coffee.  I have missed my baby, and I've missed the wonderful moments we get together.  I miss Ellen too, but that's different.  She is animate.

I have no awareness of how long I have been sitting on the couch engrossed in my coffee when Ellen stumbles out of our bedroom, still half asleep, hopping from throw rug to throw rug to avoid the open expanses of frigid hardwood like a polar bear moving from ice floe to ice floe.  Our apartment is conveniently located and affordable, so the catch is that the floors remain freezing cold all year long.  It has something to do with the cold storage company directly below us.

Ellen has got that almost perfect bed head, her long brown hair going in almost every direction but the one gravity intended; her slim athlete's body encased in flannel pajamas promoting the Edinburgh Software Congress - I picked them up at a trade show a couple years ago.  Her cute angular face scans the room, trying to find me through the remnants of sleep.  I wave to help her out but without her contacts or glasses, she is like a rhino.  Excellent eyesight when you are moving but if you stand still she could mistake you for a coat rack.

"Morning, sweetie."

"Ugnh.  Need tea."

With a groggy smile, she heads for the kitchen nook of the apartment.  In the small kitchen, the Faema is the prominent feature.  She takes up half of the available counter space, looming over everything like a super tanker in a yacht club.

"Jamie, is there any hot water?"

"I haven't showered yet."

"Good."

I watch her filling the kettle and grabbing a tea bag out of a large Ziploc bag containing fifty or sixty different random tea bags.  Earl Grey, Chamomile, Red Zinger, Blue Zinger, Aqua-Marine Zinger, God knows what.  Each cup of tea is a surprise.  I live with a casual tea drinker who does not care about what she is drinking, as long as it is mostly hot.

By comparison, I spent three days fine-tuning the heat exchange in the Faema to the precise temperature for the perfect shot and I have seen her make tea with hot water right from the tap.  Here I am with probably the best home espresso machine in Seattle and a girlfriend who does not like coffee, even though she grew up in the gourmet coffee capital of America.  Birthplace of the five-dollar cup of coffee.

From Sumatra to Kenya, French Blend to Guatemala, I have tried just about every different bean that I can find.  She always takes a sip, wrinkles up her nose, hands me the cup and goes to make herself a cup of tea.  Women.  I do not understand them, and I doubt I ever will.

Ellen stumbles out of the kitchen and curls up on the couch beside me, wrinkling her nose in distaste at the glorious aroma wafting up from my cup.  I do the same to the smell of her hot mug of Lysol cleanser / Earl Grey tea with Real-Lemon concentrate.  We settle into our semi-spooned, coffee and tea drinking positions comfortably and stare out the patio windows at the rain.

We have just gotten settled in, her head resting gently on my shoulder, our free hands intertwined in our laps, when my phone rings.

"Oh, don't answer it."

I stare at her then glance at the Caller ID.  Gregor.

"Honey, I have to answer it.  He knows I'm awake."

"Why can't we just have a couple minutes together before you start work again?"

"You know I'd like nothing better than that."

She sighs and sips her tea, knowing I will do what I will do.  I answer the phone.

"Talk."

"You said you were going to call."

"I said I was going to call once I made myself a coffee."

I roll my eyes to Ellen, hoping to catch some sympathy.  No reaction.

"Yes, it takes you four and a half minutes to make coffee.  I've timed you.  Including heating up your precious espresso machine.  It is now six minutes."

There is really no point in arguing with the obsessively anal-retentive.  If I let him keep going, we will be there for hours reliving that missing one and a half minutes and I did not charge my BlackBerry last night.  All that can come from arguing with him is a migraine and facial twitch, so I change the subject.

"What's up? "

Gregor is bellowing into his phone, as always.  He has got some ear thing going on so he thinks he is in a gale force wind and he has got to yell to be heard.  Not very pleasant, first thing in the morning or any time of the day. 

"Post-mortem time."

Not a question, a statement.  Beside me, Ellen is shaking her head in dismay.  It does not take a genius to figure out she does not want me to go in.  Rock, meet hard place.  You guys have met before, right?

"Well, I thought, since I flew in yesterday evening that I would-"

"You will be in for post-mortem.  We will be starting in ninety minutes at Sal's."

He hangs up on me again, showing his distaste for social niceties.  I turn to Ellen, pulling a sad puppy dog look onto my face.

"You heard him.  I've got to go in."

"James, you don't have to go in.  He just doesn't ever stop working.  That doesn't mean you can't."

Already she knows I will go in.  She knew the moment I picked up the phone.  She knows me too well.  Ellen gets up and, knowing she is not going to change my mind, heads off to the shower to use all of the hot water.




Cup 2

 

"Coffee makes us severe, and grave,
and philosophical."

~Jonathan Swift

 

Folgers Classic Roast
Medford, Oregon
11 years ago

 

Growing up in the rain shadow of Washington State's Cascade Mountains left me with a permanent yearning for warm and dry.  Part of an arid ache in the collective spirit of the entire region.  Nothing stayed dry for long in Western Washington.  Even the inside of my car started to grow mold if I left it outside for the winter, the dampness is so pervasive.

A couple years out of high school, I had made enough money working sales with my dad to go for a bit of a road trip.  I headed south, taking the I5 to anywhere warm and dry.  My car was a rust-colored early 70's Valiant, a car that truly should not have been on the road.  But it ran and I could understand the engine.  It was before car's got complex and it took an aerospace degree to be able to fix anything.  The most valuable tool I had for the car was a hammer.  You get the idea.

I left my parents home near the Canadian border at first grey light and made it as far as Medford, Oregon before needing to really recharge.  That meant I had driven about six hundred and fifty miles slowing only for gas. I had to stop, rest my eyes, go to the toilet and consume some caffeine.

I pulled into the dismal little town of Medford, nothing more than half a mix tape from the California border, mid-afternoon.  Medford was cloaked in the steady mist / torrential downpour that had not let up since I had got in the car that morning.  I found the first non-chain restaurant and pulled in to its gravel parking lot.  After waiting for the car to end its shuddering coughing run-on, I dashed for the diner, getting totally soaked in the process.

Inside was dry and homey, in a last renovated in nineteen sixty-two kind of way.  I sat down at the counter, and shifted around on the squeaky stool to loosen up my tight back.  A Madge - sixty, heavyset, wicked pile of grey curly hair, mean look of an elementary school principal, standard diner uniform -  caught my eye from behind the counter and held up a coffee pot.  I nodded and flipped over the heavy ceramic cup in front of me.  The place was empty except for an old craggy looking guy working his way through a side of toast a couple seats down from me at the counter.  Toast for dinner, now that's an interesting diet, I thought to myself as the Madge poured my coffee.

"Got a chicken hash on special."

"It's real goot, I tell you."

The old guy turned and looked at us.

"That's enough from you, Arne."

He quickly turned back to his toast.

"You got a clubhouse, with fries?"

"White bread, ok?"

I nodded and she waddled away.  Slamming the coffee pot back into the coffee maker, she disappeared into the kitchen.  Beside the maker is a stack of huge red plastic Folger's Classic Roast coffee tubs.  Enough to build a small raft.  I took a cautious sip of the coffee.  It was industrial strength, thick as molasses, and I could almost see the caffeine bubbling to the surface.  It was awful and perfect, a couple cups of this and I would be in New Mexico before I blinked again.  You know it is good coffee when your lips feel numb when you drink it.

"You on da run, you?"

I looked over at Arne.  He was staring at me, his badly fitting dentures rattling on his toast.

"Me?  No.  Just driving around for a while."

"Dat's goot.  Dat's different."

"Not that different.  People do it all the time.  I'm just going for a road trip.  See some stuff.  No big deal, you know."

"Ah, but it is big deal.  I can see in your eyes."

I started wishing my sandwich would show up.  And that I had sat in a booth, and wore my sunglasses.  Maybe stopped in a different town.

"You vant to be different.  You're looking for different."

"Yeah, so?  I think that's normal."

"You.  You keep saying dat you're normal, but you're not.  You're abnormal.  And dat's a goot ting.  I vouldn't be here talking to you if you were normal.  Vat a horrible, horrible word.  Vat a horrible thing to tell someone.  You're normal.  Vy not kick dem in the teeth, den they vouldn't be normal anymore, mouth full of broken teeth!"

He had gotten a bit excited.  Madge came out of the kitchen with my sandwich, an old bottle of ketchup under her arm.  Arne shut up and turned back to his toast.  Madge dropped the sandwich in front of me.

"He bothering you?"

"Nope.  I'm good."

She gave us both a stare.  The kind of stare old bitter elementary school teachers give to troublemakers.  I remembered the stare well and it still gave me the chills up my back.

"When you've got a sec, could I get a refill?"

She waddled back with the coffee pot, filled my cup and Arne's then disappeared back into the kitchen.  As soon as she was gone Arne turned to me.  Since he was as crazy as a Patsy Cline song, I concentrated on eating my white bread, old bacon, processed turkey, Miracle Whip clubhouse.  The sandwich was perfect, exactly like they were supposed to be anywhere in the USA.

"You don't vant to be normal. Normal is death, listen to me.  You know I'm right.  Never say you're normal.  If you do, you're killing a part of yourself.  Who vants to be normal anyways?  Tell me?  Tell me who vants to be normal."

I shrugged and continued to eat my clubhouse.  I thought about his question for a few bites then turned to him.

"My parents, they are normal.  Totally depressingly normal.  A bunch of people I went to high school with all want to be normal.  Normal job, normal family, normal."

Arne flicked his hand at me dismissively.  Toast crumbs flew into the air.

"Ah, dey're lying.  No one vants to be normal.  We've all got dreams vaiting to explode out our asses.  Vaiting to drown us in their shit.  To take over our lives, and we constipate ourselves and our dreams!  Ex-Lax for the soul, dat's what we need, dat's vat you're doing, dat is vat I needed all those years ago.  Dat's why you're here, not sitting in a grey building at a grey desk, vaiting to take a grey pay packet to a grey wife in a grey home.  A grey casket for someone not yet totally dead.  Dead but for da breathing.  Dat's vat dat is."

Arne continued on like this for the rest of my meal, but only when Madge was in the back, out of hearing range.  I listened with one ear, astounded at the anger he spewed out about this subject.  Finally, I finished my sandwich, four cups of coffee and a piece of pecan pie.  I was shaking like a leaf and psyched to crank up AC-DC's 'Back in Black' and hit the road.  But first I turned to Arne.

"How come you're so bitter, Arne?"

He looked so startled, like no one had ever asked him that before.  Maybe no one had.  Maybe he has been sitting there for years, talking the same talk and never had anyone actually asked him what was going on for him.  Maybe I was the first.

"Dis is my place.  She is my wife.  But dis vas not to be my life."

He shook his head, his rheumy eyes were red and damp.

"I believed everyone ven dey told me I should be normal.  I vent and got normal and now it is too late.  I have vasted my life, and now, now I can't remember all the dreams I vonce had.  I have holes in my heart vere vey used to live, vose dreams.  I still have the holes but the dreams are all gone."

"Shit, Arne.  That is one depressing story."

He nodded and looked down at the toast crumbs on the counter.  I kept talking, knowing I was never going to see him again.

"I'm afraid of my dreams, you know?  What if I find them but I fail?  What if I push everything aside, charge right at them, but fail?  Won't my life be worse, knowing that I tried but failed?"

"Never."

"How do you know that, Arne?  Huh?"

"If you try and fail, you tried.  If you don't try, you still fail.  May as well try."

 

~

 

Despite how wired I was from all the coffee, I did not turn on the stereo for over an hour once I got back on the I-5.  I just drove into the mountains south from Medford with my window wide open, despite the rain.  I felt a huge relief in expressing my fears to Arne, in expressing them to someone.  Even if that someone was a crazy old toast eating Norwegian.  He was right, I did not want to be normal.
 
But I did not want to be different either.  I was stuck at the cusp of childhood and adulthood, wanting to be both normal and different.  I wanted to stand out from the crowd and be invisible in it too.  And, like Arne, I could take either path, it was my choice.  I could end up in the grey job or...  Or I didn't know the alternative.  I was too young to know one way or another.  I didn't think I was ready for the decisions I had to make, but I was.  I did not want to decide my future; I wanted it to be open and magical.  Full of serendipity and chance, not full of hard work and pain.  I was not ready to lie down like Arne; I would not show up at my ten-year reunion with no stories.  Not me.  I would have stories to blow their minds.  I really would.  Or I would lie through my teeth.

When I roll over the California border, the skies clear, the rains suddenly stop, forgotten like a dropped off hitchhiker, and I am free.  Free of the weight of my hometown, free from the rain, free from Arne's lost life.  I am free.  I pop in a cassette, crank the volume until the speakers rattle and gun the car.  AC-DC sings about 'cuttin' loose, from the noose'.  That's me.  Don't even try to tie me down, I have places to go and dreams to find.







Chapter 4

 

Sal's is the greasy spoon in the base of the seven story renovated building Gregor owns that has our company offices.  You can tell Sal's by the battered and faded neon sign hanging outside, sizzling in the relentless rain.

I find everyone at the back in our booth, which is, literally, our booth.  Gregor does not like to wait to be seated.  It must be a Russian thing; he hates lining up for anything.  I would too, if I had grown up in Communist Kiev.  He reduced the rent for the restaurant based on the square footage of the booth.  A laminated sign above the broken jukebox remote informs the curious that, 24-7-365, the booth is the property of Gregor's company - FireForest.

Like all new and upcoming web and software companies, FireForest seems like it was named by people for whom English is a distant second language.  In our case, it was.  No longer do the names of companies have to have anything at all to do with what the company does.  Now you simply grab a couple random words out of the dictionary, or make up a word based solely on the sound you hear in your head when you bang it against a wall repeatedly.  And boom, you are in business.

Maybe these names actually make sense because no one actually knows what these companies do, nor does anyone know what they are actually going to bring to market, if and when they do.  So, maybe 'Kloon' is the perfect company name, now, for a product they might make in the future.  Then again, maybe not.  Maybe Ikea's already used it for a bookcase.

I work for FireForest.  I am employee number three and sales guy number one.  We make and sell a business software solution to medium and large companies.  Keeping what we actually do and sell vague allows for me to most effectively do my job.  I can go out and sell our product as doing exactly what it is you need it to do, regardless of whether or not it actually does.  The software engineers can handle the rest.

The other three are already settled in, a huge battered carafe of coffee steaming on the table when I arrive.  Everyone is bowed in prayer, furiously working away on their BlackBerries under the table.  I know that in five years, there will be some new technology I will be using, probably something embedded in the back of my neck, that will make my top of the line, state of the art BlackBerry seem like the thousand dollar 32 MB Palm Pilot I had five years ago.  Technology is what dates us now, the cell phone we are using, the laptop we are carrying.  What is the highest of state of the art, straight off the desk of a Japanese design genius today will be as quaint as one of those original cell phones the size of a brick in a couple years.

Posan, the diminutive Chinese owner, nods to me from behind the till.

"Nei Ho Ma, Posan."

"Ho Ho."

Gregor looks up at me, a scowl on his meaty Russian hearty-peasant-stock face.

"Ninety-three minutes."

I guess I am late. 

"Gregor, you have no idea."

Gregor lives on the completely renovated top floor of the building, one floor up from our offices, a six-floor elevator ride from the restaurant and seven flights to his private, secure parking garage and his mint condition green 1972 Barracuda, which he has never driven.  He has never had to find parking outside his own building.

"Parking is brutal out there."

He believes, because we have used parking as an excuse for being late so many times, that the parking situation in the area around Pioneer Square - where our office are - to be a complete and utter nightmare.  He has even gone so far as to write letters to the city council complaining on our behalf.

"Pah, I will write another damning letter."

I can see a slight smirk on Arvid's face.  He must have used the same excuse.  Gregor rolls his eyes and I slip into the booth beside Dimitri, across from Arvid.

Before I have a chance to stop him, Arvid pours me a cup of slop from the carafe.  I have told him before, I will tell him again.  I will never drink whatever comes out of Posan's kitchen; even if it looks and smells like coffee.  I will be the first to admit I am a coffee perfectionist.  Starbuck's has made my obsession a hell of a lot easier because now I know I can get a good cup within walking distance of just about anywhere I stay or do business, anywhere in the world.

I cannot imagine being born in the fifties and suffering through the Cold War Coffee years.  A huge tin on the kitchen counter, dusty old coffee grounds, percolators; nope, I couldn't have survived.  A couple of months of drinking that kind of coffee, I would have snapped and been taken down in a hail of police gunfire, while I was wielding a machine gun, screaming for a doppio espresso con panna.  Besides, old percolators look more like medieval torture devices than anything else as far as I am concerned.

Gregor launches into the post-mortem as soon as I sit down in the booth.  Since I cinched my deal, making my targets for the month - hell, for the quarter - I ignore him.  I do not need to tear apart what went right for me.  I know what went right for me.  I did my job.  I read the prospect like an open 'Large Print for the Sight Impaired' book.  Then I doubled back around the competition and ambushed them from behind, locking the deal for FireForest while they were fine-tuning their PowerPoint presentation.  Just another day at the office.

Gregor is rabidly tearing apart the deal that did not go through.  Arvid's failed deal.  Arvid's unrequited sale.  Arvid's mistake.  To make things worse, he is trying to explain to Gregor how it was not his fault.  I learned, long ago, just to let Gregor get it out of his system rather than defend myself.  I have better things to do with my time than that.

Arvid started out with the company doing IT.  He is a rarity, an IT person capable of communication with non-IT people.  Thinking it was something he could build upon, he convinced Gregor to give him a chance in sales.  That is, he does sales when not helping Gregor through some - always urgent - computer problem.  Gregor goes through laptops like some people go through toothbrushes and every time he gets a new one, Arvid is called to install everything Gregor wants installed, immediately.  All this takes him away from the work he should be doing.  As Gregor did just get a new super laptop Arvid's sales are suffering right now.

I have seen Arvid work a room and he does all right.  Not as good as me, but he can certainly talk the technical terms of our products way better than I can.  Unfortunately, he is not as good with the money people.  The Wallets, as I like to call them - just not to their faces, understandably.

I wait for Posan to bring us whatever we are having for lunch.  Gregor does not like the official menu - Authentic American Chinese Cuisine, whatever that is - so he gets Posan to bring us what the staff is eating for lunch, which I have to admit, is always better than anything on the menu.  I've noticed on a couple occasions the few other customers glancing up from their lumpy chowder and battered fish-like products to give us imploring looks of menu desperation.

"James."

I snap out of my zone and refocus on Gregor and Dimitri staring at me.  I do not know what Dimitri does, he rarely talks and when he does, it is in Russian.  He could be Gregor's bodyguard, or the corporate accountant.

"Your thoughts."

My thoughts on a deal gone bad that was won by one of my friends.  One of the competition.  I know that Gregor is pissed off - he hates losing money - so he has not finished yelling at people.  I have to stand up and be tough.  Off comes the Nice Guy hat and on goes the Tough Guy hat.  I lean back in the booth, thinking it makes me look even tougher.

"What do you want me to say?  You should have got me to close it.  That's my thought."

Arvid looks hurt.  It is still true.

"I know Bill and Bob.  I know their tricks, I know their product."

I shrug and Gregor stares at me.

"And that helps us how."

"Jesus, Gregor, get off my back, I made my deal!  No offense, Arvid.  I don't know what he could have done different.  I wasn't there, so stop busting my hump over this, ok?"

The food arrives and everyone digs in.

"You're ready for the show."

"There you go again, when have I not been ready for a show?  I'm ready.  I'm always ready.  That's why you pay me what you do."

"You're really ready."

I nod, scooping a forkful of mu shu pork into my mouth.

"Good."

Except for the amazing lunch, Ellen was right; there was no reason for me to be at the post mortem.  I could have stayed home curled up with her, had another good cup of coffee, until she had to go to work.  I have to listen to her more.  She is right about a lot of things and I regularly forget to listen.

Maybe next time, I will actually remember to do that.






Chapter 5

 

"Hello Baltimore!!! "

"Ahhhhhhh!  We love you Jamie!  Ahhhhhhh!"

I make rock stadium cheering noises and wave my hands over my head to my adoring fans and continue.

"Are YOU ready to rock?!"

Of course they are.  I am alone in the stainless steel executive washroom of a mid to large sized manufacturing company on the outskirts of Baltimore.   Who knew they still did manufacturing in Baltimore?  I had been working this deal for almost six months, the coy back and forth of new lovers, or of a cat playing with a mouse.  In a couple minutes I was going to be doing my final - in person - closing argument for FireForest over... over every other product ever made in the history of computing.  In my system is the perfect balance of espresso, nicotine and breath mints.  I give myself a couple slaps on the cheeks to bring some color to them, wave my hands over my head in victory, and straighten my suit jacket.

They won't know what hit them.

 

~

 

Ellen and I met almost four years ago at a bar.  I was, at the time, a worldly twenty-six and she was three years younger.  The fact we met at a bar almost killed the relationship to begin with.  It was not an issue for me.  Where else am I going to meet cute women?  The grocery store?

The issue for Ellen is she finds it embarrassing to say that we met in a bar despite the fact that we met in a bar.  She does not want to be the kind of person who goes out with someone they met in a bar.  Is this making sense?  For the rest of our lives together - which she planned out within minutes of meeting me - we would have to tell this story of how we met.

I had just locked a huge sale and she had just finished her midterms.  We were in a bar / disco near the University and we were both drunk on cheap Montana Tequila - 'Savor The Mountains'.

Ellen and her girlfriend were on their fourth or fifth tequila shot, just down the bar from where I was Holding Court.  That's a metaphor for standing alone, drinking heavily and trying to focus on the basketball game on the big screen TV above the bar.  Ellen, it seems, had failed to negotiate the correct order of salt-tequila-lime and, instead, had attempted a new and exciting order of lime-tequila-salt.  Then she started choking and gagging, trying to get all the salt out of her mouth before all the tequila in her stomach rushed up to help.

I saw what was happening, put on my Knight on a White Horse hat, leaned over with an empty tin bucket - the one that I had bought four Corona's in for the other guys watching the game - so she would not vomit all over the bar and the rest of the patrons.

And they say that chivalry is dead.

Luckily, she did not vomit and was able to scrape the salt off her tongue, with the help of another round of higher quality Minnesota Tequila - 'You Can Really Taste The Lakes'.

We introduced ourselves, and, from the moment her friend went home with half a rugby team a short while later, we were inseparable.  I was a good guy, not what she expected for a sales guy in shining armor but I would do.  She was cute, funny, flirty and liked to party.  Our first dance was "Put Your Hands On Me" by Sinead O'Connor.  It was Retro Eighties night at the bar.  Ellen could not bear the thought of telling people that either.

I was a salesman so I suggested a simple alternative to our shameful initial meeting - lying.  Lying was something I knew how to do.  Call it 'creative elaborating' or 'inventive truthing', if you like.  Together, we could creatively invent the perfect beginning to our perfect relationship. 

"But how can our relationship be perfect if we've got to lie about how we met?"

Unfortunately, she had a point.

The truth certainly was not the best story to tell to the rapt attention of our kids, our grandkids and all the relatives, around a roaring fire some day in the distant future.

"Grandpa, tell us again how you and grandma met!"

"Well kids, it was a long time ago and grandpa was pissed to the gills.  He'd just screwed over a major home construction company into buying a pile of software they really didn't need, and weren't really ever going to successfully install; and he was at the nearest bar, armed with the newest BlackBerry and a corporate credit card with a newly raised limit.  He was drinking like an Estonian sailor on shore leave.  Kids, grandpa was looking to get seriously laid."

You get the picture.  The truth is sometimes an ugly thing.

 

~

 

Baltimore didn't know what hit them and, six hours after I landed in Delaware, I am back at the airport heading home with another handful of signed contracts.  I get the text message from Dayne just as I pick up my ticket home.  She and Garner are stuck in Denver waiting for the next leg of their flight from Los Angeles to Montreal.  As luck would have it, my flight from Baltimore will be forcing me into Denver for a couple hours too.  We arrange to meet at an airport bar to ease the pain of spending time under the sails of Denver's International Airport.  By the time I get off my plane and hike somewhere close to thirty miles thru the airport, Garner, Dayne and I have fifteen minutes together in the bar before my flight is called.  Fortunately, fifteen minutes is more than enough time for three seasoned business travelers to tie one on before departure.  Pre-Loading Loading we call it.

Despite me getting the deal in back in Des Moines, there are not any hard feelings between us.  We all know it is business.  You win some, you lose some.  I just happen to win more.

The airport bar is just like airport bars all over the world.  Over priced drinks, a view of a runway and half full of jet lagged businessmen halfway between somewhere and somewhere else.  We are settled in at the bar, not having the time to wait at a table for the one weary waitress to take our order.  Dayne twirls a red straw in her hi-ball.  Every guy in the place is staring at her as she does it.  And she knows that.  She has taken straw twirling to a new, erotic level.  Spinning it around the glass, stroking it with her long blood red fingernails, tipping it back and forth in the ice cubes that remain at the bottom of her drink.  I have seen this before, many times, and I still get distracted.  Ellen does not do overtly sexual stuff like that, much to my relief.  As much as I enjoy Dayne's flirting, I would have an ulcer the size of a softball if she were my girlfriend.

"So we're all staying above the convention center in Orlando, right?"

"Maybe you are, we're stuck out on the highway somewhere."

"You get a rental?"

"Ha."

"Cabs suck in Orlando, remember?"

"Yes, I remember.  I also remember a lot of men willing to play 'hide the wedding ring' and give me a ride to my hotel."

"Garner's gonna love that."

"Shut up, JB."

Dayne and I laugh.  Dayne is great.  We have known each other for years now, bumping into one another in the foyers of companies all over the planet and at the numerous trade shows that we are sent to.  She is part of The Club.  Garner is too.  Currently, Dayne has blonde, but not too blonde, hair.  Not Marilyn Monroe - Gwen Stefani hair, but just a perfect shade of blonde.  She really should be the face and hair of the photos on the front of the hair dye packages.  She is tall, curvy and has a really bad sense of humor.  Not bad as in bad, but bad as in naughty.  She is the ultimate Booth Bunny.  Gorgeous enough to draw in any male within pheromone distance, and smart enough to be able to sell them anything she wants to sell them.  They really have no say in it.  She is beauty and brains in one deadly package.  She leans across the bar, accentuating all her curves, and tries to get the bartenders attention.  Since he has not stopped watching her since she stepped through the front door her curves don't have to work very hard.

"Another round."

He jumps to work with a tug of his clip-on bow tie.

"You got it, doll."

Dayne flashes him a killer smile, ensuring all our drinks will be upgraded to doubles - on the house - and sits back.  That is the way Dayne is, always playing the angles.  Or, in her case, playing the curves.

Garner, on the other hand, is a solid lump of farm boy.  His dad was in the army so they moved every two years for the first eighteen years of his life.  Somehow, he came out of that mostly sane except for the habit of needing to grab a car sticker of everyplace he goes.  Dayne told me his childhood car was covered in these stickers, every state in the Union, every roadside attraction from Maine to Alaska.  It was the only way Garner could find the car in rest stop parking lot during each move.  It is a comfort for him, like a baby blanket.  We do not joke about it.  Not because it is not funny - a grown man collecting cheesy tourist stickers - but because Garner does not find it funny and he has got a surprisingly large mass of muscle hidden under his ill-fitting suit.

We knock down three hi-balls before my flight, each of us sticking to our poison of choice.  Rye & Ginger for me, Vodka Tonic for Dayne and White Rum & Coke for Garner.  There is no place for fancy drinks when you are on the trade show circuit.  The host bars at trade show events rarely offer anything other than the basics.  Liking Rye gets me in enough trouble, but I grew up too close to the Canadian border.

There is a rule most intelligent people learn in Junior High School.  It only took me a couple years, a half dozen shows and maybe twenty bleeding hangovers to remember it.  Do not mix your drinks.  And occasionally I still forget.  It starts innocently enough, wine at dinner with liqueurs afterwards becomes martini's at some club, becomes booze laced coffees becomes a relentlessly grumpy badger stuck in my head as I clutch the toilet in a Hyatt somewhere.  And I am in Ninth Grade again.  Not good.

My plane is called and I am off.   Because I got the Des Moines contract, Garner picks up the tab.  If they had won, I would be picking up the bill.  That is the way we play.

I feel awesome as I stride through the airport.  I am on the top of my game, I have three free drinks in my system, signed papers in my carry-on that will push me over my bonus numbers for the next quarter - which is only half over - and I have four days off!  I flash a big Rye induced smile at the stewardess's as I get on the plane and they smile back.

Yes, it is still great to be me.





Cup 3

 

"A cup of coffee commits one to
forty years of friendship."

~Turkish Proverb

 

Turkish Coffee
Istanbul, Turkey
6 years ago 

 

Despite having a product that did not come in one of the many languages of the Middle East, I was running a booth at a trade show in Istanbul.  I had meet some cool people, smiled a lot, handed out literature and traded business cards with people I would never contact.  After a couple days in a Convention Center like every other convention center in the world, I closed down the booth and did what I had really wanted to do since I arrived in Turkey; get out of my hotel and find a cup of coffee.  Good, authentic, Turkish coffee.

Countless millennia of street building have conspired to make downtown Istanbul a rabbit warren, a rats maze of narrow winding streets, so when I finally found a tiny coffee shop that afforded me a view of my hotel off in the distance, I stopped looking further.

Stepping inside through a sheet of hanging beads, all I could smell was the sickly sweet aroma of a hookah [the Arab tobacco smoking machine], grilled lamb, a million spices and strong, strong coffee.

The eight middle aged and old men in the narrow, deep shop, looked at me from where they were standing at the counter or settled in at the few battered tables arrayed along the wall.  Conversation stopped.  I stopped.  We all looked at each other.  I realized I was far, far out of my safety zone.  If one old man lightly touched the side of his nose was I to die in a tragic scimitar accident?  I did not know the signs to watch out for, the ones which were abundantly obvious for a local to get the hell out and run.  Nope, I could not see any of them.  It was too late to step back through the curtain onto the street so I walked up to the bar and smiled my nicest smile.

"Salaam a malikum."

"A malikum a salaam."

Knowing the right greeting helped.  The tension in the room faded a bit.  I had taken the time to learn a little in most of the major languages of the world.  I could say 'hello', 'goodbye', 'thank you', 'business system implementation' and 'where can I get a good cup of coffee?' in about fourteen languages.  If knowing how to say 'G/L account analysis' in Russian helped me close sales, then I learned it.  To the client, it meant I cared.  To me, it meant I would be ahead of the competition.

"What can I get for you, my friend?"

"I'd like a coffee."

"And why have you chosen my shop, today?"

I was being questioned on why I chose to come into a coffee shop, for a coffee?  I looked around the shop.  It looked like a Middle Eastern coffee shop, but maybe it was a front for something else.  If I was not careful maybe I would be handed a mysterious package just before the police charged through the front door.  And then Jamie would be off to Turkish prison for the rest of his short life.

"Ok, maybe I should go.  It's no big deal.  I can go somewhere else."

The stout man behind the counter raised his hands in appeasement, a smile crossing his face.

"Oh no, you can stay, my friend.  I was simply curious, since you are obviously so far from home, why you came into my shop."

"I can see my hotel from the front door.  I don't want to get lost."

The rest of the men laughed and nodded.  It seemed I had made a valid point.  I breathed a sigh of relief as the tension dimmed a bit more.

"We all still get lost on occasion in this city.  Now, you are looking for a coffee?"

"Yes."

"Well, my friend, you have come to the right place.  I, Kemal, have the best coffee in the city."

My hype alarm went off.  Living in sales, 24-7, I understood that The Pitch was always on.  Even when The Pitch was off, it was still on, just more subtly.  And I did not like being hyped a product.  Just give it to me and I would make a decision based on my experience.  I did not need you to sell me on it.  I looked around the shop, the rest of the men were nodding in agreement.  Everyone is in on The Pitch, which made me even more wary.

"Best in the city, huh?  Then I'll have one of your best coffees."

"Espresso, Cappuccino, Americano?"

"No, one of YOUR best coffees.  I'm in Turkey, right?  Then I want Turkish coffee."

Everyone smiled, big toothy smiles.  Again, I had said the right thing and had moved up another notch.  A table is cleared and two chairs are moved into position.  One for me, and one for someone else.  The thought danced through my head that Kate was going to come in and sit down beside me, like she did in Victoria all those years ago.  I took a seat, nodded to the men around me.  The hookah on the next table enveloped me in a sweet smelling cloud.  A small plate of some honey dripping dessert was in the center of their table.  The men picked at the dessert, like my aunts picked at a coffee cake, never taking a full piece, only taking bits and bits until the whole cake is gone.

While I leaned back and waited for my coffee, an old man - an ancient man - his face a mass of time worn and sun battered wrinkles, offered me the Hookah pipe, laying it across his forearm in the formal manner of offering.  Not willing to be impolite, I nodded seriously and took the pipe.  I drew in the fragrant smoke, hoped it was not over-strength hashish - since I did have to get back to the hotel and be functional - and gently let it slide out of my mouth, leaving me with a pleasant taste of raspberries on my tongue.  Kemal came around the counter with my coffee, so I placed the pipe across my forearm, exactly like the old man presented it to me, and offered it back.  I got another smile, moved up another notch - if this keeps up I will soon be introduced to their daughters - and he took the pipe back.

Kemal sat down across from me and placed a silver tray on the table between us.  On it were a small long handled coffee pot called an ibrik, a bowl of sugar and two demitasse cups.

"My friend, the best coffee in Istanbul.  Which is saying a lot.  You know that the word 'coffee' is Turkish?"

I shook my head.  He turned up the flame underneath the ibrik and let the thick coffee in the tiny pot come to a boil.  Dimming the flame slightly, the boil settled and he poured in a couple heaping tablespoons of sugar.  Then he increased the flame again until the coffee was boiling again.  All the time, he talked.

"No, I did not think so.  In Turkish, we called this 'kahve', it became 'caffe' in Italy and then 'coffee' in English.  This is where coffee came to Europe.  Through my city here.  The first coffee shop in the world opened here in 1457 when this city was called Constantinople.  That is true.  You can look it up on the Internet."

He repeated this process twice more, studying the foam that collected on the surface with each boiling.  Finally, Kemal decided that the coffee is finished.  He turned off the flame and placed a couple Cardamom pods in the bottom of the cup before gently pouring the viscous liquid in.

"Now, the history lesson is over and it is time to enjoy."

I reached for my cup.  Kemal reached his hand across the small table and gestured for me to wait.  His touch on my arm was gentle, almost feminine, out of character to the solidity of the man who sat across from me.

"The coffee grounds have got to settle."

I nodded.  Of course.

"So, are you married, my friend?"

I was startled by the abruptness of the question.

"No.  I'm seeing someone."

At this point, I had just got together with this girl named Megan, and we were still in that fantasy romantic stage that made everyone around us want to gag and vomit.

"That is good."

Then, with a final check on the coffee, Kemal nodded and we picked up our cups.  There was a slight layer of foam on the top of the coffee, a by-product of the boiling.  I gave my cup a sniff and reacted.  Kemal smiled at me curiously.

"It smells like dirt.  Good dirt.  You know?  The smell of a freshly turned vegetable garden."

He smiled at me.

"Devam etmek, go on."

I took a sip.  It was the strongest, harshest coffee I had ever had in my life.  It was all I can do not to cough or choke.  Or both.  Pure sugar and caffeine in a cup.  I could feel my heart pounding, in anticipation of the impending infarction.

"The look on your face, you are not happy."

I shrugged, still unwilling to take the chance of coughing.

"My friend, that dirt smell, you know what that is?  That is death.  That is the smell of the grave, the smell of death.  We are taking on death with each cup of this coffee.  We are taking death in, consuming it."

With this on my mind, I took a breath and continued.  Small sips, pacing myself.  I started to get used to the power and glory that was the coffee.  Deep levels of flavor came out the more I drank.  The sugar that was almost caramel.  The slight grit of the grounds on my teeth.  All of it was nothing like anything I had ever tasted before.

We finished our cups in silence and Kemal filled them up again.  I doubted my stomach could survive two whole cups of this toxic syrup but since I was here, I had better keep going.

"The second cup.  You know what it is for?"

"To knock me out completely?"

The men all laughed, deep tobacco coated laughs.

"It is to convince Death that we're not afraid of him.  The first cup, he's not convinced.  But the second cup should convince him, that should convince Death that we're not afraid."

Kemal sat back, and looked at me.

"What do you think?"

"I think this is the strongest, thickest coffee I've ever had.  And I think I will be coming back here, every time I'm in Istanbul for another taste."

For that I got a couple slaps on the back and a cheer.  Someone dropped a platter onto the tiny table, a platter covered with olives, hummus, sliced roast lamb, grilled vegetables and pita.  And we then talked.

We talked about death.  He talked about losing brothers in wars, about seeing their mangled bodies in the morgue, of trying to find something to identify them as not being his brother and failing.  Of finding the scar on his brother's shoulder, the scar he caused, so many years ago in a childhood
fight over something long forgotten.

I talked of a friend from high school, who drove while drunk, and impaled his car on a highway divider.  How I should have been in the car with him, but chose at the last minute to get a ride with someone else.  Someone else who's father was not going through a mid life crisis and so did not have a super charged Mustang for his kid to drive.  But I knew it was Robbie when we pulled up at the wreckage.  We were all instantly sober, in the face of the destruction, both to the car and to Robbie.

"Death is the Great Awakener."

Kemal said.  The old men nod sagely, mostly to themselves.

"Without Death in our house, how can we know Life?"

I nodded sagely this time.

Robbie's death made me realize I could not sit around and wait for what I wanted.  I had to go out and get it.  It was not enough to know this; I had to feel it deep in my body.

But time does its magic and the old wounds, the old pains, get healed over and the sharpness of those old aches lessens.  But that does not mean the pains did not happen and it certainly does not mean there are not lessons I have to learn from them.  I just end up remembering a soft version of the pain, and nothing but a hint of the lesson.  I knew what I learned from Robbie's death, and I spent a lot of effort forgetting it.  That I had got to get out and make my own life is a big burden to put on a teenaged boy.

I still was feeling pretty entitled at that point.  I still expected everything to be given to me, seated on my throne, The Golden Child.  Honestly, I do not think that feeling had really left me.  I expected Gregor to be my boss, until someone else came along and gave me a better opportunity.  Did I feel the same about the girl I was dating at the time, Megan?  That I was with her until someone else came along and gave me a better offer?  No.  Absolutely not.

Maybe.  I mean, how can you really know you will be with someone forever?  Really know that?  I loved her.  She loved me.  We were good together.  Is that not enough?  I always played the role of slightly goofy Jamie, hard worker, attentive partner, with anyone I went out with.  I would never think of talking about death or of my healthy sense of entitlement with them.  I talk about those things, those private things, with Kemal, with Arne, with Kate or with unnamed others.  Private confessions in far off churches of the holy coffee.  Anonymous one night stands of the soul.  But I could not talk about this stuff with people who know me.  That would be too much.  They would suddenly know too much about
me.  I could not have that.  With knowledge is power.

Three hours after I first entered the shop, I finally departed.  My head was buzzing, my stomach was in knots because I had filled it with extra strength Turkish battery acid.  I seeped garlic and lamb from every pore.  Kemal had scrawled a jittery map back to my hotel on a piece of paper for me.

And, despite my promise that day, I have never made it back to Istanbul, and I have never had a better cup of Turkish coffee.  Kemal was right, his kaffe is the best.







Chapter 6

 

Six hours later, I am back in Seattle, Des Moines left behind, and Ellen and I are getting ready to go to a party.  One of her friends is having a 'get together', so officially, it is not a party.  The music will be quieter, we have to bring 'finger food', and there will be more conversation.  I do not want to go.  But I will because it is important to Ellen.  I really do not like these 'get togethers' at all.

Once again, Ellen has made me promise not to hand out business cards. No business cards, no business talk, and no sales pitches in the hopes that someone might know someone who knows someone who might need what I sell.  I think this is completely unreasonable and have told her so.  I have to get my name out there; spend the face time to get the brand recognition, because I am the brand in question.  I am just networking and that is the name of my game.  But I have promised, for tonight. Given all the rules, spending an interminable evening making mindless chitchat with Ellen's married classmates and their wives and husbands is not one I look forward too.

Even her gay friends are married.  Everyone she works with is married.  We are one of the two 'unmarrieds' who will be in attendance tonight.  It feels more like being put on display.  The marriage bomb has been dropped a number of times in our relationship, usually when we 'get' to go to another one of her friends weddings.  Sometimes I luck out and am away on business and Ellen has to go by herself.  I am certainly game to talk about getting married, to sort of plan for it in a far off distant way, but not until she has done her masters and we know what is up with both our careers.  It is just too crazy to think about it before then.  What if she decides she has to study more in Eastern Europe or something?  We've got to know that before moving forward.  The marriage conversation has not happened in a while, so she must be catching on.  That is what is so great about Ellen; she does catch on to what I am willing and not willing to talk about.

And so here we are, at the party in a rented middle class fixer upper near the Seattle Zoo.  A battered Volvo outside and no Rye inside, just Californian reds and Oregon whites.  Everyone here is working on some sort of master's thesis.  They are all geniuses.

Now, I think geniuses are great and the world needs more of them.  But this group are only geniuses in their tiny, narrowly focused fields.  All are lacking in certain broad overviews of life on the planet the rest of us can see.

Unfortunately, if there isn't the potential to make a lot of money by talking to them, and if they don't know anyone I might make a lot of money off of - which they don't, then my ability to stay interested, without a lot of Rye & Ginger's, in their stories about incorporating their mathematical theorems in day to day life is limited.  I just do not see the point.

"You can't look at them like they're potential clients, for God's sake, Jamie.  They're just people, like you."

"Like you, not like me."

"Right, because you're so different than us."

"Well, yeah, I read more than just the trade publications for my niche specialty, unlike everyone here.  I understand a broad range of subjects, not just one."

"And we're all so proud of you for that."

"What's going on, Ellen?  How come you're in such a pissy mood?"

"I'm not in a pissy mood, Jamie.  I'm upset because you don't want to be here, and you're making it pretty bloody clear to everyone you don't want to be here.  I don't know why I even bothered to ask you to come with me tonight."

"Because everyone here is married and you didn't want to come alone.  That's why."

"Shut up, James.  If you want to go, then go.  I'll make my own way home."

I know that I will be in serious trouble if I take her up on that offer.  I am not that much of a fool.  I screwed up and told the truth about her not wanting to come alone because I am so freaking tired and jet lagged.  Shit.  I have to change tack, calm her down and take control of the conversation.  I try to give her a hug and she pushes me away.

"Honey, I don't want to go home.  I want to be with you.  I'm just tired from the flight, ok?  I'm going to go for a walk, get some air and then I'll come back."

"Are you sure?  I don't want you to stay if you don't want to."

"I want to stay, honestly.  I was just crowded on the flight to Des Moines, crowded in the boardroom and crowded on the flight back.  I just need some air."

All this is a lie.  I desperately want to leave and not come back.  But I do not tell her that.  I am back to being Sensitive-to-Her-Feelings Jamie.  She buys the lie and gives me a kiss.  As I grab my coat I see that she is already deep in conversation with a bunch of guys from her department.  One of them has his hand on her shoulder and she is laughing at his horrible master's thesis joke.  I pull on my coat and sigh.

So why could I not just tell Ellen the truth?  What am I so afraid of?  Why do I make up a bunch of half-truths to ensure she will not freak out at me?  I will tell someone stranger in a coffee shop halfway around the world what is going on for me, but not Ellen.  What is the worst that could happen?

She would leave me.  She would freak out over what I tell her, the truth, and replace the marriage bomb with an atomic bomb.  That is the worst that could happen.  I will not go there.

 

~

 

My BlackBerry buzzes as I leave the 'get together'.  I am somewhere in Ballard, just north of downtown Seattle, and in dire need of a bar.  I walk towards the downtown Ballard strip and check my phone.  It is a text message from Dayne.

-R U NAKED

I text back while walking.

-TRAPPED AT UNI PARTY W. ELLEN.  NO RYE, NO BIZCARDS ALLOWED.

I send the message.  I know she is laughing wherever she is.  Her reply arrives as I hit Ballard's main street.

-HA HA

-CAN YOU TALK?

I would rather phone her than text.  I find a small bar and go in, BlackBerry in my hand.  The sullen, aging bartender looks up at me.

"Yo, no CrackBerries or cell phones in here."

I stop.  Have I gone back in time?

"Make me a double Rye & Ginger and I'll be back in a sec."

I step back out onto the sidewalk.

-NOPE  AT A GEORGE BUSINESS DINNER RIGHT NOW.

She is texting from a dinner meeting?  Damn, she is good.  I imagine what she is wearing.  Probably something deadly sexy, slit down to there in the front and up to there on the sides.  The kind of dress that is illegal in most of the United States and parts of Canada.

-HAVE FUN.  ORLANDO - 3 DAYZ  WOO HOO

I watch a transit bus go by full of university students.  I never bothered to go to University, just took some business courses at the community college nearest where I grew up.  Dad did not go to university, hell, he did not even go to college and he was a pretty successful sales guy in his time.  So, you could say that I followed in his footsteps.  Not that I like to admit that.  But it is true on some minor level.  Finally, Dayne texts back.

-SRY, HAD TO GIVE TOAST TO G.  C U IN 3.  CANT WAIT!  BI BI

So much for an extended conversation.  I put my BlackBerry on vibrate - for when Ellen decides she wants to leave the 'get together' - and enter the double Rye & Ginger that is waiting for me.

Ellen has no idea just how gorgeous Dayne is.  She has seen group photos in dark bars or over bright trade show booths, but I have made sure that she has never seen a good, full-length image of Dayne.  And I have lots of good photos of Dayne, locked away in a password-protected file, deep in my hard drive.  Not because I am hiding anything, but because I know Ellen would be jealous of Dayne, if she knew what Dayne looked like.  I do not even want to think how jealous she would be if she knew how flirty Dayne was.  Jealousy does not have a scale that goes that high. 

There are hundreds of stories of events that would send Ellen over the edge.  And the crazy fact is nothing has happened in any of them.  Sure, I have pretended to be Dayne's husband - a number of times, actually - to get lecherous account executives to leave her alone.  But that is only because I am a nice guy helping a friend.  The only distressing thing for me about pretending to be husband and wife is that she has never had to protect me, to rescue me from some lecherous female account executive.  It really has been a one-way street.

I look around the bar.  Judging by the exterior, it used to be an old corner grocery store, meaning there must be an elementary school near by.  A pool table has been crammed into the space, leaving enough room for five tiny tables and the bar.  I sit on one of the four wooden bar stools staring at a framed poster for an ancient Jimi Hendrix concert.  A middle-aged businessman is knocking the pool balls around in a halfhearted manner while moving through a row of MGD bottles on the rail beside the table.  He is four beers in and has yet to loosen his tie.  Bolted to the ceiling is a television showing the latest Mariners game.  No one is watching it.  No one cares.

I sip my drink and think about the 'get together' I am currently avoiding.  It is not that I don't like parties, I like them a lot.  Mostly when there is a host bar and high quality finger food.  And especially when someone is sucking up to me in the hopes I will buy something from them.  When they think I am some sort of corporate decision maker.  I really like those parties. 

But the party I am hiding out from?  I just do not see the point of mindless social chitchat with OCD geniuses.  Ellen keeps trying to get me to come out more, and I try to tell her that when I am at home, when I am not on the road, I do not want to go out and socialize.  That is exactly what I do on the road.

"That's not socializing, James, that's selling.  They're not the same thing.  One is figuring out how to get something out of someone, namely money, and the other is fun."

"I have fun figuring out someone so they will buy what I'm selling and I can then take you on trips with all my commission."

"But it's not socializing."

"I socialize with Garner, with Dayne, Bill and Bob, Gregor."

"You don't socialize with Gregor, James, you geek out. "

"Whoa.  I've told you before, I'm not a geek." 

I don't like the geek word.  I am not a geek.  I work for a geek, I am surrounded by geeks, but I am not a geek.  I have a sense of fashion.  I read books other than 'Advanced PERL Programming'.  I am not a geek.  Ellen ignores me.

"Besides, your boss has no social skills.  Remember when he introduced himself to my breasts?"

It is true.  The first time Gregor met Ellen he commented on the shape of her breasts.  Specifically, how much they reminded him of gently cresting waves.  This at a formal dinner party.  Ellen continues with her point.

"You can't socialize with a social incompetent.  It's not possible.  It's contradictory."

"What's contradictory, Ellen, is you thinking I'm going to change and suddenly like going with you to your graduate friends parties.  I've made it clear from the beginning of our relationship that no matter how hard I try; I just don't get your friends.  I don't get them at all."

"You don't get them because you don't try to get them.  You try to figure out how to sell them whatever it is you sell."

After all this time, Ellen still does not have a clear picture of what it is that I sell.  Tell the truth, I do not have a locked down clear picture myself.  Mostly because every time I do get any idea, they change the product, adding features contradicting my picture.  So I have to start again.  Because of this I have to be very cautious when describing what it is I do.

"I sell accounting software."

It is a scientific fact that, in all languages of the world, anything said immediately after the word 'accounting' will not be heard and will be replaced in the mind of the listener with the words, 'Run!  Run away, now!'.  I try to use phrases like 'business profit software' or 'profit enhancement software'.  Profit is a good word to use.  People like profit.  Anything to do with profit sounds good.  At least good enough that they remember who I am, ask for a card and could possibly give me a call sometime.

I am almost done my Rye & Ginger when my BlackBerry vibrates in my pocket.  I toss down the rest of my drink, fling a ten onto the bar - almost doubling the evening's take for the establishment - and head out the door.  I wait for another transit bus full of students to go rumbling by and check Caller ID.

"I've missed you, sweetie."

"Where are you?"

It is Ellen; so on goes the Caring Boyfriend hat.

"On my way back.  What's up?"

"I'm done.  Too much shrimp dip."

"I'll be there in a couple minutes."

"Ok.  James?"

"Yeah?"

"I'm sorry I was so pissy."

"It's all right.  I'm sorry I needed some quiet."

I hang up and start back.  I have always got some breath mints in my jacket pocket, that and some Visine.  I pop a couple breath mints, a couple drops of Visine in each eye and I am good to go.  Only two days until I leave for Orlando.  I cannot wait.  My life is so much less complex on the road.

 

~

 

The rest of my time off is spent wandering around the city, keeping out of harm's way, or, more specifically, keeping out of Ellen's way.  She is in the midst of some pretty serious pressure at school; a lot of assignments due and I do not want to be at the pointy end of her bayonet if she starts to freak out.  I go to meetings at the office and try to look interested.  I read some of a spy adventure novel.  I watch some videos.  Mostly, knowing I will be leaving for a week in Florida, I make sure I spend quality time with those I love.  I pick up a new batch of Jamaican Blue Mountain Espresso, tune up my Faema, and savor the exquisite coffee concoctions I create every morning.

I try to keep myself busy but, honestly, I do not have a lot of extra curricular activities.  My business ensures I am out of town so often that joining a club or organized sport is pointless.  I do not really know a lot of people - see business excuse above - other than the guys at the office, and I do not really want to hang out with them, since I spend so much of my waking time with them.  Gregor is not one for social stuff; I do not think he has even gone out of his apartment to see a movie since he renovated his space.  Let's face it; they are all kind of freaks.  It is like the freaks and geeks have inherited the earth, because the meek were too quiet to let anyone know that they were interested in it.







Chapter 7

 

Ellen has already left for school when I wake up on Tuesday.  We had a great night together after I dragged her away from her thesis and took her out for dinner.  I got to play the Attentive & Caring boyfriend for most of the night, just because she left the thesis at home did not mean our Thai food did not come with a non-stop stream of consciousness monologue about said thesis.  She does not know what I sell, and I certainly do not have any clue what she is going to school for.  I guess that is how we keep the mystery alive after all these years.

I make a goodbye coffee; soaking up the amazing taste sensations like a prisoner with his last meal before execution.  I know I will be drinking under roasted, over boiled crap for the next week.  With a final wave to the Faema, I grab my things and head to the airport.

For Ellen, I consistently downplay the fun I have at these trade shows, but it is hard to contain my excitement about this one.  It is a Microsoft show, and that means there will be lots of parties, lots of good booze and lots of well financed CFO's looking for software solutions.  All are good for me.  Not so good for my liver, but what can you do, sacrifices have to be made.

I land in Orlando, and step out into the glorious Florida weather.  Nothing like spending a few days in the dampness and rain of the Pacific Northwest to really get you ready for the warmth and sunshine.  Even though all the locals are bundled up - it is April after all - for me, I am in heaven.  Any hotter and I would melt.  In Seattle there is this kind of shock that ripples through the city when the sun comes out in the winter.  People huddle in doorways, getting out of the direct rays.  There is an increase in traffic accidents, as if no one knows how to drive in the sun.

I grab a taxi and blast down a half dozen freeways to get to the convention center.  The Gaylord is conveniently placed in the middle of nowhere, halfway between a row of fast food restaurants and a freeway.  It is a looming building sticking up out of the cow pastures and low bush and trees that surround it.  I look out at the cows on the sides of the clean new road as we arrive.  They look confused by all the traffic.  Granted, in my opinion, cows look pretty confused all the time.

The lobby of the hotel is already seeing lots of action.  Attendees showing up, checking in, removing wedding rings, tossing around business cards, getting warmed up for the big show.  I get myself checked in and wander through the huge center atrium of the hotel.  The hotel itself is built like a giant donut, with the good rooms facing into a huge covered atrium.  Tropical plants, streams and live crocodiles fill the space, with a pirate ship restaurant floating in a man made lake.  You know, your basic budget kind of hotel.  As I walk through the windy paths, I notice the occasional bar peeking out from within the fake rock outcroppings.  This will be interesting to navigate later on when drunk.  Many opportunities to get completely lost and devoured by reptiles.  I find an elevator and head up to my room.

 

~

 

Dayne and Garner arrive at my hotel room door half a pay-per-view movie later armed with our essential show supplies.  One large bottle of booze and a six-pack of mix for each of us.  They are good people.  Since the whole hotel is full of hyperactive trade show attendees, we cannot get a dinner reservation at any restaurant in the place.  After a couple drinks, I feel generous enough to treat them to room service.  I would just tell Gregor they were potential clients and he would let the expense go.

Well, if they changed jobs, got out of the software business, they might end up in a place where they might need my product, right?  It is like a very, very long-term sales prospect.  Maybe ten or fifteen years long.  You cannot say that I do not plan.

We down our fifty-dollar pizza and a pile of hot wings while sitting on my balcony, looking down at the steaming jungle below.  We take turns spotting reptiles moving through the jungle - sales executives and crocodiles.  Dayne is waving a desiccated chicken wing around, venting about the motel they are stuck in.

"We couldn't get a cab; none came, so we had to walk here."

"You're kidding.  You walked somewhere in Orlando?"

Dayne and Garner both nod sullenly.  I shake my head.  They are stuck in a motel between a chicken & waffle take out joint and a Harley Davidson dealership.  Flooje knows where to spend their money, and it's not on their sales peoples hotel rooms.

"You know that shiny new road that they built out to here?"

I nod.  The one with the cows on both sides.

"Yeah, there's no sidewalk."

"You're kidding.  Really?"

It is their turn to nod.  Emphatically.

"No sidewalk.  There's a beautiful meridian and curbs but no sidewalk.  People kept slowing down to stare at us, like we were some kind of freaks."

"Well, you are walking in Orlando.  I think there's a bylaw against that kind of thing."

Dayne pouts.

"And I got all sweaty."

"You sure that's not why the people were slowing down?  Were you doing your skin-tight t-shirt thing?  Maybe with the stilettos and all they thought you were working.  And Garner was your pimp."

She flings a wing at me.  She is upset but is smiling.  So there must be some truth in what I said.  Garner misses it completely.  Dayne puts her feet up in the air so I can see her soles.  They are filthy.

"You think I walked here in four inch heels?"

"Hey, there's Ben and Bill!"

We all crane our necks over the railing to see another couple of The Gang standing in the line up for the floating pirate restaurant.  Ben and Bill work for "the other" competition and they have four Japanese businessmen with them.  The businessmen are all excited but B&B do not look happy at all.  Being professionals, they are faking it well.  Dayne fumbles in her purse and gets out her BlackBerry.  I grab mine.

"You text Bill, I'll get Ben."

We text away, hit 'send' and return to the railing, drinks in hand.  In the midst of translating something for Ben, Bill gets his message.  He
is doing the translating because he spent three years living in Japan as an ESL teacher.  He is pretty much fluent in Japanese.  I can order four things in a sushi restaurant, three of them beer.

He reads his text message as Ben receives his.  They excuse themselves from the Japanese and exchange BlackBerries, reading each other's message.  They look around.

Dayne lets out a piercing whistle.  Everyone in The Gang knows that whistle.  They look up and see us, our drinks raised.  Ben shakes his head and turns back to his clients.  Bill gives us a quick salute and taps his wrist then the middle of his forehead.  Then holds up four fingers and taps his shoulder, twice.  We have all been on the road together long enough, we have our own sign language.  Bill just said that he will be pounding his head with the clients for four hours then he is going to want to be drinking doubles.  I nod and hold up my BlackBerry.  He nods.  He will phone me when he is done.

Their party gets called and he walks up the gangway onto the ship like he is walking a plank.





Cup 4

 

"Decaffeinated coffee is kind of
like kissing your sister."

~Bob Irwin

 

Nescafe Instant Coffee
Sydney, Australia
5 years ago

 

I was on my first trip to Australia and I was jazzed.  The convention was in January so I also got to escape one of the worst winters Seattle had ever seen.  It had been a relentless purgatory of rain, snow, and never ending slush.  Brightened by the occasional bouts of freezing rain.

It must be an Australian thing but the convention planners actually had scheduled time off for us booth monkeys to get outside and experience Oz for a day before returning home.  In the main foyer of the convention center was a huge display promoting day outings in the greater Sydney area.  I had put myself down for a sightseeing trip around the harbor in a fishing boat.  It seemed like a neat thing to do.  There would probably be lots of cute booth bunnies on board all looking to hook up with a cool American guy like me.  Obviously, I was rather drunk on Bundaberg Rum when I signed up.

I was quite asleep/passed out when the tour guide pounded on my hotel room the next morning.  I was quite hung over too.  I answered the door wishing I had chosen to sleep in and check out a beach for the afternoon.

"About bloody time someone answers their door."

Ah, Australian hospitality at its best.

"Gimme a sec."

"No worries, mate.  Just don't take all bloody day."

I left my 'mate' in the hallway and tossed some clothes on.  And off we went.

The boat was moored at the edge of Circular Quay, the main harbor to downtown Sydney, the Opera House on the right and the Harbor Bridge off to the left.  The bustling ferry dock kept tourists and workers alike ebbing and flowing into the streets of the city.  The tour guide drove right up to the edge of the charter dock and pointed me towards the sole fishing boat that looked like it was actually used for fishing.

"Do I have time to find a coffee?"

"He'll have it on board for ya."

I stumbled down the dock, trying to get my footing.  It had been a while since I was on a floating dock, much less a boat.  The fishing boat was a lot cleaner than it looked, and, thank all the merciful Gods in the heavens, it did not smell like a bucket of fish guts left out in the sun.  I climbed in, cautiously.

"Hello?"

"Be up in a sec!  You the tour?"

I looked around.  I was alone.  Maybe I was the whole tour and, if that was the case, maybe it would be cancelled and I could go back to sleep.  Maybe hit Bondi Beach in the late afternoon, or not.  A huge red headed man squeezed himself up out of the cabin and onto the deck.  He had two steaming cups of coffee and that made him my new best friend.

"Reckon ya might need this."

"You're not kidding."

He handed me the cup and stepped into the main cabin.

"Hang on tight, and we'll get goin'."

"Am I it?"

"Yeah, mate, you're the only smart Yank in the country right now.  The rest are at some beach, working on their third degree burns."

He laughed and fired up the engine.

"Oi, Jimbo, drop the bowline, right?"

I nodded and put down my untouched coffee.  I scrambled along the side of the boat, shook the bowline free of the hawser on the dock and pulled it up beside me.  I got a good whiff of sea, of salt and sun, of old metal and rotting wood.  Already I felt a bit more awake, a bit more human.  I had come back around as the boat eased out into the harbor.  The captain gunned the engine and away we went, dodging pleasure boat and ferries as we made our way out past the Opera House, glistening in the morning sun like a pile of polished clamshells, into the rest of Sydney Harbor.

Sydney Harbor is just one of the three harbors that make up the waterway called Port Jackson.  It is a sheltered harbor with over three hundred kilometers of shoreline and over a half dozen islands.  We could have spent a month seeing all of it.

I grabbed my coffee and sat on the stern of the boat, feeling the rumble of the huge engine below me vibrate up my spine.  Staring out at the million dollar homes that dot the shore, I took a sip of my coffee, looking forward to the glorious welcoming of the caffeine into my system, like a long lost brother coming home after many years in the wilderness.  Alas, that was not the emotional reaction I get.  I spat what was in my mouth over the side of the boat.  In the name of all things holy, what was I drinking?  The cup seemed to be full of an inhuman combination of instant coffee, coffee whitener and artificial sweetener.  A short list of the chemicals I was consuming would run a couple pages.  I climbed up to the cabin and looked in at the red haired giant squeezed in behind the wheel.

"This isn't decaf, is it?"

He laughed, a booming laugh that overpowered the noise of the engine for a moment.

"You'll find no bloody decaf on this boat, mate."

I took another sip, regardless of the complex chemical reactions occurring in my cup, there was caffeine inside and I would get it.

"The kettle's below, and there's a premixed tin of this, so you can make another any time you want.  And I'll make you one if I'm making one for me.  This ain't a cruise ship, right?"

  "What is this exactly?"

"I had too much trouble making proper bloody coffee on board, I'd get distracted down below and nearly run aground, so I made up this fine blend.  It's Nescafe Instant Coffee, CoffeeMate and NutraSweet.  Took me a couple months to work out the perfect blend.  Takes a bit to get used to but now I can't live without it."

Because it was more addictive than crack cocaine, I thought to myself and pondered the mental state of someone who would create what I was drinking and think it was a good thing to do.  I shuddered, realizing that someone was skippering the boat I was on.

"So, where to first?  The Rocks?"

"Sounds great."

I did not know what he was talking about so I went out to the bow of the boat and enjoyed the noise of the waves, the smell of the sea and the view of the harbor.  I endured my cup of 'hot coffee tasting caffeine delivery fluid'.  I would have rather just chewed on a handful of raw coffee beans than continue drinking this, but beggars - especially hung over beggars - could not be choosers.

The harbor was stunning, full of sailboats, their full spinnakers yanking them around like toy boats pulled by hyperactive children.  We cut through tankers, around a Navy cruiser and out towards The Rocks, which frame the entranceway to the harbor itself.

Warrick was pretty quiet for most of the trip until I mentioned I was in sales.  Then he came to life.  He had a few things to say about sales people and I got both barrels of it.

"Ya see, you've gotta know who you are, right?  You've gotta know what it is that makes you tick.  If you don't know that, you're rooted, mate.  I spent fifteen bloody years in an office, selling bloody PA systems to factories and schools.  A dismal, boring and bloody soul-deadening job.  I am a recovering salesman.  I went home every night, yelled at my wife, scared my kids, and drank away all my pay packets.  It wasn't until the wife left, the kids went off to uni - far away from good old dad - and I sold the house - a house I bloody hated from the moment we bought it because it was near a good school for the kids - that I realized I had sold myself short for all that time."

"What do you mean, sold yourself short?"

He looked at me from the doorway to the main cabin.  I was piloting the boat.  We had upgraded from 'coffee' to beers in stubby little bottles.

"I mean I didn't have a bloody clue what I wanted from life.  I didn't have a bloody clue which way to turn when I got up in the morning.  I didn't know what my bloody passion was.  Not a bloody clue.  No wonder I yelled at the kids, and drank myself stupid every night.  I couldn't live with myself.  I couldn't stand myself.  And I look at the poor bastards who I used to call friends, who I used to spend more time with at the pub than I did at home with my wife, and I see the same thing in their eyes."

He leaned back and wiped his eyes.  He was actually crying.  This huge block of a man, this fair dinkum Aussie bloke was starting to cry!  What had I gotten myself into here?

"I see death in their bloody eyes, Jamie.  I see men who have already died and are still walking around on the planet, not knowing that they're dead.  Bloody zombies."

He shook his head and gulped down the rest of his beer.

"You've got to figure out what it is that you're here for.  What's your mission in life.  And you can't listen to anything that anyone tells you 'you should' be doing.  If they use the word 'should', don't listen to a bloody word they say.  Should means that they're telling you what they think you should be doing.  What would be best for them.  Not what's best for you.  Only you know what that is.  Do you know what that is, Jimbo?"

I shook my head.  I thought I had it figured out.  I got this job after selling Gregor a home theatre system at Best Buy.  I had just read an article about this crazy Russian immigrant who was making waves in the local software industry and I recognized him when he walked into the store.  I pulled out all the stops, impressed the hell out of him and sold him a system.  Not just any system, not the system he thought he wanted, but the system I knew he needed.  And he came back two days later and hired me off the floor to be his first sales guy.  Employee Number Three.  I was in on the ground level.  I designed the logo and original marketing material when we worked out of Gregor's rented apartment by the Space Needle.  One of Gregor's commitments to me, way back then, was that I would always enjoy the benefits of the successes of the company.  That is why I had a great commission structure way above the industry standard.  And it worked.  I was happy, Gregor was happy, the company was happy. 

"I thought I had it figured, Warrick.  Now I'm not so sure.  Maybe I'm being sold something too.  I sold my boss on my talents, and maybe he's selling me on what he wants me to do."

"'Course he is.  He'd be a bloody fool if he didn't.  But is it what you want to do.  You know all that shit, on your deathbed, is this the life you want to look back on?"

I finished my beer.  I was deep in a conversation I never thought I would have.  I was happy with my job, with the pay, with my apartment, I am thrilled because I got to fly all over the world.  Or was I?

"I don't know."

"If you don't know, then you're doing the wrong thing, mate."

He pounded on the side of the cabin and smiled.

"I know."

I realized he didn't need anything more than a good boat to be happy.  How much did I need to be happy?  What did I need to be happy?

He pointed at my empty beer bottle.

"You parched?"

I nodded and he headed below while I continued to ponder all we had been talking about.

 

~

 

I get all these great lessons and learn all these amazing things from all these amazing people I meet once, and only once.  Then I forget it all when I hit the rush of the next sales cycle.  I can remember all about my product, about my competitors, about all my existing clients and about my potential clients - birthdays, kids names, favorite drinks - but I have been given all these hints on how to live life and I have filed them away in my head, way at the back, and I have piled boxes of 90's trivia in front of them.

I really do not get how I work, you know?  I am willing to open up and trust these strangers, like Kate all those years ago - she started this, it is her fault - and yet I shared more with her than I have ever shared with Ellen.  And I have lived with Ellen for over four years.  I have some sort of wire loose and I think I would like to fix it.  But I am not sure if I want to fix it.  I do not know how much I want people I care for to know about me.  If they knew what is really going on in this thing I carry around on my shoulders, they would probably not want to hang around me anymore.  They would think I was nuts.  Because I have some pretty strange thoughts in my head.  Thoughts that do not have anything to do with marriage, children or pension plans.  I am sure people would run out the door screaming if I started talking to them about finding my mission in life - they would expect me to be showing up outside their front door the next day, wearing a nice suit, clutching a handful of pamphlets for my church.  I do not want anyone thinking that about me.  No, it is better to have the thoughts and leave them safely tucked away deep inside me.







Chapter 8

 

I watch Dayne wash her dirty feet in the bar sink while Garner trashes my bathroom and takes all the free stuff.  She is telling me all about their latest sale to some company down in Texas and I am not listening at all.  Her already short skirt is hiked up and she is sitting up on the bar, lathering up her feet.  With the subdued lighting and the mirrored wall behind her, it looks like she is doing a cover shoot for a foot fetish magazine.

After Garner finishes emptying my bathroom and Dayne has put on her stockings - not pantyhose but real silk stockings which she had in her pocket - we do what any group of sales people do on the first night of a major national software show.  We sneak into the Wedding Show in the adjacent convention center.

Dayne and I pretend to be engaged while Garner gets to be my best man.  The wedding show is on its last night and sponsors are pulling out all the stops to entice us into spending hundreds of thousands of dollars on all sorts of important wedding components.  By the looks of the booths and the services they offered, it was like a wedding should include everything possible, similar to opening up Microsoft Word to write a note and having to use every single feature from every single drop down menu in the product.  Hysterical overkill was the word of the day.

Dayne and I are the most affectionate couple in the place, mostly because we are not getting married and are not planning a wedding.  And we are drunk.  The rest of the crowd looks shell-shocked.  All the grooms-to-be have haunted looks in their eyes, and a hunch in their shoulders from being dragged around by the mothers of the brides trying to relive their own nuptials. 

A bright excited voice announces over the PA that the final night fashion show is starting.  Dayne pulls both of us into the auditorium and down into front row seats.  A slick emcee bounces onto the stage in a burst of light and sound, his job to whip the crowd into a frenzy so we will be flinging our American Express cards onto the stage by the end of the event.

"Before we start this amazing show, let's get a couple brides to be up here for some fun.  Who wants to win some prizes for their lovely wedding?"

I grab Dayne's arm and thrust it up into the air.  The emcee spots it and suddenly there is a spotlight on her.

"There's one!  Come on up here!"

The crowd applauds and she gets to her feet, a bit unsteadily.  She leans back down and gives me a peck on the cheek.

"I'll get you for this.  Remember that.  Some day, some way."

I grin and push her towards the stage.  She hops up onto the stage and walks over to the emcee.  A couple other plain looking brides in sweats have been pushed up to join her.

"All right ladies.  You want to win some prizes for your grooms?"

While the other brides-to-be nod, Dayne shakes her head.

"I want the prize for myself.  He's already getting a prize.  Me."

The emcee and the crowd laugh.

"All right, I'm going to put on some music and I want you to take turns showing me just how much you want to win."

He waves to the back of the room where the soundman starts up a polka.  The crowd laughs.  Then the music changes to 'The Stripper'.  The other women all look a bit nervous and shy up there, out of their element.  But not Dayne.  She steps out and starts strutting down the stage, all legs and hips, towards me.  On the way, she coyly unbuttons her blouse and slides it off her shoulders.  If there was a brass pole on the stage she would have been swirling around it.  With a flick of her long blond hair, she takes off her blouse and tosses it to the ground.  There is a gasp from the crowd and a cheer from the suddenly attentive grooms.

The emcee is trying to get the sound guys' attention but he is too busy taking photos with his cell phone camera.  Dayne hikes up her short skirt, showing off her long, long legs, her black stiletto heels and her garters.  Or course, they match her black lacy push up bra.  She squats down and whips her hair forward and back, sweeping the stage, an orgasmic look on her face.  By the time the emcee finally gets the music turned off, Dayne is crawling across the stage like a lanky Nordic panther.  She demurely stands up, slips her blouse back on and slinks back to the emcee.  She stands back in line beside the other poor brides as the applause peters off.  The emcee wipes his brow and turns to Dayne.

"Well.  I guess you really want these prizes."

Dayne smiles shyly.  No one remembers what the other two girls did and Dayne comes back to her seat with a free weekend for two at any Hyatt in North America.

"Nicely done.  I wish I had my camera with me."

Dayne grins at me and gives me another kiss on the cheek.

"Let's go.  I need a drink."

"I need a shower."

We look at Garner.  He looks at us, quizzically.

"Well, I do.  I don't like planes.  I'm all sweaty."

And we thought he was talking about Dayne's dance.  Silly us.







Chapter 9

 

Dayne and I head down to the lobby to search out some free drinks while Garner has a shower in my room.  Usually, I am not comfortable with other people using my bathroom, especially my bathtub, but my usual concerns have been over ridden by Rye and hot wings.  Garner has got some sort of gland thing going on and sweats a lot.  He carries the worlds strongest anti-perspirant with him at all times.  I will wear my socks in my shower tomorrow, just in case Garner has toe rot or something.

With Dayne on my arm, I feel like I am the chess geek taking the head cheerleader to prom.  Every guy in the hotel lobby is staring at me with envy.  My ego loves every moment and Dayne is grateful for my presence.  No one bothers Dayne because it is obvious that she is with someone - even if they cannot fathom why it is me - and I get to seem like a much bigger player than I really am because I have the most beautiful woman at the show on my arm.  A perfect symbiotic relationship where I am that little fish who cleans the gills of the powerful shark until the shark tires of getting its gills cleaned and decides it's dinnertime.

Dayne smiles a couple times outside a hotel meeting room and gets us invited into some sort of pre-product launch party.  We are handed cowboy hats at the front door, and step into the party proper.  As it is coming up on ten o'clock, the band has kicked it into gear and are making their way through assorted geek anthems.  You can see the fake smiles plastered on the band's faces crack as a couple dozen geeks storm the dance floor to Walk Like Egyptians.  With Dayne's breasts in front, we push our way through to the bar with the shortest line up.  Dayne yells our order to the bulked up black bartender over the music. 

"Vodka Tonic, Rye Ginger, both doubles!"

He gives her two thumbs up and starts making our drinks.  She is smiling at him, and he is pouring more booze than mix into our glasses.  That makes her smile even more, which increases then the amount of booze we are getting again.  It is a vicious, yet excellent, circle.  Dayne puts a five into his empty tip jar and we know we will be remembered for the rest of the night.  We turn to watch the spastic frenzy on the dance floor.  There really is nothing worse that watching a bunch of geeks get drunk and dance.  It is like we are at a St. Vitas Dance competition.  I am reminded of how Elaine used to dance on 'Seinfeld'.

We have finished off a couple rounds of drinks, chatted with some guys who wanted to get closer to Dayne and were trying to get to her through me, when my BlackBerry vibrates in my pocket.  It is Garner.  He is outside and they will not let him in.  As we leave, much to the dismay of the sixty men in the room, and to the joy of the five women, Dayne tosses my cowboy hat to the bartender, who puts in on.  It looks really good on him.  He flashes her a smile full of shiny white teeth as we leave.

"Why'd you give him my hat?"

"Because, sweetie, you look retarded in it.  Totally special needs."

Of course, she looks great in hers.  Somehow, she can make a cowboy hat go with black pumps.  We exit the party into the damp warmth of the tropical foyer.  Garner is slouching against a plastic rock waiting for us.

"It was fun in there, wasn't it?"

"It was ok, they had strippers, but that was it."

"And a host bar."

"Right, strippers and a host bar."

"Were they giving away demo copies of the product?"

Ever the pragmatist, Garner.  Dayne and I look at each other.

"I don't know."

"I don't think it was mentioned."

He shakes his head.

"I need a drink."

"Me too."

"Me three."

And we head off into the deepest darkest part of the jungle in search of a bar.

 

~

 

I am being fed a double vodka shot poured through a giant block of ice.  A tube drilled through the ice is the gimmick and when they pour the vodka through it, the vodka is chilled to the perfect temperature by the time it drips out and into my waiting mouth.  I am on my second mouthful when my phone rings on our table.  Dayne grabs my BlackBerry and answers without looking at the call display.

"We're waiting for you!  What's taking you two so long, sweeties?"

I am struggling to absorb six ounces of Polish vodka when I see her instantly sober up and hand me the phone.  I take it, still looking at her face and forgetting to check who is calling.

"Talk."

"James?  Who was that?"

It is Ellen.  My blood goes cold like I have been poured through the block of ice.

"Ellen?  What are you doing calling, it's got to be late, uh early, there."

I step out of the bar and try to find a quiet place to talk.

"Who was that, James?"

"That was Dayne.  I've told you about her, right?  She works with Garner.  She and her boyfriend live in San Diego."

"Why was she answering your phone?  What's going on?"

"We... we have the same phone, honey; she thought it was hers by mistake.  We had some wine with dinner."

There is a silence on the phone.  I wonder if what I have said is going to work.

"I thought you were on a business trip, it sounds like you're at a party.  I mean, you get to go off to Orlando and go to a party and I'm stuck here and the heat isn't working and I don't know why I bother."

"Whoa, Ellen, Slow down.  It's a meeting of software sales geeks.  It's not a fun event.  They've just got the music turned up loud that's all.  It just sounds like a good party.  But it isn't.  It's a business event.  You'd hate it."

"I wouldn't hate being in Orlando, in Florida.  I'm tired of the fucking grey here, Jamie.  I am so tired of it.  How come you don't ever take me with you on your trips?"

"Sweetie, we've talked about this before.  I don't have any time not taken up with meetings and time on the show floor at the booth and in schmoozing.  I wouldn't ever see you.  And that's not fair."

I try not to panic.  I am really drunk and there is no end to the stupid things I might say to make this conversation even worse.  I grab a
palm tree to steady myself as Ellen continues.

"But this isn't fair either!  You come home and all you can do is sit around and wait until you get to go away again.  You hate being at
home and you hate being with me!"

"Ellen, what's going on?  It's really early there, you've got to work tomorrow and you're freaking out-"

"Of course I'm freaking out!  I phone my boyfriend and some girl answers the phone!  You'd freak out too!"

I take a couple a deep breaths hoping to pull it together.  As long as nothing else goes wrong, I might be able to calm Ellen down and get back to the party.  The universe proves me wrong. 

"Here's your drink, big boy!  Hurry up, you're already two behind!"

Garner stumbles up to me with another martini.  Too late, I cover my phone and turn to him.

"Shut up!  Ellen's on the phone!  Jesus!"

"Shit, sorry man."

Garner sets my drink down, slowly and cautiously, on a rock.  It wobbles but does not tip over.  He smiles at a job well done.  I can hear Ellen on the phone.  Garner stands there unsure what to do next since part of his brain has turned off.  I hiss at him.

"Go away!"

He smiles and stumbles off.  I clench my eyes shut as hard as I can for a moment, and then take my hand off my phone.

"-uck is going on there?!"

"Ellen.  Ellen, listen to me.  That was some guy at the next table.  These stupid guys, it's like their first time away from home and they act like idiots."

"Jamie, I don't like this.  I don't know who you are anymore!"

"I'm me, Ellen, I'm just me."

"But who are you?  Jesus, this is crazy, I'm crazy, what am I doing here?  What am I doing-"

My phone goes dead and I look at it.  I have battery, I have signal.  She has hung up.  This is not good.   This is not good at all.  I do not know what to do.  So I drink my martini.  A tiny part of my brain is screaming at me that I am mixing my drinks but I do not care.  I need Super Vodka Power to help me to figure out what to do next.

I go back into the bar.  Dayne has her head back and is taking in another vodka shot.  Everyone in the bar is staring at her cleavage, her breasts pushing against the thin material of her blouse, the buttons straining.  She leans back up and sees me.  She looks ashamed.

"Did that cause trouble?"

"Yeah.  No.  I don't know.  She's pretty pissed at me.  I don't know if you made it worse or not."

"What's up?"

"I honestly don't know.  She hung up on me.  She was really upset about - I don't really know what she was upset about - and I can't really remember anything clearly.  Then she hung up."

"What are you going to do?"

"What should I do?  I'm drunk.  I can make this worse if I call, I can say something incredibly stupid and mess it up worse than it already is.  Or I don't call her now, get sober and call her later, but she might have been waiting for me to call back and I'm fucked because I didn't.  Either way..."

She nods.  She understands.  Her boyfriend gets the same way some times.  I think she tells him even less of what happens on the road than I tell Ellen.  If good old George knew the flirting she does to get a deal, if he saw even half of what she gets up to, he would have an embolism the size of a grapefruit on the spot.

"I'm gonna call."

"Good idea.  Get it over with."

She hands me another martini.  More Vodka Power.  I down it and head outside to find some quiet.  On the way I psych myself up and hit the speed dial for our home.  It rings.  And rings again.  I belch a vodka belch.  Vodka and hot wings.  Not a good belch.  I try to clear my mouth while the phone rings.  Click.

"Jamie."

"Ellen."

Silence.

"Honey, what's going on?  I'm worried here."

"Well, I'm worried here, Jamie.  I'm worried I'm wasting my life away and I'm not going to accomplish anything, I'm not going to do anything that I really want to do.  I'm worried that my entire life is going to pass me by."

Jesus, this is worse than I thought.  I wonder if there is any way that I can signal for another martini.  This is going to take some time.  And effort.

"You don't think I'm worried about that too?"

"No, I don't think that.  This isn't about you, Jamie, it's about me.  I'm the one freaking out here.  Not you.  Don't make this about you.  Christ, you always do that.  I'm upset and all of a sudden we're talking about you and what's up for you.  It's not about you!  Ok?  It's about me!  Listen to me!  I'm really upset here!  Here!  Here in our apartment!  Here alone!  While you're off getting drunk with Diane or whatever her name is."

"Dayne."

"I don't give a shit what her name is, James!"

Oh, oh, I've become James.  Just like being a kid.  I hear a woman call me James and I know I am in trouble.  If she is still calling me Jamie, I know there is chance I can sweet talk myself out of whatever I have done.  But once I have become James, I am dead in the water.

"I don't want to hear about what you're doing, and how hard you work when you're on your trips!  I don't want to hear it! I want to hear about how much you miss me and how much you want to change your job so that you can stay home and we can get a house and start a fucking family!  That's what I want to hear from you!"

"You're tossing a lot at me right here, honey, ok?"

"Yeah, I'm tossing a lot.  I've got a lot going on here, James."

Silence.  I use all my psychic powers to will another martini to float out of the bar and into my hand.  It does not work.

"What have you got to say about what I'm telling you?"

"What do you want me to say?"

"Something other than that!"

Oh shit.  What the hell do I have to say about it?  Do I tell her I do not want to stay home, I would kill myself if I did not get to travel around the world, I do not want to start a family, right now, I do not want to grow up, and I sure as hell do not want to get a house and a mortgage.  Trade in my frequent flyer points card for a Home Depot card?  Yeah, right.

"We can't do any of that unless I keep doing what I'm doing and making the money I'm making, Ellen, you know that.  You don't make any money."

"Don't bring that into it!  Answer my question!"

"I don't want to answer your question!  You're really upset and anything that I say is going to make you more upset.  I'm not willing to do that."

"Don't be a chicken shit, James."

I take a breath.  Total honesty almost broke out and I cannot have that.

"I'm not being a chicken shit, Ellen, it's late, I'll be home in a couple days and we can sit down and talk about everything you want to talk about.  I love you, but I don't want to do this on the phone, from the middle of the foyer of the convention centre hotel in Orlando.  Where it's raining outside right now, just in case you were wondering.  It's no different than Seattle right now."

"Fine."

"What?"

"Fine.  We'll talk when you get home."

"Fine."

Silence.

"I'll see you then."

"Ok."

She hangs up.  I slump back against the rock.  I cannot believe I made it through the phone call without freaking out on her.  I pat myself on the back for staying in control.  Even drunk, I can hold it together.  I start back towards the bar, clutching my empty martini glass.

Then I stop.  She is upset but she is phoning me while I am working and she freaks out on me?  How am I supposed to hold it together to do the deals I have to do at this show if I am preoccupied with when Ellen wants to start a freaking family and buy a house in the suburbs?  How am I supposed to do that?  I can't.  And she should not be asking me to.  She should respect that when I am at work, I am at work.  And I have Gregor breathing down my neck because of how much he is paying for my week at the show.  I am getting angry now and I can feel it coming up inside me like a street vendor chilidog.

I am about to phone Ellen back and let loose on her when my few remaining brain cells revolt and I shove my phone into my pocket.  Instead I go back inside the bar.  I need a drink.  I need more than one drink.  I need a distillery.







Chapter 10

 

The next morning I wake up dead.  Not technically dead, I can feel the faintest of pulses, and I can smell the fetid air coming out of my mouth.  I taste carpet.  I need to have someone open my head and let out the swarm of angry hornets who have nested in there.  I am bathed in a cold foul smelling sweat.  Not many doctors would be predicting a full recovery.  I am still wearing clothes, and I am on the floor of a hotel room.  I hope to God these are my clothes and this is my hotel room.  Gently opening my dry, red eyes, I see my suitcase at the end of my bed.  This is my hotel room.  My brain is unwilling to let me get up just yet so I remain on the floor, relieved to be safe.  My phone rings in my pocket like a dozen dentist drills.  It is all I can do to drag it out, check the Caller ID.  Gregor is calling from the office in Seattle.

"Talk."

It does not quite sound like the word 'talk', more like the word 'ghahhhk'.

"Where da hells are you?  You're not at booth and show has started!"

I cough and clear my throat like a fifty-year chain smoker.

"I'm on my way, right now, my alarm didn't go off."

"Bullshit, you are blind and hung over, I hear all about it.  I'm surprised I do not see it on fucking CNN!  The press walk through in thirty minutes!  You can't miss that!  You do and I kill you worse than fucking hangover!  And I deny your expense claim!"

"I'm on my way, Gregor.  I'll call you later."

He hangs up on me with a stream of Russian profanity.  What the hell happened after that phone call from Ellen?

I get to my feet.  Kind of.  I get to all fours and check the time.  Shit.  Gregor is right, the tradeshow floor is open and I am not there.  Not good.  I feel bad.  Actually, bad is not the right word for it.  I feel atrocious and wish I were dead.  And I know I will feel even worse when I find out what happened in the wee hours of the morning.  When I find out why I have fifty plus "Hi, my name is..." tags stuck all over my body.

I stumble into the bathroom and turn on the lights, tearing dual holes in my skull.  With the lights back off; I fumble in the semi darkness for my shaving kit.  In there is some heavy duty Visine, a slight bit weaker than household bleach and some Tylenol-3's with Codeine.  I will need everything in my arsenal to make it through the day.  Quickly I change my shirt and I am out the door, easing it shut behind me, making as little noise as possible.

I hit the show floor and make a beeline for the nearest complementary espresso bar as the Tylenols try to kick in.  Ignoring the attempts of the booth sales guy to interest me in some sort of graphing solution for accounting systems, I grab a triple espresso, two packets of honey, pour them together, knock them back and stumble to my booth.

The FireForest booth is always one of the best in the show because engineers and geeks did not design the booth.  Bright, bold, interesting with dynamic colors, lots of white space, appealing and welcoming.  I slip in behind a stand, tidy the paperwork stacked in the racks, brace myself and scrape together a smile.

A press walk through means the head Microsoft people are going to walk a bunch of the fawning press through the convention hall, point out the occasional booth then lead them back to the center Microsoft super-booths for complementary booze and finger food.  The rest of us stand at our booths like meek geisha's nodding and smiling.

Then, as soon as it started, it is over.  I can see the wave of hangover wash along behind the departing press, bumping and sliding into every kiosk, eddying around every booth bunny and sales person, settling over the room like a thick toxic smoke.  Sinking down behind the stand, I curl up with my head between my hands.

"Hey."

I look up and see Dayne standing there, a tight smile on her face, two extra large cups of coffee in her hands and a box of chocolates under her arm.  Her eyes are hidden behind huge dark sunglasses.

"Are you here to kill me?"

"You wish.  I'm still alive.  No one killed me."

"If this is heaven, please don't let me die.  What happened last night?"

She hands me a coffee and puts the chocolates down on the booth.  I slowly stand up and grab a chocolate.  Caffeine is good.  No matter how it enters my system.

"Dayne, help me out.  What happened last night?"

"After the phone call?"

"Yeah."

"What happened was this.  You were really upset and you started drinking.  Drinking a lot.  Drinking like a pro."

"And the 'Hi my name is...' stickers?"

She bursts out laughing.

"I forgot about that.  It was impressive, JB, you flirting with anyone with a nametag, male, female, it didn't matter to you.  I can't really remember who it was who dared you.  I think it was one of those Microsoft guys.  You know those ones from product development?"

"Well, at least now I can go back to my room and die."

She shakes her head and slides out a piece of paper from under the box of chocolates.  It is a notice from the show coordinator saying the show floor is now open to attendees for the whole afternoon.  I have to be here in hell, smiling, instead of in my hotel room recovering.

"What God have I spurned to deserve this?"

"Most of the major ones I would think.  You want to go and bug the guys in the Hinterland?"

The Hinterland is the far edges of the trade show floor, where the low budget booths are.  Where the dispossessed hang out.  We have booths in prime time.  They do not like us, and we do not like them.

"Let's go and get some food instead.  We don't have a lot of time."

"I heard that a couple products got dropped.  There's some culling of the Hinterland herd going on.  Let's go watch!"

I do not have the strength to argue so I follow her off the show floor like a little lost puppy with a blinding hangover.  We make a couple turns as the booths shrink in size and in quality.  Multi color backdrops fade to black and white, custom booth pieces are replaced by folding tables.  There is a smell of desperation in the air.  With me clutching Dayne for support, we saunter through the booths, all eyes on us.  These guys can only dream of working for the companies we work for.  Mostly, they are geeks who have been sent out to man the booths, or independent reps that are flogging a number of products.  Either way, you do not want to be stuck back there, hoping someone with money will get lost and end up at your booth.

"Who's getting culled?"

Dayne points at a couple booths.

"Must suck to be trying to sell a product that is being pulled off the market."

The sun burnt guys behind the table are not very happy.  The booths around them are staying as far away as possible.  You do not want to be near the injured when the predators swoop, you might be taken down by accident.

Everyone knows who Dayne and I are and they do not bother even smiling at us.  I grab a cheap mint from a booth and keep going, passing all of them.  We burst out laughing and push through the exit doors letting them slam shut behind us.  There is no traffic going to the Hinterland, they truly are out on their own.  I am too hung over to feel bad for them.  I need more coffee, more Visine, more Tylenol, and then maybe I will feel bad.





Cup 5

 

"Strong coffee, much strong coffee, is what
awakens me.  Coffee gives me warmth,
waking, an unusual force and a pain
that is not without very great pleasure."

~Napoleon Bonaparte

 

Espresso
Paris, France
4 years ago

 

The first time I was in Paris, I was there to do a number of meetings with a number of European executives, push a bunch of product and then fly to Stuttgart to do the whole thing all over again.  I spent three months before the trip listening to 'Learn French' and 'Learn German' CD's at home, on the way to work and on planes.  So imagine my surprise when no one - no one! - wanted to talk to me in my remedial French or German on the entire trip.  It was like I was embarrassing for trying to speak the language when they could all speak English like they grew up in the Midwest.  And, if I could not speak French at the same level that they could speak English, then I should not.

Once I got that figured out, I was all right.  I made enough deals to keep Gregor happy and that was that.

The morning before I flew out to Stuttgart, I got the old guy who ran the elevator in my hotel to tell me where to get the best cup of coffee in Paris.  Armed with a tourist map covered in his old French scrawl, I hopped on the Paris Metro and headed for the place he circled.  It was three train rides away, and then I had to walk.  I got to the café, after struggling down a couple different windy wrong streets.  Molongo Café was right in the middle of the bustling St. Germain district; a couple blocks south of the Seine.  It was the coolest coffee shop I had ever seen.  There were flat screen televisions on the walls, and everywhere were stunning French university students sensually smoking Gauloise's and discussing philosophy.  I went up to the counter and stared at the menu wall of amazing espresso drinks.  A very cool looking French male model sauntered up and pouted across the polished granite  counter at me.  He must have had the day off from the haute couture runways.

"Oui?"

I stared at the menu some more.

"Qu'est que sait le difference between un espresso et un espresso Italienne?"

I knew I was killing the French language but I did not know what else to do.  The boy looked at me with distain.

"Le espresso?"

He held his hand up, the distance between his fingers about an inch.

"Le espresso Italienne."

He moved his fingers so they are a half an inch apart.  Then he pounded his fist against his chest.

"Chouf, Chouf.  Oui?  Tu comprend?"

Reducing the amount of water that goes through the group makes an Italian espresso.  It would be the strongest part of an espresso, like concentrating an already concentrated espresso.  Drinking it would be the coffee equivalent of having a heart attack.  I could do without that today but I would remember it for the future.

"Un espresso Francais, s'il vous plait."

He looked at me, bored, and gestured to the list behind him.  I looked and my jaw dropped open.  I got to choose which coffee bean for my espresso!  The list ran through every major and most minor coffee growing regions of the world.  I was in heaven.  I picked the finest one I could find.  A bean I had never tried before.  Ethiopian Yergacheffe.  Based on the price, it had been hand picked and roasted by nuns who then walked it back to Paris, just for me.

I took my espresso and sat down at a tiny table by the window, looking out on the street.  Outside, traffic crawled by; the sidewalks were full of tourists and locals going about their day.  I sat, entranced by the reflected sunshine from the cars playing back and forth across the wall of the shop.

I was jolted back by my vibrating BlackBerry on the table in front of me.  I thought I was out of range, but obviously not.  I saw two women look at me, at this lump of plastic rattling across the metal table in front of me.  I sighed and picked it up, apologizing with my eyes and weary shrug of my shoulders.  They turned back to their petit fours as I opened the email from Gregor.  The moment was gone, an errant cloud halted the reflections, and the mundanities of work and Stuttgart resurfaced.

"Those will kill us, those things.  All those computers, cellular telephones.  Technology."

I looked up and saw an old, formally dressed woman standing beside me.  She gestured to the chair across from me.

"Do you mind?  I like to be in  the sun.  These old bones appreciate the heat."

I nodded and moved my stuff to my side of the table.  She sat down, slowly, taking care to ensure she eased her way into her chair without any accident.  She scowled at my BlackBerry on the table.  I turned it off, potentially risking the wrath of Gregor.  He did not give a damn what time it is wherever I was, if he wanted to talk to me, I am supposed to answer.  If I did not answer, he would start emailing, paging, and phoning until I did answer.

She smiled a terse smile and adjusted her purse on her lap.  She looked about eighty years old, her face wrinkled from years of living.  After a moment, the barista brought her a coffee and a small plate of tiny, sugar cookies.

"Merci, Pierre."

"Madam Sancerre."

She spoke French with a French accent, and English with an English one.  I sipped my espresso, savoring the multitude of rich tastes, the complex nuances and subtle flavors.  My mouth was in heaven, my taste buds dancing.  I had never had a coffee like the one I was tasting.  I think I actually moaned a little bit, it was so good.  Lush and complex tastes danced across my tongue, flavors of chicory, rich earth, and dark cocoa.

I looked around as more people came in and joined the two's and three's, making them five's and six's.  Everyone was laughing; the barista made coffees for people before they even asked.  Everyone knew each other and this was their café.

I had been racing around for the past seven years, since I ran out the door of my high school and I was starting to realize just how much I had been running and how little I had been sitting still.

"You look pensive, son.  Biscuit?"

She was holding out the plate to me.  I thought of Kate in Victoria and, knowing I would not see Madam Sancerre again, dove right in, spilling my guts.

"I've been racing around the world, you know, for this job I have.  I live out of hotel rooms, and I love it.  I love the excitement of waking up in a new city half my life.  I haven't even unpacked at home and I moved in six months ago.  And yet..."

"Have you a girl?"

I shook my head.  This was before Ellen showed up.

"Then that is why you are moving so much, you're searching for something.  Do you know what?"

I looked at her.

"Yeah, sure.  Well, no, I don't.  I'm going after my career, going after the money, and the success.  That's what's important for me.  Once I'm successful, then I can worry about the rest of it.  A girl, a family and a home."

"That is simply an illusion, son.  You will always find something else that you think you need.  And then once you get that, you will find something else you need."

I did not like the thought of that.  It seemed like too much for a guy at the top of his game to think about.

"Why not say, when I have had a sugar cookie in Paris, I'll be happy?"

She held up the plate with a smile.

"If you're looking for a home you've got to stop moving around.  If you're looking for a place to fit in, you've got to find it, and then stop moving.  Does that make sense?"

"But how do I know it's the right place?  Maybe Seattle is the right place for me, right now, but what about in ten years?  Maybe it will be a different place."

"You are right.  You are absolutely right.  But you have to commit to a place.  Really commit.  With your heart and soul even if you will be moving on the next day."

I sighed and took a cookie.

"It took me thirty years of looking after my husband passed away before I found myself here in St. Germain.  After I married him and spent twenty years in France, I couldn't go back to Brighton, where I was raised.  I was European now.  And I wandered, can you imagine, me, wandering around Western Europe, trying to find a place to fit in?"

She laughed politely, thinking of a younger self.

"But when I made a wrong turn and ended up in this neighborhood, well, oh well, I stopped looking.  Now what about you?  Where is your place?"

"Right now I've got a place in Seattle."

"And a job that takes you all over the world."

I nodded because she was right.  I did not ever stop.  I realized I had been expecting something to pop out and tell me where it was I should make home.  Like some sort of text message from God, or IM from the universe.  Maybe a phone call from heaven.  Regardless how it came, I know I was not out there actively looking for it, I was waiting for it to find me.

"But how did you know this was the right place?  And how do you know when it isn't the right place anymore?"

She smiled at me and rubbed her finger around the edge of her sugar biscuit.

"Ah, that is the rub, isn't it?  I knew this was the right place because my heart and my soul rejoiced when I arrived here.  They knew immediately, and who was I to argue with them?  Son, I am too old to fight things like that.  If my soul tells me to do something, I do it.  When it is time to move on, my soul will tell me also."

"And then what will you do?"

"I will go out searching for the next perfect place to be.  I won't sit around and wait for it to come to me.  That would be foolish.  And I do not have enough time left on this planet to be foolish."

"What about being in the right place at the right time?"

"Of course, that is the point, is it not?  But you cannot sit around your unpacked flat expecting the world to knock on your door, now can you?"

I sat back and pondered her words.  I had been coasting on the 'Right Place, Right Time' of meeting Gregor.  And knowing who he was.  And I did not know if that was ever going to happen again for me.  I realized I did sit around and wait for the deals to come to me.  We had such a good product that I came away from a trade show with a pocket full of business cards, most hungry to buy.  I did not look for deals, I managed them.  Right now, the world was coming to my door, at least as far as work was concerned.  But how long was that going to last?  I had to start looking for what I wanted, like Madame Sancerre, and I had to do this before I got too old, and too scared.







Chapter 11

 

When I get home from Orlando three days later, having dropped off my noxious suits and shirts at the dry cleaners, Ellen is off at school.  I pass on making my first good coffee in a week, change clothes and head into the office.  I have to be proactive to calm any potential anger Gregor might have about me being late for the media walk through.  Even though I made it there in time.

And how did he know that I was not at the booth?  If he was not there himself, how did he know I was not there?  Does he have someone looking
in on me, someone watching me, reporting back to him?  He must, because he said he knew everything I was up to.  Who could it be?  Dayne?  They had met once but Dayne would not spy on me.  Maybe it is Garner.  These thoughts worry me as I park and walk to the office, stopping at the coffee cart outside our building.

"The usual, JB?"

I nod to Joe, the owner, most of my brain still deep in thought.  Who could Gregor have watching me?  It would have to be someone who is on the show floor, like me.  Shit, this is going to really mess with me.  I get my triple espresso from Joe and walk away.

"JB."

I turn back.  He points at the till.  I have forgotten to pay.  I smile and go back, moving around the others in the line.

"I know you're good for it, but I like the cash to balance at the end of the day."

"Yeah, my bad." 

I hand him a five and tell him to keep the change.  Joe has been working the sidewalk outside the building for a half dozen years now, and he seems to be doing all right at it.  There is usually someone getting a coffee when I walk by and if I can help it, I support my neighborhood espresso cart guy.  I remember I have something for him.

"I've got another one for you."

He smiles.  I have been grabbing business cards and menu's from all the good coffee shops I find all over the world.  Joe collects them and gives out their names and locations as sage advice to his regulars.  I dig around in my computer case, find the stuff and hand it to him.  He gives it a quick glance.

"Good?"

"Not as good as you, but they did have seating and windows, doors, a roof, that kind of thing.  The pastry selection was a bit weak."

"Thanks, I appreciate it."

I smile and go inside as my head fills with paranoid conspiracy thoughts.  It is the longest elevator ride of my life.

 

~

 

Upstairs, I find Gregor in the cubicle farm chatting with the developers and software engineers.  Although they look and act the same, there is some sort of difference between the two and they take pains to ensure you never introduce one as the other or vice versa.  I have never gotten to the bottom of that, nor do I want to.  Bottom line, they are all geeks and should not be let out in public or they will frighten children.  Gregor is waxing poetic about his upbringing and scaring the youngsters.  At fifty, Gregor grew up in Soviet Russia and only came to America after the Berlin Wall came down.  He has got life experiences the rest of us can only imagine in our worst dreams.

"All the toys you take for granted, I did not have.  Cell phone, VCR, DVD, iPod, hell, cordless phone, microwave, Pah, forget GameBoys and PS3's.  That was stuff of science fiction novels.  Not of this real life."

This talk means someone has asked about a raise.  It is Gregor's 'You think you have it tough, I'll tell you about tough' speech.  I was the first person to ever hear it.

He sees me and breaks away from the group.

"Now go make me something amazing."

The coders actually buy this kind of talk and eagerly retreat to their cubicles.  The subtle roar of keystrokes can be heard as they do whatever it is they do.  IM, surf the web, update Wikipedia, download music, and possibly code the next version of our product, while sucking back the free Mountain Dew Gregor keeps them hopped up on.

I follow Gregor into his office and sit down, savoring the coffee in my cup.  Joe certainly does make a good espresso.  He gets the beans from one of his uncles who is in the coffee business.  He gets everything from family, even his business permit.

"So."

"So who do you have watching me at the shows?  Don't you trust me?"

Gregor leans back in the chair.

"Yes I trust you, I just talk to one of Microsoft System guys, and he talks of your collection of nametags.  That means you need an additional wake up call.  That is all.  Pah, he says their changes circumvent my changes.  Coders will have to work harder."

Gregor answers me too quickly, and changes the subject really fast.  Either my Spidey senses are tingling or Joe added something illegal to my espresso.  I wonder who really told him what I was up to.  Trouble is hundreds of people would have seen me and my nametag collection.

"Tell me about rest of the show." 

"It was good.  Nothing new out there that's going to worry us.  I've got a pile of cards and interest forms, I'll get Kerry to data input them and then start the process."

He sighs.

"Kerry's gone.  New receptionist now.  Keri.  K E R I."

"Do you do that name thing on purpose?  Four receptionists, all named Kerry, all spelt different?"

He shrugs.

"Someone out there ask for a raise?"

Surprised, he nods.  I nod.

"Any surprises from Microsoft?"

"Pah, of course.  Things keep changing, James, they keep changing.  I get sick and tired of things changing.  We get it right, we get it perfect, just what everyone wants, and then it all changes again.   To something new and we have to start again, again.  I am tired of it."

I lean forward; I have never heard Gregor talk like this before.  I am also a bit concerned; I have never heard Gregor talking like this before.  Something is most certainly up.  He looks at me, intently.

"You all love all the change, you thrive on it.  Me, I was raised where there was no change.  From the time I was born to the time of Perestroika, nothing changed.  The stores had same things on the shelves, not even packaging changed.  News never changed.  'Proud workers output is up'.  Every week.  There is something good in that, James; there is something good in not having change.  But you, them, you've only known change.  Every week, every month, you can look back and see how things in your life have changed.  You love it.  I do not."

He gets up and walks around his office, stopping at the windows to look down at the street below.  I am stuck to my chair in shock.  Who is this man sharing his feelings with me?  And where is my boss?  Suddenly he turns to me.

"How come you don't be happy with things the way they are?  Why do you think that it is always got to be changing?  That change is good?"

Three questions in a row from Gregor.  Jesus, this is serious.

"I guess because that's what we've been raised with, Gregor.  That's all we know.  What would we do if we didn't have to learn something new, or covet something new?"

"You'd write, be poets, musicians.  That's what changed when I grew up.  New books, new poetry, new classical music.  That what people did with what little spare time they had.  Not play video games."

He sits back down, like he is sitting down into a deep funk.  Settling into it, preparing to stay for a while.  I do not know what, if anything, I can do to help him out.   He has shared more than he has ever shared before and I feel pretty uncomfortable.  He is my boss and the owner of the company.  He cannot be having some sort of breakdown because that would be bad for business, and bad for my bank account.  He does not say anything, just stares at the Russian stacking doll on his desk.  I start to fidget as the three espressos hit my system like a collection of runaway freight trains.  That and I do not like being around people who are being morose.

"Ok. I'm gonna go and get Keri started on this stuff.  She's got my tickets for Singapore?"

He nods and dismisses me with a faint flick of the wrist.  I quietly leave the office, pulling the door shut behind me.  I have found it best to leave Russians alone when they are brooding.  It is a cultural thing.







Chapter 12

 

It has been three days since Ellen and I had our late night phone call and I have not talked to her since.  I have to make sure she forgets all about that conversation and I will pull out all the stops to do so.  I will catch her before she can get started and change her around to feeling good about me, again.  It is a classic sales technique to deal with potential issues.  The 'Pre-Emptive Feel Good Attack' Defense.

When Ellen gets home that night, I have a Chinese take out banquet spread across our coffee table.  The food is all her favorites and the wine is sweet and white.  In the DVD is the latest chick flick from the rental store around the corner.  I have even sprung for a bouquet of flowers, prominently placed on top of the TV.  I cleaned up.  Everything I have done says, 'I am so sorry' even though I cannot remember what I am sorry about.

When she comes in the front door I meet her with a hug.

"Hi."

"Hi."

We kiss.  That is a good sign.  She does not seem angry.

"I'm sorry about phoning you."

"It's ok, really."

"I'm starved."

I move her through into the living room and a gentle smile emerges on her face.  She gives me a kiss on the cheek and sits down on the floor by the coffee table, her back against the couch.

"This is great, Jamie, thanks.  Just what I needed.  It's been a hell of a week."

I am back to being called Jamie.  Another good sign.  Everything is going to plan.  I sit down beside her, pour two glasses of wine, and watch as she digs into the lemon chicken, chow mien and spring rolls.

"I kind of figured that."

We eat, in the quiet comfortable silence of two people who belong together.  When it is not necessary to fill the air with conversation, and just being together is good enough.  I open another bottle of wine and we settle in for the night, actually enjoying the movie I rented.  It is only ten thirty when we go to bed.  Some gentle lovemaking and then we are curled up in each other's arms, me spooning her from behind as we fade off to sleep.

I dream I hold her while she cries black tears and I cannot wipe them away fast enough.  I wake up from my dream in a cold sweat and do not know what to make of it.  I try to remember the feeling so I can tell Ellen in the morning but the dream and the feeling fade from my thoughts and I slip back to sleep.

 

~

 

Ellen and I have two excellent days together.  Like when we first started going out - breakfast in bed, sushi for lunch at one of our fifteen local sushi places, movies together in the evenings.  Each of us only does a couple hours of work each afternoon and then return to hanging together.  We go for walks.  I am the best 'Boyfriend Jamie' I can be and I quite enjoy it, for a while.

But two days later, I am getting ready to fly to Singapore for another show and I am maxed out.  'Boyfriend Jamie' wants to hide and 'On The Road Party Jamie' is raring to go again.

I come out of the bedroom to find her working on her laptop on the couch.  Whatever she is doing, it is pretty intense and she does not notice me until I am right beside her.  Then she quickly shuts the lid on her iBook and looks up at me.

"Tough project?"

"Very."

"I've got to go now."

She gets up and walks me to the door.

"What time's your flight?"

I look at my watch.

"In three hours."

"Have a good trip."

"Thanks.  You want anything from Malaysia?"

She shakes her head.  The buzzer goes off, my taxi is downstairs.  She walks me to the door.

"Good-bye, Jamie."

"See ya in a week."

I give her a quick kiss as the buzzer goes off again.  And then I am gone.







Chapter 13

 

As I stumble off the plane, a million hours and three bad movies later, the tropical heat and smell of Singapore punches me in the face.  I struggle to flow with the crowds, trying to get to my baggage, and then to my hotel before I collapse in a puddle of my own sweat.  I am exhausted.  Totally, utterly exhausted.  Maybe I am getting old because I never used to feel this bad after a trans-Pacific flight.  I look around at all my fellow business travelers, in their wrinkle free business wear, clutching computer carry-ons, fumbling to power up their BlackBerries and cell phones.  I turn mine on, reconnecting to the impatient world.

But for those few hours, I was out of contact; free as a bird in a Cathay Pacific 757 with a cell phone I was not allowed to turn on.  I was actually out of contact and that felt liberating.  But that time is over.

I spot my bag come down the chute onto the carousel as my phone vibrates.  Calls already?  It is probably Gregor checking in to make sure I am in Singapore not South Dakota or something like that.  I am torn between getting my bag and checking my phone.  Then my bag slides from view behind a large couple who are blocking the carousel with their big fat asses and the big fat asses of their big fat kids.  They have a good fifty feet of the carousel blocked and everyone else is crammed in around them, like minnows around a pod of killer whales.  I step back and look at my phone.  A couple missed calls and an email from Ellen.  I open it up, glancing to see that my bag is still circling.

 

To: jb@fireforest.com

From: e.jarvis@uwash.wa.edu

Subject: James

I didn't know how to say this to you in person.  I don't want to do this, this way but I know of no other way to do it.  I can't go on in the relationship that we think we have.  You're not who I thought you were and I'm not who I thought I was.  We don't fit together the way that I thought we did.  And nothing is going to change that.  It's time to admit that we're a mistake and move on with our lives.

 

She is breaking up with me?  By email?  I stop reading and check the time it was sent.  11:37 am Seattle time.  My flight was at 11:05.  She waited until I was on the plane before sending it.  She was writing it in our apartment, on our couch, on the computer I bought for her, then she waited to send it until she knew I was on the plane and would be halfway around the fucking globe before I read it!

I stand alone in the middle of the Singapore airport, reading her email again.  I cannot move.  I cannot believe this is happening to me.  She is there, I am here and we are not a couple anymore.  It has been twelve hours since she sent the email.  She has probably moved out all her stuff by now.  Not that she had a whole hell of a lot of stuff.  I was the one with the job; I was the one that bought everything.  She would pick it out and I would hand my credit card to the cashier at Ikea.

I am sinking into a jet-lagged state of shock.  I am unable to think clearly about what to do next.  I have to work, and work soon, but I do not seem to have any comprehension about how to do that right now.  Disbelief.  That is what I have.  A full body state of disbelief.  Except I know Ellen means what she said and I know this will not be fixed with a bouquet of flowers or even a weekend away.  She thought we were broken and I did not.  And now we were.  From unbreakable to shattered in one email.

I have not got enough of a firm sense of where I am in the world and what time it is to be thinking this through.  I am too far away from Ellen right now and I am completely shell shocked by her announcement. 

One by one, the remaining bags are picked up from the carousel and soon I am left by myself with my bag the only one still going around and around, like the thoughts in my head.  Around and around and going nowhere.





Cup 6

 

"Only Irish coffee provides in a single
glass all four essential food groups:
alcohol, caffeine, sugar, and fat."

~Alex Levine

 

Irish Coffee
Toronto, Ontario
5 years ago

 

I was seated in a cool little Italian restaurant just off Queen Street in Toronto, Ontario where I had gone in for dinner one evening after closing a big deal.  I was looking through the menu when the maitre'd appeared at the side of my table with another person.

"Is your offer still open, sir?"

My meeting with Kate in Victoria had taught me that being seated with someone I do not know usually taught me something, so I let the maitre'd know that if a single came in, they could be seated with me, if they liked.

I nodded and a man with long wavy red hair slipped down into the chair across from me, wearing a tightly fitted suit that showed off the sashay in his walk.  His fingernails were buffed and polished as he set them gently on the table, while the maitre'd removed the cloth napkin from the wine glass and slipped it onto his lap.  He had this full head of flowing red hair, the kind of hair that, if on Dayne, would ensure her every deal in the history of the planet.  She would be unstoppable with that head of hair.  I held out my hand.

"I'm Jamie."

He took mine with a soft hand, halfway between a male and female handshake.  I gave it a gentle shake.

"Darrel.  Two R's, one L.  Enchanted."

With a smile, I returned to the elaborate and extensive menu.

"I have a wonderful idea, James.  Since I spent a couple years co-habitating with the chef, I know what he loves more than anything in the world is to be trusted to do what he wants to, without any rules."

"That seems like a bit too much information this early in the night, thanks."

He tittered a bit, covering his mouth like a Japanese schoolgirl.

"I shall get us the Chef's Table meal.  Seven courses, each of them a total mystery.  Are you allergic to anything?"

I shook my head.  I did not know what would come out, but I was assured it all would be wonderful.  And that nothing we got was from the menu.  A special meal just for the two of us.

How romantic.

 

~

 

As the meal came out, course-by-course, we chitchatted a bit, too engrossed in the amazing food to worry about the conversation.  Antipasto plate, Stracciatella soup, pasta starter with peas and a saffron cream sauce, veal and chorizo sausage for the main.  It was not until the end of our feast, when we had finished our desserts - some sort of tower of chocolate on a crème Brule with just the right amount of raspberries - and had received our coffees that we started to really talk. 

"It's a drag that the meal's going to end.  I don't want the food to stop coming."

"My boy, things end."

"And that doesn't mean that I have to like it, does it?  I don't want the meal to end, so kill me."

He sighed.  A sigh far older than his age.

"Life ends.  Lives end.  A meal ending, a relationship ending, that's so tiny in the greater scheme of things.  I used to be upset, I used to scream and cry and stomp my feet when a relationship would end.  When someone would leave me.  I thought my world was going to spin apart.  I used to beg and plead and sob and clutch, oh how I clutched at them, willing them to stay, to stay and complete me.  I'm ashamed to say that's how I used to act."

He smiled a faint smile and sipped his Irish coffee.  I had one in front of me and it was actually pretty good.  I was usually against putting any alcohol into my coffee.  I preferred simply to have one in each hand.

"What happened?  What changed for you?"

The smile slipped away as if the waiter had wiped it off the table with the breadcrumbs.

"Death, darling.  Death changed me.  Look at me.  I'm forty-five years old.  And I'm still alive.  I have seen so much death in my life.  I'm like a thin-hipped war veteran, with a much better sense of fashion.  We should have our own Memorial Day parade.  When I started to see my friend's die of AIDS, then my lover's, I realized I couldn't be wasting time crying over the death of a relationship.  Because it wasn't like it was really dying, the relationship was just changing.  Changing from being one where we were together, in the same apartment, the same bed, to one where we see each other at parties, on the arms of other men, and we can say hello, maybe an air kiss or two.  We don't have time to not appreciate the good moments together.  And to let go of the bad ones.  And move on before The Grim Reaper shows up."

He wiped a bit of a tear from his eye with the corner of his napkin the way Ellen used to.  For the same reason.  To ensure their mascara would not run.

"Get a move on to what?  Is it moving on to something or running away from something else?"

He looked at me.

"It's both.  I'm running.  Of course I'm running away.  Would you want to be living this life?  Watching all your friends and loved ones die?  And I'm not even fifty.  I didn't expect that to happen until I was safely bundled up in an old folks home, being spoon-fed baby food.  Gourmet baby food."

"Why don't you go somewhere else, start again?  Meet new people?  Start fresh."

"Are you suggesting I run from Death?"

I realized how dumb that was and shook my head.

"Death and dying will just follow.  No matter where I go.  That is part of my tragic life."

"I remember being told to live like I could live forever."

He laughed a polite laugh and the Japanese schoolgirl returned briefly.

"We should all be told, as soon as we can understand, that we are dying.  That the simple act of being born is the first step on the long - or short - road to our inevitable deaths."

"Then I'd certainly put more attention into my life.  I met a guy in Turkey and he said that death is the great awakener."

"Exactly.  You can try and avoid death, or at least spend a lot of money denying it.  But the truth is, knowing that everything dies - everything, darling - is great motivation for living a better life."

 

~

 

I remembered back to this meal, this conversation, and I did not feel the least bit better about what was going on with Ellen and I.  Something had died between us.  I did not think it had, but she did.  And now Ellen has pointed out the dead elephant in the middle of our room.  But I did not want to let them take away that big dead elephant.

I want to find her and hang on to her and beg her not to leave.  But that is not possible, because I am fourteen thousand miles and ten time zones away from her.  She is farther away from me than that, in her heart, and I doubt I have enough mileage points to cross that chasm.  I wonder if I really want to go there, because I do not know what I will find when I get to her.  I may see things that I do not like.  I may see things that I do like, and I will not want to let go even more.







Chapter 14

 

My phone goes off before I even get to the Singapore Hilton.  I am in a sweltering cab stuck in Singapore traffic.  It is Ben.

"Dude, the limo will be outside your hotel in ten minutes.  Be ready."

"Ben, man, I just got off the flight, I'm not even at my fucking hotel yet."

"So?  Be in the limo or we'll tell everyone that you're a pussy."

I wonder why I hang around with this guy.  Well, I do know.  He can get away with more on his expenses than the rest of us combined.  He works for one of the largest consulting firms in the world and it seems to be their mandate that most of their consultant's time must be spent in bars.  High-end bars.  Bars for drinking and boozing up the clients.  I am reminded of some things my dad used to tell me about sales in the old days.  Before I was born.  Before Kennedy died.  Before color TV and cordless phones.  The old days.

"The way to slam-dunk a deal, son, is to make sure you get them good and drunk.  That's step one.  I used to have a bottle of Crown Royal in my desk.  No big deal, everyone had a bottle of something in his desk.  So you start with the drinks in the office, and then take them out for a big steak dinner.  Thirty or forty ounces of grain fed beef and a baked potato.  And more Crown, but stay at least two drinks behind him."

"Then back to his hotel room, phone the escort and have her pick up another bottle on her way over.  Make sure you remember film for the Polaroid.  Most important part.  Without the pictures on your desk in the morning, the deal won't be going through.  That's sales.  It's all about your ability to hold your liquor and take a good photo.  Remember that."

Yeah, my dad was a prince of a guy.

I barely have time to splash some vodka on my face in my hotel room before heading down to the limo.  The shock of Ellen's email seems to have worn off, possibly because of jet lag, or the sights and sounds of Singapore, or maybe just because I do not care anymore.  Maybe it is over because I do not care anymore.  If it mattered to me, wouldn't I be more upset about it?  Would I really be heading off to some restaurant slash nightclub with my friends if I really was upset, if it really mattered?  The limo arrives before the answer does.

The booze starts flowing when I get in the limo because Ben and Bill have a drink waiting for me.  We stop to get Dayne and Garner, then Stephan and Joseph - two guys from another competitor.  And that completes The Club.  All personnel are on board, ready for take off.  Dayne's long legs fill most of the limo and they distract everyone.  She keeps crossing and uncrossing them, sliding one up and down the other.  Slowly, sensuously.  We keep on crossing and uncrossing our legs in a desperate attempt to keep the obviousness of our interest at bay.  She knows what she is doing, and we know she knows what she is doing.  I can hear Austin Powers in my head,

"Do I make you horny, baby?  Yeah!"

That is Dayne's modus operandi.  Get them horny and then they will do anything for her.  And, of course, it works.  We men are so simple.

It seems no one had a good flight; everyone is in a pissy mood.  Not a crappy mood, or an angry mood.  Worse.  A pissy, want to claw someone to death while eating a bucket of Haagen-Daz, mood.  The bitching seems to focus on customs, the passengers in front or behind them on the flight, missing product in the duty free stores and the meals served.  The stock standard airline bitches.  Only Ben and Bill, who fly in business class, had a meal that was worthy of being called a meal.  It is a relentless gripefest compounded by us emptying all the liquor bottles in the limo.  Except now we have really got something to seriously complain about.

We get to the fancy, expensive, opulent seafood restaurant and are seated in a semi private alcove with a view down on the massive restaurant and on into the nightclub area.  There must be seating for six hundred people in the restaurant alone.  Hundreds of black suited waiters scuttle about like worker ants, bringing huge trays of food and retrieving dirty plates.

"What I'd like on the plane is a Wii console.  Now that would make time fly."

"I'm sure you would thrill the person sitting beside you by you flailing around playing tennis.  Oh yeah, that would be a fun flight for them."

"Screw'em, they can sit in coach."

"I'd just like a better choice of movies."

"Jesus, they're never going to put porn movies on an airplane, Stephan."

"Maybe on Virgin."

We all nod.  That is a possibility.

"Again, you've got to consider the person sitting beside you.  Maybe you want to watch some nasty boy on boy black porn and the middle-aged businessman next to you doesn't.  What do you do?"

"They'd have to put up curtains so you can have some privacy."

"And those warm towelettes."

"Right."

The conversation stays this deep for most of the meal.  I feel pretty jet lagged and so am staying back from the slippery slope of the conversation.  Dayne is really sharp tonight, both in what she is wearing and the quickness of her repartee.  I usually would be right there with her but the jet lag is pulling me down.  I am busy convincing myself I am subdued because of the length of my flight and that it has nothing to do with the email I got.  It seems to be working.  Really.

"Jesus, JB, if we wanted to bring a mannequin to dinner, we would have brought Stephan's inflate-a-date."

Busted.

"I'm just feeling jet lagged, I'm ok."

"Of course, you're feeling jet lagged, jackass, you just flew across the Pacific!  So did the rest of us!  Actually, I flew from the East Coast so I put in way more air time than you, you pussy!"

It is so good to be with true friends when you are feeling bad.

"Suck it up, Princess, we haven't got time for you moping around.  Trade show floor opens for business in fourteen hours."

"Waiter!  Tequila, por favor!"

Yes, you are right, at no time does tequila go with French Malaysian fusion cuisine.  It does not go with South East Asian disco either.  There is very little that tequila does go with.  Except the dirty floor of a men's toilet, the backseat of your parents car, and the other four horsemen of the apocalypse.

 

~

 

An indeterminate number of hours later, we are fumbling our way back into the limo, all needing to cover one eye to focus.  The relentless one hundred & sixty BPM music from the disco has our ears bleeding, and our livers are throbbing at the same rate from all the tequila.  In fact, we drank the restaurant out of tequila because no one phoned Mexican embassy to say we were coming. 

In the limo we refrain from any talk or music.  My ears have that tonal echo supporting a diagnosis of permanent hearing loss.  As soon as the limo gets on the road, as soon as I stop moving, Ellen's email takes over my head again.  I fought a good fight to push it down, to gloss it over with booze and spicy seafood, to relegate it to the back corner of my psyche by dancing the night away like a drunken fool but now it is back like the relentless psycho in a teen horror film.

"What's up, Jamie?"

Dayne was cuddled up against me, her long legs draped over mine.

Do I tell her?  She is my friend, right?  We have been through a lot together, her and I.  Me and everyone sprawled around the back of the limo.  I have seen them all drunk, held their heads while they vomited, and they have held mine.  We are like a battle-scarred regiment of the trade show wars.  Band of Brothers, armed with BlackBerries and Gant charts.  That builds trust, right?

Maybe I can change.  Maybe I can talk with the people around me the way that I talk with those anonymous strangers in coffee shops.  Maybe I can trust my friends, instead of only trusting people I will never ever see again.  I take a breath and lean in to Dayne's ear.

"Ellen left me."

"No."

I nod slightly, hoping no one else in the limo notices.

"How?"

"By email.  I got it when I got off the plane."

"Shit!"

The rest of the gang looks up.

"What?"

I shake my head to Dayne but she does not notice, or does not care.

"Ellen dumped JB, by email."

"Dude, that's cold."

"Ah, suck it up princess."

If I can only remember who it was who kept saying that, I would track them down and make them suck up something really sharp and uncomfortable.

"What did you do?"

It was like suddenly being in the hot seat on Oprah.  Around me were a half dozen relationship experts telling me what went wrong and how I could have changed to fix it.  I barely got a chance to speak.

"Ah, she was always a bitch."

"No one ever met her, come on!"

"And why was that, Jamie?  Why didn't we ever meet her?"

"Because none of you has ever been to Seattle!"

"Because you were embarrassed."

Nods all around.

"Bullshit!  I loved her."

That gets a round of laughs.

"If you love someone, you don't spend all your time hanging out with us, drinking in foreign hotels, James."

"You're not my mom, don't call me James."

"Dude."

Ben and the 'dude' comments.  He wishes he was Keanu Reeves.  We are really not a stable lot.

"Fuck.  Forget I fucking said any-fucking-thing."

The mood is broken by my comment and everyone is silent. 

"Dude, way to bring down the party."

"Fuck right off, Ben."

We ride on in silence.  Dayne leans over and gives me a kiss on the cheek.

"Sorry you got dumped."

"Me too."

"Remember Carlos?  When Carlos dumped me, I got a message at the front desk of the hotel in Glasgow when I checked in.  I got it read to me.  In a Scottish accent.  It was like having Mike Myers break up with me."

I laugh and feel a bit better.  Now that is what friends are for.







Chapter 15

 

The show is a bust, the market is played out and the weather is too nice for anyone to spend any time on the trade show floor.  I send Gregor a terse email before boarding my return flight, letting him know we should drop the show from my schedule.  Given the size of my expense claim for the month, a little proactivity could not hurt.

I leave the sun and warmth of Singapore and travel back to the rain and cold damp of Seattle.  I forgot to pack a sweater in my carry-on so when I shuffle off the plane I am welcomed by a blast of cold air from between the fuselage and the walkway.

"Welcome to Seattle."

"What's so damn welcoming about it, huh?"

"Excuse me?"

"How about you spray me down with ice water, then kick me in the teeth.  That would be slightly more welcoming."

Whoa, I better get a coffee before I snap at anyone else.  Lack of coffee is not a valid defence for manslaughter.  Luckily, I am back in Seattle and there is a coffee shop anywhere I can throw a cat.

I get into the lineup at the first Starbucks I see.  What is it with these people who don't know how to order a damn coffee?  How complicated is it, really?  I stew and fume and shuffle forward, my nerves getting more and more shot with every stupid question in front of me.  Two lines, that is what they need.  One for idiots and one for people who actually know what they want.  Finally I get to the counter, after enduring a Japanese couple buying coffee mugs for everyone in Hokkaido, and grab a triple espresso.   I deeply inhale the glorious aroma, take a couple of long savoring sips and now I am home.

There are no messages from Ellen since the email.  I have not tried to call her at home, partially afraid she would answer and I would have to talk, and partially afraid she would not be there and I would get the phone machine.  And then she would see I called and did not leave a message.  And that would be bad.  That would look like I was stalking her.  Or like I was too afraid to leave a message.  These thoughts circle my head like stacked up jets over a fogged in airport.

I catch a cab and go home.  I have never been in a situation like this and I am stumped.  I get dropped off out front of our building and go around to see if Ellen's car is in the parking garage.  It is not and I breathe a sigh of relief.  No immediate confrontations.  Maybe this has all blown over, maybe she is going to come home from school and apologize to me.  Say what a mistake she has made.  Maybe.

As soon as I open the door to our apartment, I know there will not be any apology, nor will she be weeping and begging me to take her back.  All her stuff is gone from our place.  It is not our place anymore.  It is my place where she used to live.  She is well and truly gone from my life, whether I like it or not.  Despite my baby on the kitchen counter, offering of herself selflessly, my espresso martyr, all I want to do is get out of the apartment.  I pick up my suitcase and leave.  This time, no one kisses me good-bye. 







Chapter 16

 

I drive into the little town I called home through high school at two that afternoon.  Everson, Washington is only three thousand people, give or take, situated fifteen miles due east of Bellingham, and ten miles south of the Canadian border.  Not that we ever went to either place.  Once dad stopped selling on the road, he really stopped.  He had a real resistance to driving anywhere, even the grocery store.

I have not been back home in at least three years, and I have not ever taken Ellen up to see my parents, to see my humble beginnings.  If she asked, I would say I did not want to talk about it so we did not talk about it.  Ellen was great that way.  Letting me have my space and not intruding.
 
Now Ellen was letting me have all the space in the world, never to intrude again, and I was going home.

 

~

 

My parents live in a doublewide trailer on the outside of town with a view of the Nooksack River.  It is a fancy doublewide - stylish faux wood grain siding with matching trim, carefully groomed bushes almost hide the wheel well's - but it is still a doublewide in a trailer park.  I can never mention where I grew up.  Professional Sales Guy Jamie could never survive if it got out.

They are both surprised to see me, and I have to spend a lot of time as 'Sensitive Son Jamie', talking about just wanting to come up and see them for a bit.  I do not mention that Ellen has left me.  For my mom, it would be proof I would not be giving her grand kids any time soon - despite my sister having four, right in the same town - and for my dad it would be proof I had failed at another relationship.

So we talk about nothing really, the weather, the new deck on the doublewide, the expansion of Bellingham, and the weather.  Two hundred hours later, I feign exhaustion and let the conversation slide.

I stay the night, sleeping in my old room, in my old bed, looking at my old posters, still on the wall.  I wake up early, feeling kind of edgy, like someone has been lightly scraping at my soul with a cheese grater.  Mom is in the kitchen, cooking up some breakfast for me.  Dad's dirty plate was still on the table, his empty cup of coffee beside it.  I grab the dirty dishes and put them in the sink while my mom puts some bacon beside my toast and fried eggs.  She puts my plate down in my dad's spot.

"It's good to be cooking for more than two people."

"What about Jane?"

"Oh, she brings her family over some times, but all those kids, they don't want home cooked food, she's raised them on McDonald's and Kraft Dinners.  She's a good mom, but she's busy, you know?  Working.  Sometimes I get to look after the boys, but I'll do it at their house.  Too much here they can wreck."

Conversation dwindles again.  I eat my breakfast; drink my dad's discount blend coffee and start wondering how long I have to stay around before I can leave.  It is not that I do not love my parents, I do, but it is just that I do not like spending any time with them.  I do not have a clue what to talk to them about.  Here I am, feeling depressed and a lot out of sorts, and the place that I choose to go to get over these feelings and to pull myself together is my dysfunctional family home?  I could not strike up a conversation with my mom about feeling disappointed with my choices in women and wonder about why I always get left.

"Where's dad?"

She shakes her head and continues to do up the dishes.

"He's got a job.  Can you believe it?  He's doing sales for one of the local companies.  Still off in the morning, driving around, meeting with his customers, his people.  Getting in late."

She wipes her hands on the dishtowel and sits down across from me.

"Jamie, he hasn't changed, you can't take that kind of life out of a person and expect them to suddenly want to sit around and help me in the garden, to go curling.  He sat around here for a couple years before it got to be too much for him."

"Is he ok?"

"Oh, he's fine.  And to tell the truth, it's nice to have the house to myself a bit more.  But I worry about him, he still thinks he's a young man and he's going to get hurt doing something he can't do anymore."

Gregor calls right at that moment and I am saved from thinking about my dad's psych profile.

"Talk."

"Need you here."

"On my way."

"Arrival."

"Two hours."

He hangs up on me.  My mom looks at me as I hang up and finish up my meal.

"You've got to go?"

I nod, mouth full of toast and egg.

"You're just like your dad, you know that, work above everything else."

I stop eating, the food going sour in my mouth.  I am not like my dad, thank you very much.  I am nothing like my dad.  I do not have a baseball bat next to my desk to finesse the closing of a deal.  I do not need a bottle of Crown Royal to lock a client.  And I sure would not yank my family all over the continental United States while they were growing up.

"You've got that same pull to close the sale, Jamie.  You get that same thrill when you succeed.  You got that from him.  Like it or not."

Ten minutes later, I am hugging her at the front door, my bag packed, dirty clothes magically washed and folded.

"Sorry I couldn't stay longer.  I thought I had more time off.  I would have liked to see Jane, the boys."

"I'm glad you came back at all."

She gives me another hug, a bit longer than usual.

"It will all work out, James, it will."

And with that, I kiss her on the cheek, and drive off.  As I head back to the I-5 and Seattle, I wonder what she meant by her final enigmatic comment.  Does my mom know something is up?  Is my mom more aware than I thought?





Cup 7

 

"If this is coffee, then please-bring me some tea.
But if this is tea, please bring me some coffee."

~Abraham Lincoln

 

eXpress-oh!® Hot Beverage
Kansas City, Kansas
3 years ago

 

I have to clarify that I do not always get to have coffee with amazing people who share with me their personal stories, and allow me to open up and share with them.  In fact, most of the time I do not get any sort of conversation with my coffee.  I simply get a bad cup of coffee.

Case in point.  I was closing a deal in Kansas City.  The presentation went great, both the CEO and CFO liked what they saw but they had to take it to the board for final approval so I had a day to kill in KC before I had to potentially make an additional presentation and get the contract signed.

Once I had gotten fed up of hanging around in my generic Howard Johnston hotel room, I went out to walk around.  And get a coffee.

I found a reasonably good-looking coffee shop five blocks from my hotel; obviously I was not in Seattle because there would be someone within ten feet 	of the front entrance to a Seattle hotel flogging espresso.  So much caffeine is poured and pissed away in Seattle they are finding elevated caffeine levels in the fish that live in the Seattle Harbor.  Caffeinated Salmon.

The espresso machine had a sign on it declaring it an eXpress-oh!® Hot Beverage maker.  I ordered a latte, wanting to bury the taste of the coffee in a lot of milk.  Maybe I should get a shot of vanilla syrup to really hide the taste, I thought to myself.  Too late, the automatic espresso machine was grinding out my coffee with perfect German efficiency.  The girl behind the counter gave me my change, the cash register telling her exactly how many of each bill and coin to give me.  She could not do the math in her head to make my change.  The cash register had to help her.  I tossed the coins into her karma cup - formerly known as a tip jar - grabbed my coffee and took a seat, scooping up a copy of the local paper on my way.

There were a half dozen people in the shop, all quietly drinking their coffees and studiously ignoring each other.  A couple people left, a couple more arrived, but still there was no conversation.  The canned world music stopped and the girl behind the counter obviously has not yet been trained in changing a CD, as the music did not start up again.  We all sat, by ourselves, sipping our robot coffees, each alone in our own world.

That was a typical coffee experience for me.  Not a lot of learning going on.  It is either that or I walk into a shop full of high school students whipped up on frozen coffee and whole cream drinks that pack more bad things than a Super Sized Burger Meal.  Then I quickly go somewhere else.
 
Things happen for reasons.  I  do not know why I was in the right place and the right time to meet the people I have met.  I can go for years without those conversations, or I can have three in a row.  I do not know what exactly has to align in the stars or whatever to get them to come into my life.

But I have faith that these conversations will appear, at the right and perfect time, in the right and perfect place only because they have.  Of course, if I learn anything, or remember anything from them, that is up to me.

But that day in Kansas City is how most of my coffee drinking experiences go while traveling.  I have my terrible electric coffee, learn nothing from no one, get the call, close the deal without having to PowerPoint the board into a stupor and catch a plane home. 







Chapter 17

 

After talking with Gregor the whole way back to Seattle from my parents place, I quickly repack and I am boarding a plane to Phoenix less than four hours after I kissed my mom good bye.  I know I will catch hell from my sister for not seeing her and her brood of frenzied boys, and dad will be pissed he did not have the chance to ignore me some more.

Now why am I running so hard?  There is a potential client in Phoenix and Gregor has got me a shot at a demo, if I can be there first thing in the morning.  Like that is a problem for me.  Gregor emails me all the info I need on the company and what they do, blah, blah and I can spin that into one of my stock PowerPoint presentations on the plane so I can get a good nights sleep before the nine am meeting with the board.  Remember, I can do this kind of stuff in my sleep.  I have done this kind of stuff in my sleep.

Except I do not get the PowerPoint done on the plane, and I do not even get to sleep, so doing it in my sleep is out the window also.  Maybe going back home was a bad idea.  Maybe when you are feeling a bit shaky and down, like after your girlfriend of four plus years dumps you in a 'Dear Jamie' email, you should not go back to a place where good supportive memories are lacking, looking for support.  Like going to a video store for milk.  I lie on my hotel bed, stare at the neutrally inoffensive still life painting bolted to the wall, loop over all that has happened to me in the past three days - it has only been three days? - and do not sleep.  At all, all night.

This is not good.  I do not remember the last time that I could not get to sleep.  At home, I would just curl up against Ellen and her gentle movement as she breathed in and out did the trick.  On the road, I was usually so drunk that sleep came easily.  Or, more accurately, unconsciousness came easily.  But this is different.  I simply could not get to sleep.  I changed positions, tried a gross tasting cup of chamomile tea, even read the local Phoenix newspaper.  All of it.  Even the obituaries.  I spent an hour convincing myself I was simply jet lagged, having only got in to Seattle yesterday morning from Singapore, but that did not work, I had done far worse turnarounds than that.  This was something else.  And I did not know what it was when the alarm went off and it was time to wake up.  If I had been asleep.

I am tweaking my presentation in the cab on the forty-five minute trip to their corporate offices.  This is not a good sign.  All my usual cool and calm was being replaced with last minute panic and nervousness.  I did not even have time to flirt with the actually flirtable receptionist.  I had an email full of names and research on the people I would be demoing to that I had not even opened.  As I sit in the corner of the foyer, waiting for my time in the boardroom, I notice Dayne's fur collared overcoat hanging on the rack.  So, I am up against her and Garner, again.  Somehow, that did not make things seem better.  Usually it would but given the lack of sleep last night, and the anxiety ripples that were still spreading out from my trip home, knowing they were in there, going first, did not help me at all.

"Is there any way I could get a cup of coffee?"

I give my best flirting smile to the receptionist.  She does not smile back and makes a terse phone call.  I smile again, hoping I look really nice and caring.  I do not think it is working as she is looking at me like I have just tracked dog shit across her new white carpet.  After a few pained moments, another receptionist comes out with a cup of coffee.  I thank her profusely and once she leaves - because I am so focused on keeping eye contact with her - I notice the coffee already has cream in it.  I take a cautious sip.  Sugared too.  Before I take a huge gulp, to suck some caffeine into my system, the boardroom door opens and Dayne and Garner are led out by the board.
 
I watch the troop of men who lead Dayne out, watching all the hugs she hands out - breasts subtly pressing against each of their chests - I know I am in for the toughest sell of my life.  These guys will not remember anything I say, their minds filled with thoughts of Dayne's products - or just Dayne's - features.  Meanwhile, Garner - Garner! - is already over chatting with the receptionist.  And she is smiling at him.  Garner is flirting.  Successfully.  I may as well leave now.

 

~

 

But I do not leave; I follow them into the boardroom and, without enough coffee in my system, do my demo.  I make my way to the front of the room and hook up my laptop in silence.  I start my sales pitch by mistakenly interrupting the slow talking CFO.  Words come out of my mouth, I change PowerPoint slides, I even use my laser pointer, but I am not there.  My mind and body have floated up to the ceiling and are watching, with detachment, the train wreck I am making.  Jesus, I am doing the post-mortem of my failed sales demo, while it is going on.  That cannot be good.  I am pretty sure most psychologists would call that self-defeating behavior, if not outright masochistic.

I soldier on, and make it to the end of the most lackluster demo in the history of lackluster demos.  I may get a chance some time to come back and pitch them some new products, or save their ass when they find out Flooje's product is not as impressive as Dayne's breasts.  Not even a nod of recognition when I sit down and turn off my computer.  Nothing.  Half the room is looking at the printed material that Garner passed out twenty minutes ago, the rest are looking at me as if to say, 'That's it?  That's all you're going to do for us?'

One guy at the table, probably the Comptroller, has calculated the cost of having all the board in that room listening to me, instead of off doing important money making things.  And he is going to mention it, his analysis of the ROI of my demo, over drinks this afternoon, at whatever club the top executives go to in Phoenix.

I leave with as much dignity as I can.  It is just one deal, I tell myself, over  and over.  I have lost deals before; I will loose them again.  No big deal.  But it is a big deal, I realize, as I leave their offices, past the receptionist who is studiously ignoring me, and go down to wait for a taxi.  I have never messed up a deal this badly; I have never been such an amateur before.  The lack of sleep is causing pounding waves of panic in my head.  Maybe I have tipped over and cannot do this job anymore.  Maybe Ellen's email has ruined me for sales.  These thoughts smash against the rocky shoreline of my psyche as I endure another sweltering forty-five minutes cab ride back to my hotel.

Phoenix has been in such a growth phase for the past decade that all the action is out in the suburbs and the surrounding cities.  Downtown is a dead zone with a half dozen office towers and a few hotels.  That is it.  I am in one of them.  Trapped in the middle of greater Phoenix.

I arrive at my hotel and realize that I am exhausted.  Pulling the black out curtains shut, I drop onto my unmade bed and I am out like something that is not in anymore.  Until the sturdy Hispanic maid comes in, flicks on the florescent overhead lights and I am awake again.  I get her out, listening to her Spanish apologies, and put the 'Do Not Disturb or I will really hurt you' sign on the door.  I kill the light; find the coffee table with my shin on the way to the bed and fall almost asleep again.  Until my phone goes off in my pocket.  I answer without checking Caller ID; I do not have the energy to care. 

"Go away." 

"Great people, huh?"

It is Dayne.

"Oh, yeah, great."

"Garner's going out with the receptionist, so you want to do something?"

I am fully awake now.  I sit up in bed.

"Garner?  Your Garner?"

"Yeah, can you believe that?  First time I've ever seen him get lucky in seven years of working together.  Must be the air here.  So, let's get together.  There are a lot of cool places around my hotel.  Where are you?"

"Downtown."

Silence.

"Are you in trouble, James?"

"NO.  My hotel is downtown."

"Shit, you had me scared for a moment.  I thought you might have done something crazy in the boardroom.  You looked like hell.  Why didn't your socks match?  That some new Seattle fashion thing?"

I turn on the bedside light and look down at my feet.  Damn.  My socks do not match.  What an idiot.

"Besides, why are you downtown?"

"Gregor got a new receptionist."

She laughs.  Her throaty, husky laugh.

"I'm at the Sheraton in Scottsdale.  Just around the corner from their offices.  In room 145.  Get out here so you can start buying me drinks."

She hangs up.  All I want to do is sleep.  So I get out of bed and change my socks.  Do I care if it is still the left side of noon and I have not slept in thirty-six hours?  So what if I just did the worst demo in my professional life?  I am a good salesman, hell, I am a great salesman.  Look at my numbers if you have any doubt.  If it is one thing that I have figured out, you have to put your mistakes behind you.  Sure, learn from them, and then keep going forward.  Going forward to the next deal.  Or the next drink.  Or two.  Or ten.







Chapter 18

 

When I finally get out to Dayne's hotel, after discovering again how difficult it is to get a taxi in downtown Phoenix, she has left me a note at the front desk telling me that she gave up on waiting and is at the Applebee's next door, starting on her proposal.  A proposal is The Gangs code word for a bender.  It looks and sounds a lot better than leaving a note saying 'I have gone to get really truly drunk and stupid'.

I glance around at all the nice shops, restaurants and hotels around Dayne's hotel.  I sigh; I am so staying in the wrong part of Phoenix.  I find her in the Applebee's at the bar, watching a half a dozen games on the same number of big screen TV's.  The sound is down on all of them and M.O.R. 80's pop is playing on the hidden speakers.  It is the kind of music station that is designed to get a 40 year old nostalgic.  Once nostalgic, they will unconsciously drink like they are twenty again, until they max out their Gold Cards and catch a cab home.  As a sales person, I think it is brilliant.  As a customer, I hate it.  It is not my music, and it sure as hell is not the music of my parents.  To me it is the soundtrack to television commercials and romantic comedies I have endured for over a decade.  I am turned off buying anything using some one hit wonder from a long gone eighties band to spark an emotional connection in me.  Of course, in a couple more years, once my generation becomes the target demographic, Blondie will be used to sell incontinence underwear to Generation X, and The White Stripes will be selling retirement investment funds to me.  I slide up on a bar stool beside Dayne.  In front of her are four martinis.

"Wow.  Good looking lunch."

She looks at me.

"About fucking time.  I've got a table full of horny middle-aged men in bad suits buying me martinis for past half hour.  Drink up, so we can get the hell out of here."

  She pushes two of the drinks in front of me.  I realize I have not had any food yet today.  And I am not twenty anymore, so I know from experience, that taking down two martini's for lunch will be the start of something bad.  Dayne has finished one and is looking at me.

"Get started, pussy."

I sigh.  I am a pussy.  A tired, sad kitten.  Meow.

I gulp down the warmer of the two in front of me.  A warm martini is like a tap on the back of the head with a brick.  Not debilitating but certainly uncomfortable.  We clink glasses and empty our seconds.  Across the bar I can see the group of men watching.  They do not look happy to see their drinks for Dayne being consumed by me.  They are the kind of guys who believe enough martini's will get Dayne over to their table and maybe even onto it, if the right Bon Jovi song comes on.

With all four martini's emptied, we get up from the bar.  With a smile and a wave to the guys, we head for the door.  One of them hops up and storms through the Applebee's to meet us at the door.

"Hey, where y'all goin'?"

He is a good six inches taller than me, and has at least fifty pounds on me.  Some of it has gone to flab, years of sitting at a desk or drinking beers will do that, but there is still the core strength of a football player underneath.  I can feel the martinis swishing around, introducing themselves to all parts of my stomach.  I hope they get along until we can get some food to join the party.

"We've got a meeting to go to.  Thanks for the drinks."

Dayne goes to slide past him but he moves in front of her.

"Well, my buddies and I don't think it's very friendly of you to be taking our drinks, giving them away to your friend here and then leaving without spending at least a bit of time with us."

He looks over at the other guys as one of them pulls up an empty chair to their table.  He looks back down at Dayne.  She is wearing her best Come-Fuck-Me heels, the four inch stiletto's that make her legs go on and on up into the sky, and he is still looking down at her.

"Well sport, that's just not going to happen today."

I am glad Dayne has spent her life dealing with this kind of thing because if it were me, I would already be over there, dancing on the table.

"I'm pretty sure it is, doll.  We can pay you as much as he can."

He even takes out his wallet and opens it up, showing a thick wad of bills.

A cold Arctic wind whistles through the restaurant.  Like stepping out of a sauna into a Greenland winter storm.  I instinctively step back beside the teenaged hostess.

"Excuse me.  Did you just say you'll pay me more than him?  More than my husband?"

She grabs me and pulls me right up beside her.

"This how you get your kicks, huh?  Propositioning wives in front of their husbands?  You are some sick bastard, you know that?  You got a wife?"

She lunges at him and before I know it, she is holding his wallet and is rooting around in it.  A family picture flies out.

"Hey!"

"You want me to call home, huh, Darren?  You want me to call your wife, or maybe talk to your daughter here, she's what, fourteen, tell them what you like to do at lunch with your buddies?  You think she'd like to know what her daddy's up to?"

Dayne looks over at the rest of the men and they all look away, trying to disappear into their menus.  She turns back to Darren, tossing the wallet onto the floor at his feet.

"Take your money, Darren, and go buy your family something nice.  Something to say I'm really, really sorry for what I did today." 

She says his name like it is the most profane word in the English language.  A word you would never even dream of saying around your mother.   Darren has been rendered impotent by Dayne's anger.  She leans in to him and he actually recoils, a bit.

"And fuck you very much for the drinks."

Dayne puts her hand in the middle of his huge broad chest and pushes him out of our way, takes my hand and we walk out of the Applebee's, the hostess cowering behind the welcome counter.

We run back to her hotel next door and up to her room.  Once inside, she kicks her heels off, sending them flying across the room.  She is jumping around, fired up on the booze and the excitement and the adrenalin surge from our confrontation.  And she looks so hot, so sexy.  Her cheeks are flush, her hair is all over the place, and her legs are looking long, very long.  And I feel a surge of elation because I survived a dangerous situation, that I am alive.  Alive!

"Oh, I took him down brilliantly, I bet his wife is getting some diamonds tonight, I bet!  Bastard!  Woo!"

She is standing on the bed, the light from the windows silhouetting her.  I am single and I am with the hottest woman I've ever known.  Before I know exactly what I am doing, I jump up on the bed, grab her and kiss her.  Passionately, more passionately than I ever kissed Ellen, more than anyone ever.  And she kisses back!  Dayne's full ripe lips and tongue are sliding around with mine, my hands are all over her back and ass, and her breasts are pushing against my chest.  I am in heaven.  That heaven the suicide bombers get to go to with the virgins, not the Christian one, with the harps and clouds.  I pull up her short skirt and cup her amazing ass in my hands, feeling the smooth bare skin, caressing the globes, the curves, tracing the thin line of her thong.  Suddenly, she pushes me away.

"Whoa, sport!"

I grab her again, going in for another kiss.  She pushes me back.

"I said whoa."

It is not the sound of passion talking.  There is a coldness in her voice I have never heard before.

"What?"

"What the hell were you doing?"

"I was kissing you.  You were kissing me.  I was caressing your amazing bum."

"You don't do that, James.  You don't.  You crossed a line."

She steps back down off the bed, leaving me on it, looking down at her.  She adjusts her skirt, pulling it down, then crosses her arms and scowls at me.

"What line?  Where was the line?"

I realize I am looking down at her and get off the bed, keeping the bed between us.

"I thought-"

"You thought.  You're just like those guys, James, just like them.  Get me drunk and use me."

"They were your drinks, Dayne!  And how many times have I got drunk with you, how many times have we fallen asleep on the same bed and I ever crossed the line?  I've never crossed the line, Dayne!"

"You just did.  That was the one time."

I sit down the edge of the bed.  My head is spinning from the booze, the lack of sleep, and the sudden one hundred and eighty degree turn our passion just took.

"I thought you wanted to.  And since I'm single now-"

"I'm not single, James.  I'm not.  You are.  That doesn't make it ok.  You crossed the line."

She walks over to the door and opens it.  I slowly get up, grabbing my blazer from the floor where I threw it.  She actually steps back as I pass her.  Like she is afraid of me.  I step into the hallway and before I have a chance to turn around, before I can say anything, the door behind me shuts and I hear the deadbolt turning.  That is the sound of our friendship ending.

It is another forty-dollar cab ride back into my hotel.  I feel like hell.  Like I have the Gobi Desert in my mouth, a forest fire in my gut and a hurricane in my head.  I had better be near a bathroom when the tsunami hits.  And I know Gregor will not reimburse me for my little trip to Scottsdale.  I will be paying for that, for the rest of my life.

 

~

 

"Shit, James, you tell me if you screw up this bad.  I send someone else.  You no good if you cock up demo this bad.  They are wondering if you on some drug.  And why did they know your girlfriend left you?!?  If you go for the sympathy sale, trust me, it doesn't work.  Jesus.  Come in to office when you get back, we really post-mortem this."

Gregor hangs up on me and I am left listening to the tone in my phone.  I have to pull it together, fast.  I put the 'DND' sign on the door, start a pot of coffee, eat all the potato chips in the minibar to absorb some of the vodka and I make a call to the potential client.  I put a smile on my face and, like a knight on a quest, get past the troll guarding the drawbridge to the castle and talk to the king - in this case, the CEO.

I am up and walking around my hotel room, moving, dodging, feinting.  I have the headphone in for my phone so I am not walking around with it stuck to my ear, my arm raised to the side of my head like I am wielding a club.  I gesture with my arms, and I smile, relentlessly.  I start off by apologizing for my demo, taking all the blame, and then blaming a wicked head cold that I picked up in the flying germ tube down to Phoenix from Seattle, and then blaming the cold medicine that I picked up at the airport.  All in all, once I have blamed the entire airline industry for not recirculating enough fresh air on my flight and blamed big Pharma for doping me up, I feel like I am getting somewhere.

Slowly the frost starts to melt, and after twenty-minutes I think we have a chance again.

"Well, James, I must say that you're acting much more like I thought you'd be.  We were all pretty concerned when you ghosted through the boardroom this morning.  Your product had been recommended to us, and I am certainly feeling better about working with you now."

"That's great to hear, Michael, I appreciate you taking the time to talk with me.  I do believe in what I sell, that's important to me.  I couldn't do this otherwise.  If I didn't believe we were right for each other, I would be on a plane and heading back to Seattle right now.  I simply want what's best for you and your company.  If that's us, then great, if not, then I'll be the first to say it."

If I laid it on any thicker, I would need a building permit.  But he does seem reassured so maybe I will pull this one out of the hat after all.  They will be making their decision this evening and contacting us, either way, tomorrow morning.  I hang up the phone, and collapse back onto the bed.  God, am I tired.  I have had a hell of a morning, still no sleep, and I still have not had anything to eat except two martinis.

I first have to pack up, check out, and get to the airport.  Our new receptionist has me on a flight leaving in two hours. I sit the back of another boiling cab on my way to the airport, and something is bugging me about Gregor's rant on the phone.  Something he said is scraping around in my head.  But I cannot put my finger on it.  I hate how he covers so much ground with his terse little sentences that short of having a court appointed stenographer with me for all conversations, I will always be forgetting something.  I arrive at the airport and have to let the thought go.

Once Dayne calms down, I will call her, and we will straighten everything out, in the clear light of day, without any alcohol in our systems.  I am sure we will be able to work it out.  Pretty sure.  I am asleep as soon as I am seatbelted into my seat on the plane and do not regain consciousness until the flight attendant wakes me up long after we have arrived in Seattle. 





Cup 8

 

"Coffee leads men to trifle away their time,
scald their chops, and spend their money,
all for a little base, black, thick, nasty, bitter,
stinking nauseous puddle water."

~The Women's Petition Against Coffee, 1674

 

Café au Lait
New Orleans, Louisiana
3 years ago

 

I left my hotel early to get across to Café Du Monde before the tourists.  An early morning wash had cleared up the worst of the previous days powdered sugar and spilled coffee.  Of course, one quick spray with a hose was not going to remove over one hundred years of powdered sugar and my shoes still stick with every step.

I found a seat looking out at the courtyard and Jackson Square.  Surprisingly, a solid petite Vietnamese woman arrived at my table almost immediately.

"Cafe au Lait and beignets."

She left, and I stared out at the trees of Jackson Square.  A lone trumpet player warmed up, floating around the notes, getting limbered up for a long day of playing jazz standards for tourists from all over the world.

The coffee and beignets arrived and I was still in a quiet mood. The smell of Indonesian Clove Cigarettes came from somewhere behind me.  I turned to see a middle-aged businessman exhaling behind me.  He was one of those men who could smoke and drink coffee at the same time and looked good doing it.

"Salaam, mau garam?"

It was not good Indonesian but it worked and he looked up with a start.  Smiling he offered me the pack.  I eagerly took a cigarette and the proffered gold lighter.

"Thanks."

I took a drag that almost knocked me off my seat.  It is all I can do to hold it together and not start having a coughing fit.  That would not be very cool.

My lips were tingling with the taste of clove.  They may be deadly, they may shorten my life, they may be banned in a dozen countries around the world but, hell, they sure do taste good.

The nicotine did its job and I started to feel a bit calmer.  Calmer and dizzy.  The beignets were nice and warm and I dived in, alternating between the coffee, the pastries and the cigarette.  Sugar, caffeine and nicotine.  Three of the four essential food groups of the trade show circuit.  All that was missing is alcohol.

The powdered sugar from the beignet's was now all over my cigarette and was creating an even more interesting taste sensation.  Presweetened smokes.  The next big thing.   The kids would love them.  I could sell that.  Beats the hell out of software...

  "My wife always wanted to come here, to New Orleans."

I looked over at the old man.  He was nodding to himself.

"But there was always something.  Something always came up that was more important.  The children, we have five children, my business.  Always something.  You have children?"

I shook my head.  I feared that trying to talk and smoke the Garam will result in me coughing up a lung.

"Children are good, you know, but lot's of work.  My wife, she got lost in the children.  I got lost in my business.  And then-"

He went all quiet, like he had said too much.  He turned to his coffee and took a small sip, savoring the perfect blend of tastes.  I looked at him, and realized that it was my turn to share something.  And, since I will never see him again, I did.

"My girlfriend, she wants to have kids."

He looked up.  This was just after Ellen and I started going out.

"And you?"

I shrugged.

"I'm scared that having kids will mean I don't get to do what I do now.  I like my job and I get to travel the world."

He nodded and leaned forward.

"We worked so hard, so we could travel and then she died.  We were just about to buy our tickets, one year, around the world.  Cancer.  She didn't feel well, weary, and three weeks later, she was dead.  I am on that trip, by myself.  With her in my heart, not by my side."

I felt like crap.  My night of drinking and the Indonesian clove cigarette were conspiring.  Or maybe it was the half dozen White Castle burgers from a couple hours ago, or maybe it was what this old guy was saying.  I wondered if I would have the same fate.  Work like dogs to get everything I thought I wanted, house, cars, kids, preschools, family vacations, and careers only then realizing I missed out on so much in that rat race.  The winner of the rat race is still a rat.  My mom used to say that.  Dad did not like it.

"Working hard is good, my friend, but only working hard will leave you with less than nothing."

He leaned closer to me, his eyes intent.

"Don't put off traveling together, don't think next year will be a better time than this one.  Now is the moment, take it!"

He was almost pleading with me.  His eyes were getting moist.

"Caveat Emptor.  Seize the day!  We were taught that in school.  And then we forget.  We go out and get jobs, and responsibilities.  Wives, houses, children.  But man has legs so he can walk.  You've got to walk with your wife, see the world together.  Not alone!  If you see it alone, who do you talk to about it?"

I thought about that.  At the start, Ellen wanted to hear about my trips, thinking they were exciting and glamorous.  Then she realized I never actually went to see any of the great sights of the great cities I was  in.  I spent my days on a trade show floor or in meetings and my nights in dinner meetings and then drinking, getting just enough sleep to get up and do it again.  I had been all over the world and could tell you all about convention centers and hotels, and not much else.  With Dayne and Garner, with Ben and Bill, we share the stories of our trips.  Ellen was always outside that loop.  She never thought my stories were funny, and I always had to fill the silence with, 'Well, you had to be there'.  And she would never be there, nor did she want to.

I finished my beignets and sipped down the last of my coffee, now cold.  I had to get back to the show floor.

"Makasih garam.  Thank you for the cigarette."

The old man nodded and smiled.  My chair slid on the tiles as I got up.  The place was starting to fill up with tourists.  The morning calm had broken.  I walked away, glancing back at him.  Alone, traveling around the world, seeing sights long dreamed of, accompanied by the ghost of his loving wife.  Would I end up like that?  Still doing this in twenty years, thirty years?  A bitter, jaded, alcoholic sixty year old, still doing the trade show circuit, like those guys in the booths over in the Hinterland who we laughed at, the ones we called 'losers' because they are stuck selling some product no one really wants, and worse, they knew it.  Youthful optimism was starting to fade, ever so slightly, in me.  What used to be impossible - I would grow old, I would not be in the center of attention, my body would ache - were becoming faintly possible.  Nearly likely.  I needed a drink to push these thoughts down, fast.  I had work to do.







Chapter 19

 

I spend a terrible night in our - my - half empty apartment.  I feel like the life has been yanked from the place along with the framed pictures and all the plants, even the dead ones on the balcony.  Ellen took our comforter and so I dragged out my old musty sleeping bag and crashed on the couch.  I guess she did not have much moving help or that would be gone too.  I wake up still cuddled in with a mostly empty bottle of bourbon, the TV still playing the DVD menu for 'Caddyshack'.  I do not know if it was the bourbon or Bill Murray that finally put me out but I am grateful one of them did.  My BlackBerry rings again.  I struggle out of the sleeping bag, check the Caller ID and answer it.

"Talk."

"Wake up call.  Post mortem, one hour."

Gregor hangs up on me.  Can you tell how much he cares about me?

I make a coffee, my first good coffee in three days, and drink it while polishing finger marks off the Faema.  Even if Ellen has taken the life from the apartment, a good coffee makes me feel a bit more alive.  There is hope in my life when I have a good coffee in my hand.  An extended hot shower later - she took the shampoo so I have to use dish soap - I yank on some clothes and head out.

I grab a couple of granola bars out of the cupboard - Ellen forgot to take them, and since she has gone they are now mine.  I do not like these childish feelings of hurt that are swirling around in my gut.  She hurt me and I want to hurt her.  I want to make her feel the way I did when I read her email.  That is what I want to do.  To phone her up and really give it to her, lie and say that I was going to leave her, say anything to make her hurt.  But I do not.  I leave my half furnished apartment and go to Sal's.

 

~

 

"Nei Ho Ma, Posan."

"Ho Ho."

I sit down as Arvid pours me a cup of coffee.  I am too tired to argue.  Gregor is missing, which is strange.  Arvid and Dimitri sit across from me, working on their BlackBerries.  It would not surprise me if they are text messaging each other.  I sip the coffee.  It tastes more like baked dirt with a brown crayon melted in it especially compared to the perfect double espresso con panna I made earlier.  Gregor slips in, still talking on his phone.  Contrary to every other time I have seen him on the phone, he is being quiet and respectful.  We sit silently and wait.  Finally, he is done and hangs up.

"Phoenix.  That deal is in the toilet."

"Whoa, I talked to Michael yesterday after the demo, I cleaned it all up!"

"You didn't clean it up very well because they're with Flooje now."

Dayne.  Shit.  Gregor sits down across from me.  The three of them are squished on one side of the booth; I am on the other.  I expect Posan will come out and place a gooseneck lamp and some bamboo skewers on the table so they can start the torture.

"What did they say?"

"He said they didn't think you would be a good rep.  Because of your breakdown about your girlfriend leaving you."

"What breakdown?  I didn't have a breakdown.  I had a bad demo and I cleaned it up!"

Dayne.

"The people from Flooje said that you attacked their rep."

Dayne again.

"That's bullshit."

"Yes.  Jesus, James, you can't go and do shit like that.  I know you're upset, but that doesn't mean you can try to rape their rep."

"Is that what she said?!"

"That's what they're saying.  I can't clean this up.  You're toast in Arizona.  Maybe even New Mexico, if they talk."

"Gregor, it's bullshit!"

The three of them stare at me.  I feel as if I am in a Stasi office in East Germany.  I start to sweat and I realize that in my morning daze I forgot to put on deodorant.  Perfect.  Once Gregor smells fear, he is like some sort of feral entrepreneur.  He will go for my throat and tear it out.  I have to attack first.  I slide out of the booth and stand up taking the power position.

"Gregor, what they're saying is bullshit.  It was a misunderstanding.  Vodka was involved.  Nothing happened.  No one was hurt or even threatened and if you don't believe me then fire me.  Right here, right now."

He does not say anything.  The other two just keep listening and typing on their CrackBerries so I continue.

"Besides, what's the big deal about this deal?"

No one says anything.  I do not like this at all.  My paranoia clicks into overdrive.

"Is there something going on?  Is there something I should know about that I don't know about?"

"Nothing's going on, Jamie.  We just need deals.  You know that."

"Nothing's going on."

Gregor looks at me and nods.  I believe him and calm down.

"I'm gonna go home.  Recover from the really shitty week I've had.  Then I'm going to get ready for Cologne, go there and kick some ass."

I walk out of Sal's Diner, not looking back.

As soon as I am outside, I text Dayne.

-WHAT DID YOU SAY?  WHY?

I never hear back.  Not to that text or the other fifteen I send her.  I know that I am digging my own grave with a pile of text messages stored on a server somewhere, waiting to be put into evidence at my harassment trial, but I do not care.  I have never been above using a bit of inside knowledge about the competition to close a deal, but I never lied about something like this.  This rumor could ruin me. 







Chapter 20

 

I stare down from the hotel window on the fifteenth floor of my hotel room in Cologne.  I have decided to take a break from banging my head gently against the floor to ceiling window while Arvid goes to get more ice.  Gregor has sent Arvid with me to Germany.  After years of doing the shows all by myself, and doing a brilliant job, I have someone with me.  Arvid is my punishment, my penance, for Phoenix.  Instead of rising from the ashes, I am being buried in them.

No one has contacted me.  They are at the show, Dayne and Garner, Ben and Bill.  Even Stephan and Joseph.  We are all there, but no one is returning my calls or my texts.  I have been pushed out of the loop.  And it is my loop.  I started the loop, I pulled everyone together and now I have been pushed out.

I go back to banging my head against the plate glass window.  Soon Arvid will return and will want to do something - go out, party, all that crap.  It is his first show and he is so much like a freaking puppy I am worried he is going to piss all over the carpet.  I wonder how hard I would have to hit the window to break through and free fall down to the parking lot.  I look around at the edges of the window.  They look pretty solid.  So I give the window a strong push.  It shudders and holds.  They have to use some pretty extreme tolerances when putting in the windows, so it is unlikely I would be able to break through it.  Shit.

I sit down on the bed and stare out at the distant suburbs of Cologne.  I have been here every year and I do not know if there is anything out there worth visiting.  I can tell you the square footage of the convention center, and the number of Starbucks within walking distance but nothing about the city.  What that says about me, I do not know.  Before I can figure it out, Arvid returns.

"I saw Ben and Bill downstairs."

I had shown him pictures of everyone, quizzed him on our competition, and prepped him for the floor.  Not that he is going to remember anything, but I did it anyways.  My ass is covered with Gregor, which is what matters.

"Great.  Excellent.  Fantastic."

He puts the ice bucket on the dresser and starts making a couple drinks.  He actually measures out the amount of Rye for each drink, with his own measuring glass.  Did he use to be bartender at an old folks home or what?  He hands me a weak Rye & Ginger with not enough ice and sits down on the bed beside me.  So much is wrong with this picture.  I fear he is going to take my hand.

"Is everything all right, Jamie?"

It is all I can do to not to leap up, dash at the window and plummet to my death, sipping my watery drink on the way down.  I slide away from him on the bed.

"We'd better get a good nights sleep, we've got a big day on the floor tomorrow."

I can tell he is confused.  The way I am acting is contrary to five years of stories about all night parties, about crazy benders and about nights in foreign jails.  The first two are true; the last one is a lie to make things interesting in the office.  He is right to be confused, but I do not want to go to any parties, I do not want to go and chat up the clients.  I do not want to smile and listen to their insipid jokes.  I certainly do not want to drink the night away and crawl to the booth tomorrow morning with a tumor the size of Luxembourg in my head.  So, with all that clarity, I do not understand how I ended up in the strip club at four in the morning wearing someone else's shirt.

 

~

 

I am sitting in a tiny booth, two drinks and eighty Euros in my hands, trying to make conversation with a beautiful blond who is trying to give me a lap dance.

Her name is Beth, not Leni, and she is just doing this to pay for her schooling.  Architecture.  And she is not German, she is from Denmark.  That seems to be important.  She slips off my lap as the song ends and leaves the room.  I am barely able to comprehend that this is not exactly how I imagined a lap dance in Cologne.  I am alone in a tiny room, where God knows how much bodily fluid has been spilled on the carpeting under my Vans.  I am sure the guys from Something Dyne Corporation are having their vicarious thrills thinking about all the carnal positions I have bent Leni/Beth into. 

Instead, I am barely hanging on to the sides of the wooden chair.  And barely hanging on to my sanity.

Beth slips back into the room and starts the music again.  She is only wearing a shimmery silver thong and matching four-inch heels as she climbs lightly onto my lap.  I had not noticed that the music - non-irritating Euro techno - had stopped.  She looks down at me, a sad look of sympathy on her face.

"You don't look too happy."

"I'm not, Beth.  I'm not happy at all."

She stops grinding on my lap and looks at me, her heavily made up big blue eyes close to mine.  I can smell Mento's on her breath.

"So why aren't you happy, Jamie?  Don't I make you happy?"

"No one can make me happy right now, Beth, that's the trouble.  I wish it were otherwise, but it isn't.  It's not your fault."

She shifts on my lap, making another attempt to make me, or at least parts of me, happy.  And it is just not working.

"Ever wonder what the point of it all is, anyways?"

She stops grinding.

"Maybe you want to have a dance with Trudi.  She's almost done her masters in psychology.  Specializing in self doubt."

"I think I'd better go.  Thanks."

She gets up off my lap, I hand her al the Euros and I leave.  Nothing more is said.  I make my way through the smoky club, past drunken tables of guys from the trade show. 

I pity the waitresses at the clubs and bars during a trade show.  Having these software executives, account managers trying to impress you with incomprehensible business card titles; throwing around expense account credit cards like pimps.  Like a high roller throwing chips in Vegas.

I just sit back, laugh when it is time to laugh, drink two drinks less than everyone else so I can actually remember some of bull that is being slung around the tables.

And it is that bull that is going to get me the deals that will get me the commissions that will get me off the road.

The trick is to make your mark on the Wallet.  Most of the time all you are is just a way to get a free drink.  You are a walking credit card procuring steaks, wine, cigars, and exotic dancers.  A grinning sycophantic ATM, eager and willing to dispense fistfuls of cash at the merest hint of a sale.  And they know it.  So making yourself memorable to the Wallet is of utmost importance.  Polaroid's are very good for this.  Credit card receipts are also handy.

I find my jacket at our now empty table.  The guys from Something Dyne have gone and they have stuck me with the massive tab. 

As I walk back to my hotel, along the quaint and quiet streets of Cologne, I am struck by an overwhelming sense of loneliness.  Not aloneness, of being alone, but of being really, really lonely.  The people I thought were my friends are not.  When push came to shove, they shoved me away.  They all took Dayne's word for what happened and deleted me from their contacts.  They are gone, Ellen is gone, and I do not know if Gregor was ever there in the first place.

Before I know what I am doing, I dial my phone.  There is a chill in the early morning air and I realize that although I have my wallet, keys, BlackBerry, I forgot my jacket in the club.  That is when I notice that I am wearing someone else's shirt.  I am now promoting Microsoft SQL Server.  Now if that is not like branding yourself on the forehead with the word 'GEEK', I do not know what is.  I guess anything to do with Unix or Linux would be worse.  But not much.

"Hello?  James?"

"Ellen."

"Are you all right?"

I pause.  This is the wrong thing to do.  Very wrong.

"I shouldn't have phoned.  Sorry."

"James-"

I hang up.  I cannot talk to her about how I feel.  I cannot talk to anyone about how I feel.  I have never felt so alone in my life.  I have spent all my time making sure that I have people around me; Ellen at home and the gang on the road.  And to do that, I played whatever role they wanted me to play.  I was party guy with Dayne, business guy with Gregor, and sensitive boyfriend with Ellen.  I am quiet non-confrontational guy with my parents.  I was laugh at your stupid jokes and buy you drinks guy with potential clients.  But now, on the semi-deserted streets of Cologne, I have 
one around me.  No one at all.  So why did I feel I still playing a role?  And what role was it now? 

 

~

 

Arvid does not come back to the room that night.  Which I am so grateful for.  I am not his daddy.  I am not supposed to look after him because he is a grown man.  I get up, shower and pour some Visine in before heading down to find a coffee.  I am thankful for Starbucks being everywhere in the world because now everyone has to make a coffee that is at least as good as them.  So I grab a triple espresso that is not too bad and head to the booth.  In the distance I can see Flooje's booth, Dayne's blonde hair standing out against the subdued tones of their signage.  They actually designed the booth around Dayne, her hair and her taste in clothes.  The entire booth is like an accessory for her.  A giant purse.

Ben and Bill are across the aisle from them.  I can see them chatting, recovering.  Bill is slouched down on a bar stool surfing the net on his laptop.  As I watch, he suddenly sits up and calls everyone over.  Together they read some story and then, as a single unit, turn to look at me.  I do not turn away.  They stare at me for a long moment and then turn away.  I won the staring contest.  Dayne and Garner hug each other and hop back to their booth.  They are whispering together, excitedly.  Bill and Ben do not look too happy about whatever they have read.  Probably some drop in their stock prices.

Before I have a chance to think more about it, Arvid crawls in looking like hell partially warmed up.

"What happened to you?"

"Don't really know."

I get a whiff.  He stinks of old beer and sweet perfume.

"Arvid.  Jesus, go have a shower, put some clean clothes on, get yourself a coffee and some Visine.  Either that or I'll hide you under the booth for the day.  You'll scare customers away looking like that.  And brush your teeth!"

He leaves, chastised.  He has got a huge stain on the seat of his pants that he does not know about.  But everyone else on the floor now does.  What an idiot.  Wait until I tell Gregor about that.  Gregor takes those kinds of things personally and does not like other people seeing us looking less that perfect.  I do not tell him about the hundreds of photos of me, drunk, grinning like a mad fool, which are up on the web.  But I will tell him about Arvid's pants.  I turn around to see Bill standing there, holding his laptop.

"Hey JB."

I choose not to say anything, to just stare at him.

"Uh, yeah, well, I guess you haven't seen the news."

He opens the laptop and puts it down on the counter in front of me.

"I'm really sorry, man."

I read the news story and before he has a chance to say anything else, I shut his laptop and walk away, from him, from the booth. 

The bastard sold out. 







Chapter 21

 

I have to get some air, fast.  I walk as quickly and calmly as I can, straight out of the trade show and onto the wide sidewalk outside the convention center.  Avoiding the arriving buses full of bright eyed and eager attendees, I find a quiet place and lean against a concrete pillar.  I cannot get a cigarette lit fast enough.  It tastes like hell, but since I feel like hell, it is perfect.  I crave the hit of Nicotine to take me out of my head for a moment.  Just a moment.  I check my watch.  I have fifteen minutes before the show opens, and it is just before two in the morning in Seattle.  I make the call, his number on speed dial.  The phone rings and rings.  Gregor does not answer.  It is almost as if he was expecting a call from me.  I hang up and take another drag on the cigarette.  The Nicotine is not helping.  I will need some Laudanum to get out of my head now.

The bastard sold out.

After all these years, after all his talks about standing tall and being independent, Gregor sold out.  And I find out about it on cnet.com.  From Bill.  And I find out after Dayne and Garner, my new co-workers.  Yes, Gregor sold out to the competition.  He sold to Flooje.

I bang my head on the concrete wall.  Could it get any worse?

"Jamie!"

I look up to see Arvid waving at me from the main doors.  Of course it can get worse.  I take a final drag on the cigarette and start walking towards him.

"The show's about to start!"

I nod and walk past him.  Just what I need.  To smile and flirt and sell someone else's software.

 

~

 

About half the attendees checked their favorite Internet rumor site before coming to see me.  So I am stuck presenting a company line that I have just made up.  One about a merging of two great companies, greater opportunities, blah, blah, blah.  Chocolate and peanut butter, together at last.  Arvid does not know what is going on so I have to talk to everyone.  What a mess.  What a mammoth, colossal mess.  After less than fifteen minutes at the booth I am ready to unload a clip into anyone who comes up to me digging for some additional piece of gossip.

"Is it true the Gregor has checked himself into rehab?"

"I heard that he owes the Russian mob a lot of money."

"What about the alien abduction?"

Everyone is upset because I will not tell them, privately, some piece of dirt about the deal.  Just because you bought our software does not mean you are entitled to knowing the inside workings of the company, I am sorry to say.  Attendees are slowing down to look at my booth, like an accident at the side of the road, peering out their windows, slowing down traffic, staring at the train wreck that is my life.  And all I can do is smile back at them. 

Two million years later, the show floor closes and I am done for the day.  Hell, I am done for the year.  Arvid still does not know what is going on, or if he does, he is the greatest actor alive.

"Is that what the shows are always like?"

"Yeah, Arvid, that's what they're like.  A rumor gets caught in the crowd and won't untangle for a couple days.  All you can do is smile and get business cards.  Hopefully, it'll have blown over by tomorrow."

I know it will not blow over; the storms clouds are lined up across the horizon of my life.  This is going to get worse before it gets better.

I lose Arvid getting into the elevator and make my way out of the hotel lobby into the dimming twilight.  I have to think.  And drink.  And get hold of Gregor.  I walk the quiet streets of Cologne.  Finally, I slip into a schnitzelhaus that is dark and deep, all the better to not be seen by anyone.  The place is about as inviting as a boot to the head with a steel toed shoe, but it has got beer on tap.  I order a pilsner and start with the emails.  I know it is not even morning in Seattle, but I can make sure Gregor has a politely worded email sitting in front of him, the second he wakes up.  An email, a text message, a phone message, and a fucking fax if I could.  All saying the same thing.

'What is going on?'

I know I will not be getting an answer any time soon.  It will be at least two hours before he hits the office.  Except it is Sunday.  In shock, I put down my beer.  No one does any work on Sunday in Seattle.  Sunday is the day to go out and breathe in the fresh air.  To roller blade in the rain, to sail in the rain.  To mountain bike in the rain.  Gregor will be on his boat, in the rain.  He will not be answering me until tomorrow so I am trapped in Germany while my world turns to shit.

Two beers and five unanswered messages from Arvid later Dayne calls.  Ten minutes and two Jagermeister shots after that she is sitting across from me in the schnitzelhaus.  I start the conversation.

"Did you know?"

I am terrified of what she is going to say.  I am petrified.  All I want to do is run.  I feel like a tornado chaser and I have just sat down in field with a class five tornado coming right at me.  Deer in the headlights.  The only thing keeping me from running is the Jagermeister.  I look at Dayne.  She has dyed her hair a bit darker and it looks good.  She does not say anything, just plays with her beer bottle.

"Dayne, did you know?"

She nods.

I lean back.

"Did the entire fucking world know?"

"No, James, I don't think the entire world knew.  I think some people in Bangladesh were probably looking at the flood warnings rather than c-net this morning."

We stare at each other some more.  I am not even sure why I asked that question.  What does it matter if her boss told her of the acquisition before my boss told me?

Because I am more important to my company than she is to hers, that is why.  I am the best salesman Gregor's ever had.  The best.  There is no way he could sell the damn company if he only had people like Arvid - no offence - out trying to do my job.  And Dayne?  She is one of fifteen salespeople that Flooje have.  One of fifteen.  I am everything and she is one of fifteen.  But she knew.  And I did not.  What does that tell you?  It tells you that I am fucked.

"I know this is all a bit of a shock but you'll be all right."

"You're damn rights I'll be all right.  I'm still the best seller this product has, no matter who owns it."

She quickly looks down at her beer.

"What.  Dayne, what?"

"Kevin..."

Kevin Standard is the charismatic, jet setting, starlet dating, and extreme sport-promoting owner of Flooje.

"Kevin what?"

Dayne looks at me.  Right in the eyes.  I realize I have missed her more than I have missed Ellen.  Ellen and I were sliding apart, if we were really ever sliding together.  But Dayne and I, we were always tight.  Tight from the moment we met, when I saved her amazing ass from a couple of idiots who were relentlessly hitting on her outside a trade show open bar.  I had put on my chivalry hat; slipped in beside her, arm around her waist - obvious and possessive - and apologized for being late.  She quickly gave me a big kiss on the cheek as I pulled her to the exit, saying we had to go or we would be late for dinner with my parents.  We had been friends ever since.  Ever since then, until Phoenix.

"Kevin isn't keeping anyone, not even the coders."

"Jesus."

"I thought you'd want to know."

That was not something I wanted to know.  That was the last thing I wanted to know.  The absolute last thing.  My bad day just got worse.  I stare at her.  I don't know if she is telling me out of politeness, out of kindness or because she knows she could hurt me again, hurt me more and really cut me, with that.  I cannot stay to find out which one it is.

"I've got to go."

I am floating off towards the ceiling when I realize I have spoken.  That it was me talking.  That I get up and leave Dayne at the table.  I do not thank her, and I do not leave any money for the bill.  I simply get up and walk out.

 

~

 

The rest of the show is a blur as the word gets out to those few attendees who had not heard.  Soon even the convention center staff are giving us a wide berth.  The booth is so dead I leave Arvid to talk to anyone foolish enough to show up.  I start working on my resume in the nearest bar.  I still have not heard from Gregor.  He is probably off spending his money.

I stop typing and take a deep breath.  The money.  The money!  Gregor is about to be really, really rich.  Filthy rich.  I feel a tingle in my spine that ripples up to the back of my head.  Gregor is rich.  That means I am going to be rich too!

Without me working so hard for all those years, there would not be a product to be bought for a truckload of money.  Yes, Gregor got bought because of me.  Now that he is rich, I would be rich.  I would be reaping the spoils of the sale too.  I was rich.  I shut my laptop.  Forget the resume, it is time for a drink!





Cup 9

 

"Coffee is a beverage that puts
one to sleep when not drank."

~Alphonse Allais

 

Iced Coffee
Santa Cruz, California
6 years ago

 

I was in Silicon Valley for a conference on a number of subjects I know absolutely nothing about and cared even less about.  I slipped out of the convention center, rented a car and booted for the coast. It was April and the skies were bright and clear, which was great as Seattle had been socked in since November and I was paler than the White Sale at JC Penney's.  A conspiracy of highway interchanges led me right to Santa Cruz.

I wandered the beach, kicked my feet in the sand, and strolled around the closed amusement park on the boardwalk.  Looping around the back side of the rollercoaster I noticed a restaurant across the street from the massive empty parking lot.  It was in an old two-story building, holding up against the slide of the block into kitschy tourist shops.  It was the first restaurant with an 'open' sign I had seen and I badly needed a coffee.

I slipped through the heavy door into the darkness within.  I could barely see around.  A young guy saw me from behind the bar and waved.  He looked exactly how anyone would describe the son of an Italian restaurant's owner.

"Grab a seat wherever ya want, ok?"

I looked around the empty Italian restaurant and sat down at a table by the wall.  The restaurant looked like it was straight out of nineteen fifties New York.  Except that framed prints, posters, postcards are covering every spare inch of wall.  And they all look like the same artist did them.  Everything looks like the city of the elves from Lord of the Rings.  Misty clouds in evening sunlight, lakes and waterfalls, women in flowing robes sitting contentedly.  The guy came over to me, menu in hand.

"It's gonna be a bit before the kitchen's up to speed, as we just opened, you know?"

"I was just looking for a coffee."

"Oh."

He was disappointed.  There could not be much money coming in during the off-season, and I was not helping.

"What's your specialty?"

"You mean coffee wise?"

"Yeah."

He laughed.

"Most people just want a cup, you know?"

"I'm not most people."

He laughed again and held out his hand.

"Dominic."

"Jamie."

We shook hands and he sat down across from me, taking a quick look to the kitchen.

"If my ma saw me sitting down with a customer, she'd whack me up the side of the head, you know?"

I nodded.  Moms could be tough.  Or dads.  His mom, my dad.  There has got to be someone who wanted to hit to help.

"I make a killer iced coffee."

"Iced coffee?  It's April, man."

"Trust me, it's an awesome iced coffee."

I shrugged, when in Rome.  He grinned and wandered over to the espresso machine.

"Strong?"

"Mucho strong."

He nodded and started building my drink.  As he is working behind the counter, he called over to me.

"What brings ya to Santa Cruz?"

"I was just over in San Jose and needed a break."

"Oh, computer guy."

"Na, computer software sales guy.  Different thing.  What brings you to Santa Cruz?"

He stopped working, ice cream scoop in his hand.

"Shit, my grandpa made it off a fishing boat and opened this place up.  I'm generation number three."

"That's pretty cool."

"Ya really think?"

He poured a double shot of espresso over the top of a couple scoops of ice cream and some milk.  With a quick glace to the kitchen to see no one was looking, he grabbed a bottle of Tia Maria and poured a healthy dollop over top.  Garnished with some chocolate powder, he brought it over to me.

"Now this isn't some high fructose corn syrup, crazy additive and fake coffee flavored Slurpee, ok?"

I nodded seriously, take it from him and had a sip.  I sat back in my chair, my jaw having dropped to the floor in amazement.  I stared at him, incredulous.  He shrugged and grins.

"So.  You like?" 

"I am floored.  I am not worthy.  This is killer."

He smiled and got up, grabbing his espresso off the counter and then sat down across from me again.  He was right, it was nothing like any iced coffee I had ever had before.  What I was drinking could not be compared to normal iced coffee in any way.  So many different flavors of coffee - espresso, Tia Maria, ice cream - and I think he might have slipped some ground espresso bean in the chocolate sprinkles.

"Did you use coffee ice cream?"

"Made in the back, by me, yesterday."

"You have to market this.  Other than the million calories, it's a sure fire winner."

"It doesn't travel very well."

I went back to savoring my beverage.  Dominic got all quiet and sipped his espresso.

"Hey, you like what you do?"

"It's pretty good, good money.  I gotta travel a lot."

"Huh.  That sounds ok.  I gotta get out of this fuckin' place."

I looked up at him.  What was he talking about?

"I do, man, I gotta get clear.  I can't take this any more.  I spend every day with my family.  You get that?  Every day.  Ma, pa, both my sisters.  We all work here.  I got no freakin' life."

"What's with the posters?"

"I gotta get away from that too.  My grandpa.  He loved the paintings of this artist dude.  The guy got his start doing ads, magazine covers.  Light bulb posters.  No shit.  Check the hallway to the can.  Parrish.  That's his name, Maxfield Parrish.  My pa's the same way.  They collect whatever they can find from the guy, cover the walls.  I don't get it.  It's all the freakin' same."

"Not your thing, huh?"

He rolled his eyes.

"You got away from your family."

"Yeah, I guess I did."

I had not thought of it like that.  I had gotten away from my family.  When I did go back home, I did it on my terms, hung around for a couple days, eat some overcooked food and get the hell out.  I could not imagine spending every day, all day with them, especially in a work environment.  My dad would have us all certifiable by the first coffee break.
 
"So you have no idea.  No - excuse me for a minute - fucking idea what it's like to work with your parents and your sisters every day of your life.  This place was my grandpa's life; he's in a freakin' home and when I go see him all he wants to know is how the restaurant is doin'.  My pa started working here when he was ten.  It's his freakin' life.  Met my mom when she was working in the kitchen.  If I don't get out, it gonna become my life and I'll die here, probably at a table, explainin' the special of the day."

He leaned back in his chair and it creaked ominously.  He asked if I have a cigarette.  I nodded, took out a pack and we both lit up.

"What would you do if you got out?" 

He shrugged his shoulders.

"Fuck, all I know is the restaurant business.  I'm fucked, ya see?"

We talked for a while more, I tossed out some ideas for other careers, but he was not in the mood for talking about solutions, he just wanted to vent for a bit.

"Can you talk to them about this?"

He laughed and took a deep drag on the cigarette.

"You kidding?  What would I say?  Mom, dad, I want out?"

"Maybe-"

"Jamie, that's not going to happen.  When I leave, I'm going to have to leave and never come back, at least, not for a lot of years.  I will be erased from the family, like some mob movie.  Or the Mormons."

"Shit."

Dominic took another drag and nodded.

"Shit is right.  Either I stay and make my family happy, or I leave and break their hearts."

"Dominic!"

A very strong woman called from the kitchen.  We both jumped.  As we settled back down, he started laughing and I joined in.

"Damn, she's even got me scared."

Dominic called back to the kitchen.  She wanted him to come and help her with the soup.  I took a five out of my pocket and handed it to him.  He thanked me for listening; I thanked him for the coffee.

"I'm gonna take a look at the posters before I go, ok?"

"Knock yourself out."

He headed into the kitchen.  I wandered up the stairs to the bathroom.  Sure enough, the walls were covered, floor to ceiling, with posters, prints and articles on the restaurant and the artist.  Dominic worked and lived in the middle of his grandfathers' obsession. 

I thought about how I did get out and get away from my dad.  But I pause.  How far did I get away?  He was a sales guy; he had been a sales guy all his life, so had I.  I might be working for a much, much cooler company, I might get to fly all over the world instead of drive around the Pacific Northwest, but we still did the same thing - convince clients to give us their money.

I left the restaurant quietly, not wanting to be seen.  I went down to the beach and looked out across the bay to Monterey in the distance.  The apple does not fall very far from the tree.  I did not like this idea, and yet I had to admit, I was a lot like my dad.  Maybe that was why I did not want Ellen to meet them.  I did not want her, with her half dozen psychology courses, pointing out the obvious to me.  I was the obvious combination of my mom and my dad.  And I could not escape that, no matter how far I went and no matter how hard I tried.







Chapter 22

 

The FireForest office is pretty quiet when I saunter in two days later.  The new receptionist has been replaced by a newer receptionist.  This receptionist is different.  Her name is not Keri, and she is a cold, tight icy blonde instead of the steamy, sultry dark haired girls of the past.  She also has the nerve to stop me when I try to walk past her and go to Gregor's office.  Despite calmly explaining who I am, and pointing out my presence in a number of framed pictures on the wall behind her desk, she still requires me to show her my staff ID.  Which is a challenge as I was not aware we had staff ID here at FireForest.  I show her my All Access swipe card, but it does not have my name on it.

"I'm going to go talk to Gregor.  Now."

She says that he is in a meeting and cannot be disturbed.  This is getting ridiculous.  I lean over the counter and point out that my name is on the staff list.

"How do I know that you're the right Jamie?"

"Because I've got a driver's license and passport that say so."

And I take both of them out and toss them at her.  She scans the pictures on both, glancing up at me numerous times, trying to make a definitive match.  I grit my teeth and stare at her, exactly the same way I stare out from both photos - slightly jet lagged, totally indifferent and slightly emotionally unstable.

After a lengthy moment she hands my documentation back to me.

"You'll have to wait here."

And then suddenly something deep inside me snaps.  I pick up my passport and drivers license; walk past her desk and into the rest of the office.  I can hear her calling after me but I do not stop.  I work here.  I have worked her since Gregor bought the building.  I picked out Ilsa's desk for God's sake.

Most of the office is empty, there are just a few developers huddled in a corner, eating Krispee Kreme donuts and sucking down Mountain Dews.  I blast right past them and up to Gregor's office door.  A heavy, deep voice stops me before I turn the knob.

"Hey you!"

I turn around to see Ilsa, the former East German border guard, flanked by a couple of huge security guards stomping down the corridor towards me.  I look around confused; did I enter the wrong office today?  No, I can see my desk over by the window, my dead poinsettia from last Christmas on the windowsill.  The freshly hosed down guards do not look happy and have their hands on their nightsticks.  Since when did Gregor have security with nightsticks in the office?

Their mutual lack of neck and the fact that their arms hang out from the sides of their bodies due to far too many steroids being consumed leads me to believe that the upcoming altercation was not going to end well.

I turn and try the door to Gregor's office.  Locked!  I try it again.  The brutes are getting closer and Ilsa is about to let them off their leashes.  I frantically try the door again.  This bad dream I am in seems to be getting worse.  I can see the developers lined up, watching the action over the tops of their cubicles, their heads up like a row of Prairie dogs.  Occasionally, one would drop down, only to pop up in a different cubicle.

Letting go of all my dignity, I start pounding on the door.

"Gregor!  It's Jamie!  Open up!"

I am pounding on the door when the goons grab me by the arms and effortlessly pick me up like a doll.  Suddenly, I am hanging in the air, swinging back and forth.  I can smell leather polish and cheap cologne.  They turn around so Ilsa is standing in front of me, furious.  I hear the door opening behind me.

"Gregor!  Have them put me down!"

I try to turn around to see who opens the door but the goons have me pinned between them.  I do not hear anything except some silence and the door shutting again.  Ilsa smiles at me.  It is the smile a cat gives the mouse it has caught.  She turns and walks away.  The goons follow with me still swinging between them.

In the boardroom, the thugs put me down and I shake them off.  Well, I shake and they ignore me.  I take a moment to look around.  A row of cardboard boxes is at the far end of the table.  Each box has a legal sized envelope sitting on top of it.  Ilsa has taken a seat at the head of the table.

"Have a seat."

"No.  I want to talk to  Gregor.  I want to talk to him right now.  I've been with this company since the beginning and I'm not going to sit here and talk to you.  Get him in here, now."

She tells me to have a seat, again.  She is cold as ice.  I sit.  One of the goons lumbers down to the boxes and brings back one.  He puts it on the floor beside me and hands Ilsa the file.

"Oh, that's my bonus, got it.  No time to wrap it?"

I relax.

"You didn't have to be so uptight about it."

She opens a file, scans the contents and looks across at me.  I feel colder in her gaze.

"Could I get your swipe card, and your BlackBerry."

I look up at the goons.  They stare at me through their little pig eyes.  I hand over what she has asked for.

"Finally, we're upgrading phones, huh?"

She checks off a couple items on the file and closes it.

"In the box are your personal items from the office; your final cheque and separation papers are in the envelope along with a written letter of reference.  Your access via computer to the company systems has been terminated along with your medical and dental coverage.  And your corporate credit card has also been cancelled."

"Excuse me?"

She turns to the goons.

"Take him out."

 

~

 

Two hours later, I sit in my apartment, the file box open on the coffee table in front of me.  Beside it is a half empty bottle of Rye and a half dozen empty cans of Ginger Ale.  The bag of frozen peas I am holding to my face, where Goon Two hit me after I made a final desperate lunge for Gregor's office on the way out, is mostly thawed and mushy.  Like my brain.  Like my life.  All those years I have put in, all those miles I have traveled, all those meetings I took and all I have to show for it is a box of crap from trade shows.  I have a collection of useless promotional garbage from a hundred companies, most of which do not exist anymore.  Exasperated, I kick the box off the table, sending a wave of brightly colored urban tchotchkies all over the floor.  Once everything comes to a stop, I make myself another drink.

I pick up the envelope and this time, I open it.  There are ten pages of type written information, all with the bright, peppy Flooje logo on them.  I scan them quickly, reading with my vodka colored glasses on.  It is mostly legal crap, reiterating what Ilsa said to me in the boardroom, only with thousands of extra words.  I flick through the papers.  Cancellation of benefits.  Cessation of my retirement funds.  Blah blah.  The second to last page is my reference letter, which is legally correct yet completely devoid of humanity.  I started with the company on this date, had a number of functions, had a job title, and was let go on this date.

I toss the letter onto the floor.  The last page I am holding is my final cheque.  I am desperately trying to believe Gregor will be true to his word as I look at the number at the bottom of the cheque.  And I let go of that belief as I start to curse.

"Goddamn Russian son of a bitch!"

I call him every name I can think of, repeatedly, until my neighbors start pounding on the wall.  Not only did he sell out to Flooje; but also he has only given me two-weeks wage!  I drop the envelope on the table.  Something gold colored rattles out of it.  I pause in mid rant, ignoring my neighbor's protestations, and pick it up.  Six years with him.  Six long years building up his company, six years of traveling the globe selling his product.  All that time and effort and the symbol of his gratitude is sitting in the palm of my hand.

A gold plated USB drive with my initials engraved on it.







Chapter 23

 

I was angry with Gregor.  Furious, livid, in a homicidal rage.  And I had to fix a dent in the wall where I had thrown the USB drive.  I was more than angry I wanted revenge.  I had helped the bastard for all these years and he goes and screws me over for the money.  Now I wanted to screw him back.  Taken out of context, that sounds bad.  I wanted to make him pay.  Pay big time.  And I wanted him to hurt.  Hurt big time.

I gulp down another Rye and Ginger and realize that booze is not going to help me in this situation.  As calmly as I can, I get up, go into the bedroom, and beat the hell out of the unmade bed, ignoring my other neighbours' protestations, until I cannot move a muscle.  I have been betrayed.  By Ellen, by Dayne, by Gregor.  By everyone I cared about in my life.  Everyone.  The betrayal sits in my gut like battery acid, churning and eating away at me.  Or it could be nine quick hi-balls.  I race to the bathroom and throw up.

With my day going so great already, I climb into the shower and stay in there until the water goes cold.  I stay under the ice water, shivering and shaking for thirty seconds longer than I can stand.  It is time to change a few things in my life.  First off, no more being betrayed.  Second, no more sitting back and waiting for things to happen to me.  Third, time for a coffee.

I fire up the Faema while rubbing myself dry.  My mind calms as I slip into the groove of making a perfect coffee, getting wrapped up in the physical movements of the process - tamping down the grinder, angling the scalding pot exactly for the steaming wand, pushing the button to stop the espresso shot, pouring the milk into the espresso.  I slide out of my head, away from my manic thoughts of merciless revenge fantasies - if I can only get past the bodyguards and Ilsa - and into a zone of peace and calm within my cappuccino.

As I swirl coffee around in my mouth, letting the glorious tastes overwhelm my taste buds, the vision explodes in my mind.  The vision of 'What To Do Now'.  I grab my laptop; fire it up and down the remainder of my coffee.  It is time to go to work.  To work extracting my vengeance.  In short order I register jamesbconsulting.com, order business cards and stationary online - to be delivered by FedEx in two business days - get a cell phone plan with the newest, sweetest BlackBerry and, using a website template, create myself a pretty good looking website.  The last thing I do is register as an Official Reseller of both FireForest and Flooje products.  That would teach him for firing me.  I am back in business in less than three hours and for less than five hundred bucks.  I love the Internet!

The sun had apparently set, somewhere in the solid grey that was stubbornly sticking to Seattle like gum on the bottom of a shoe.  Time was flying for me and I continued working.  I was in the flow and when you are in the flow, do not be doing anything that takes you out of it.

Now I had paperwork to create.  Luckily, I had demo copies of the software, and all the marketing material I could ask for.  Even better, I had my own versions of the marketing material.  As good as the people Gregor hired to create the packages were, you have heard what they wrote.  It looked great on paper, and it sounded good if you were in a meeting with the marketing department - they all spoke that strange language fluently - but for the rest of the world it just went in one ear hole and out the other.  I had filled up a few plane trips rewriting all their crap to have some actual point and value.

With all this literature and a bunch of free photos of studious people working together I create my marketing material.  It gets emailed to a local printer for high quality printing while I eat some reheated dry Ginger beef.  I love the Internet and I love microwave ovens.

Next up, another coffee and then I find some clients.

When Ilsa, queen of the KGB, took my BlackBerry, she must have thought she had all my contacts and contact info.  Wrong.  I open up a secret Excel spreadsheet client file and smile.  Everyone I have ever talked to is listed as Full, Normal or Empty Wallets.  If Gregor only knew what I was doing.  I smile again.

I am looking for someone specific, someone I know, get along with really well and who thinks the sun shines out of my butt.  One of the few things my dad taught me about sales that actually stuck is that it is ten times easier to sell an existing product to an existing client than it is to sell a new product to a new client.  What would be perfect is to pick up a client that had not yet had the product installed, grab the initial software sale - ka-ching! -  and then all the billing for the setup - double ka-ching!  I scan the list, looking for my perfect first client.  I would send out a marketing package to the good ones.  But those perfect clients...  Those would get telephone calls from the President of jamesbconsulting.  Or maybe from the CFO of jamesbconsulting.

I am on a roll.  A good roll.  An epic roll.  I am bouncing back like no tomorrow and I know it does not make any sense.  I am overriding my fears, my hurts, my pain and I do not care.  Doing something is way better than sitting around crying to myself, that much I know for sure.

I am about to shut down the laptop and let it rest - we both have been going at full CPU for the entire afternoon - when I see the email and start to smile.  It is a cunning and evil smile.  Revenge is getting sweeter and sweeter.  I grab my credit card and five minutes later I am signed up for a booth at the next tradeshow.  Forget going out for a drink, I have a booth to design!  I have so much fun that it is after midnight before I actually put my exhausted laptop and myself to sleep.  My booth is rented and my artwork is on its way to the printers.

Despite its profoundly crappy beginning, I have just finished the best and most productive day of my life.







Chapter 24

 

The receptionist at the manufacturing company in Des Moines is thrilled to hear from me, she loves the stuffed Minnie I had sent her from Orlando and she puts me through to the CFO directly.

"I gotta tell you, we were all pretty upset when we got the news that you wouldn't be our contact."

"That's why I'm calling.  I didn't feel right about that either.  Because we both agreed to the relationship we were building.  A long term, committed relationship."

"No one night stand, if I remember you correctly."

We both laugh.  The laugh of powerful, wise men.  And when I tell him I was taking this opportunity and making the most of it, they were in.  I fax him a new change of support form and have it back immediately.  I am officially in business!

Then he tells me they want to move up the install.

"Great!  I'll send you a project plan and order the software."

"We'd all feel a lot better if you were out here for the duration of the install and set up."

"Of course.  I'll be on a plane tomorrow."

We say our goodbyes; I fire up my computer and confidently order the software.  Then I realize I would have to install the confidently ordered software and I had never installed or set up the software I sold.  The IT guys at the office got flown out to do the installs, setup and training.  If Gregor had even thought for a moment I knew how to install the software, I would have had to do that too.  Better to be ignorant of some things.  But right now, I was stuck and either I had to learn how to install it, or I had to sub-contract someone who knew.  I got on the phone.

I figure one of the install guys who used to work at FireForest would be interested in a free trip and some under the table cash.  I track them down at some new games company where they had moved as a group.  They are busy playing foosball and eating free snacks while downloading science fiction movies.

"Besides, JB, you're talking about Des Moines.  Now if it was San Diego or Miami, I'd probably be in.  But Iowa, Dude..."

"Just this one time, come on.  I really need your help."

I hear the pause.  I do not know if he is just stuffing a pizza pocket into his mouth or if he is actually considering my offer.

"Hey, you remember when we needed your help last April?"

I do not remember, so I lie and say I do.

"Bullshit.  We had all those installs and we needed you to delay a couple of your clients, just a week or something.  And you told us to get the fuck on with it and not screw with your deals or you'd get us fired."

"Hey, I was under a lot of stress from Gregor then, I didn't mean it.  You know that.  Right?"

"I know that you talked to Gregor.  And I know you talked about some of us being replaced.  Me for one.  So-"

"Whoa.  Calm down.  That was a long time ago, Chris-"

"Fuck you, JB."

He hangs up on me.  I hang up and start downloading the installation manuals.  It is going to be a fun week.  I already need a drink.

 

~

 

I spend the flight to Iowa crawling through the massive install guide except for when I am distracted by the pretty girl sitting beside me.  Which is always.  Her name is Julie and she is heading to Des Moines for an interview at the university there.  And she is excited, cute and perky.  I happily give up on the install guide and focus on Julie.  She is going to be in Des Moines for a couple days and does not know anyone so we arrange to have dinner the next evening and check out what there is to do in Des Moines at night.  I give her one of my shiny new business cards and write my cell number on the back.  Then she tells me she is staying at the Radisson by the university.  Luckily, so am I.  We catch a cab together and continue having a great flirt.

I am in the flow in all corners of my life and this is just one more way it is showing up.  When we get to the hotel, I pay for the cab, despite her protestations.

"Look, I'm the guy with his own business, right?  It's a business expense.  You think I'm actually going to pay for this?  No way, I'm charging this to the client.  I'm not that nice a guy."

"I think you're pretty nice, Jamie."

I leave her at her room with a polite kiss on the cheek and a slight hug and recommit to dinner tomorrow night - after my install and her interview.  What I want to do is see if she would like to go down to the lounge and get a drink, but I have a two hundred page technical install guide to read, and fully comprehend, before breakfast tomorrow so I head to my room.

I settle onto my bed, make a double pot of industrial coffee - no more room service for me - and open the manual again.

 

~

 

The morning arrives way too soon.  I am still fully dressed; the manual on my lap folded open at page fifty-five, when the alarm goes off.  Oh boy, I am not looking forward to this day.  I grab a shower, change into my work clothes, grab the biggest coffee I can from the 7-11 next door to the hotel and hop in a cab.  It is show time.

When I am dropped off by the CFO in their massive server room, I am introduced to their senior IT guy, Denny, who is holding a well-thumbed copy of the install guide.  I have an army of angels on my side.

"Nothing personal, but I do all the installs on our servers.  There's too much stuff in there for me to be letting just anyone on them, you understand."

"Denny, I totally understand.  I'll just sit back, think about my date tonight and wonder if bringing flowers would be too obvious I was desperate to see her naked."

Denny looks at me, with an impassive face, then turns back to the half dozen monitors before him.  This is great!  He will do all the work; I will sit back, relax, rack up the billable hours and then go on my date with Julie.  Ka-ching!  I shift in my seat, and rub my hands together first in excitement, then because I cannot feel my fingertips.

"Denny, does it have to be this cold in here?"

Denny does not answer so I assume he cannot hear me over the 120-decibel hum of the servers and industrial strength air conditioners.  I feel like I am in a meat locker.  I flip up the collar on my blazer and start following along in my manual.

We do not stop for lunch.  We barely stop for toilet breaks.  No food or drink is allowed into the server room.  I am under quarantine.  On top of all that, Denny is obsessive compulsive and double-checks every step of the install with me then double checks again.  We discuss the semantics of the install guide, as he struggles to find hidden meaning in each sentence.  You would think we are after the Holy Grail, not more efficient analysis and reporting.  I start checking my watch at step nine.  I flip to the back of the manual.  The last step is number thirty.  It is already two thirty and I have a date at six!  Time slows from being sluggish to being frozen for the rest of the afternoon.  I am sure I am getting pneumonia, I could not feel my toes, and, worse, could not get any signal on my BlackBerry so I could not even check emails or surf the web.  Besides, I could not have typed on that tiny keyboard with my frozen fingers.

I finally force myself out to go get a coffee from the staff cafeteria.  Even in the middle of the afternoon, the place is full of workers not working.  Women are knitting, men are playing backgammon, and if the effort being put into crosswords was aimed at world hunger, we would be living on a happy and well fed planet in no time.

It is a sign of how tired I am, and how frozen my brain is that I push the buttons and make myself a coffee from the vending machine.  I squat down and watch as the cup drops into those super grip claws; then the 'coffee' and the 'milk' squirt into my cup.  The machine is so old that the cups still have the poker hands on them.  In the olden days, I guess everyone would stand around the machine, waiting for their coffees to cool down to just below boiling, and play a rousing hand of poker.  Without accidentally spilling and burning the flesh off your hand.

As I take my cup and wander back to the server room my phone goes off.  I check the Caller ID.  Denny, calling from the server room.  He steps out into the hallway and we discuss the semantics of the phrase 'Click the Enter button' while I try to warm up.  I have come to suspect that Denny has no concept of hot or cold in his body.  He is wearing a golf shirt and dress shorts.  He lives in that server room, all day, every day and yet does not notice that it is freezing in there.  Maybe he is the next level of human development, oblivious to cold not because of a coming ice age, but to better serve the machines.  I stare closely at him.  It is possible, but my brain is so cold right now, I am actually reconsidering what I thought 'Click the Enter button' meant.

We are on step twenty-one when I pull Denny away from the servers.

"Denny, I have to get going.  I've got a dinner meeting that I can't miss."

"I thought you said you had a date."

"That was a joke.  It's a business meeting."

He seems disappointed I do not have a date.

"Do you want to stop the install at this point and pick it up tomorrow morning, say around ten?"

He shakes his head; he wants to continue and will be fine on his own.  I double check to make sure he really is ok and then I am gone.  I have less than an hour to get to the hotel, change and meet Julie.  I get reception to call me a cab, head out into the sunshine to reconnect with the planet and increase my body temperature back to normal.

I soak in the rays with my eyes shut when I hear a honk.  That was a fast cab, I think, as I open my eyes.  Fancy cabs too, as there is a new black BMW coupe idling in front of me.  The passenger window slides effortlessly down and the CFO leans over.

"Need a ride?"

"I'd love one."

I hop in and he boots it out of the parking lot, air conditioner on full, leaving the minivans and Civics behind like flotsam in his wake.

 

~

 

We chit chat about the company and the product and what went down with the sale of FireForest to Flooje.  I guessed right that one of the things he did not like about the sale was now he would be one of thousands of clients rather than one of dozens.  It is all about the relationship you have with the client.  That is the most important thing.  Before I know it, we are outside my hotel.  I thank him for the ride as I get out.  He leans across before I can close the door.

"I'm taking a big chance on you, James.  A big personal chance.  I stuck my neck out for you.  If this doesn't work out, I'm going to feel the board putting something very sharp on my neck.  And I don't want that.  You understand?"

I nod and lean in to shake his hand.  I can feel the calluses on his palm.  He is not some office jockey, he is solid, and he has done hard work in his life.  Unlike me.  I make it through the handshake without wincing.  And then he is gone and I am left shivering in the doorway of the Radisson.  As I turn to go in, my phone rings.  It is Denny, with a question about the next step.  I stop at the bellboy stand and pull out my manual.  I have now ten minutes to get ready for Julie.  So much for a shower.  I get Denny back on track and hang up as I see Julie coming out of the elevator.  So much for anything, as I stuff the manual into my case and head over to greet her. 

Starting the evening with sweet raspberry flavored martinis on a completely empty stomach is an exceptionally bad idea.  You would really think I would have learned by now.  I mean, I am a smart guy but Julie had aced her interview, and I, like every straight man on the planet, was a sucker for an excited cute woman.

I find out all about her interview over the first two martinis in the hotel lounge before Denny rings again.  I excuse myself and take the call out in the hotel lobby.  An issue with the phrasing of step twenty-four.  Fair enough.  I hope I can refrain from getting lippy or sarcastic with him.  But I would not put money on that not happening.  I go back in to get my case, apologize with my eyes to Julie and go back out to the lobby.  Ten minutes later, my head spinning from the full contact word play that had gone on, I am back at the bar where Julie is engrossed in conversation, and another martini, with the young, handsome bartender.

"I'm really sorry about that, an important client, in Moscow."

I shrug, hoping she is impressed.  She is and the bartender, realizing he is seriously outclassed, leaves us to go straighten glasses further down the bar.

"Let's go get some food."

I take her arm and we make our way to the bell desk where I inquire about a fine dining establishment in their fair city.  Julie is giggling on my arm.  Maybe room service would be a smarter choice, I think to myself.

"How about we get room service instead of going out?"

She looks up at me, mostly drunk and totally serious.

"We can order room service for breakfast."

"Taxi!"

We get dropped off outside a huge steak house with massive stone walls holding up entire forests worth of lumber to give it that mountain retreat / command bunker feel.  The kind of place where you can order sixty-four ounces of prime rib and not get stared at.  In fact, if you order any less, your manhood will be questioned.

Denny only phones once during the cab ride and I am able to get out of the conversation pretty quickly.  I start to see his knowledge of my phone number as a serious impediment to a successful conclusion of my first post-Ellen date.  Julie had been pretty cozy beside me, her leg rubbing against mine, before the phone call but now she has moved away.  The trouble is, given what the CFO said when he dropped me off, I cannot risk turning off my phone.  I am stuck with it on, and I am stuck with taking each and every phone call from Denny until he was done and went home - or to wherever he went to go offline.  And I am pretty sure Julie was not going to be particularly understanding because this evening is supposed to be all about her.

"That better be the last phone call."

"It is.  I promise."

"Good."

She moves closer for the rest of the trip, nuzzling my neck.  I am on the fast track to heaven.

After walking through the restaurant for what seemed like hours, we are seated in a massive booth, the benches rising up behind us a good four feet above our heads.  I can see wagon wheel chandeliers high above us.  Dwight Yoakum is blaring away.  A perky cowgirl with a nametag that actually said 'Ellie Sue' is our waitress.  She drops two massive, wrought iron menus on the table as Julie orders two more martinis.  Before I have a chance to change my order to Rye & Ginger, Ellie Sue is gone.

"This is pretty fancy; you always take girls you pick up on planes to a place like this?"

I can feel her shoe sliding up and down my pant leg.  It felt great but I wished they would bring some bread so I could soak up some booze and feel a bit less nauseous.

"Only the beautiful ones who ace interviews."

She grins and her shoe moves higher on my leg.  The martinis arrive and we toast each other and our continued successes in life.  I have my menu open and am trying to choose which cow to order.  If I do not get some food fast, I will become completely dysfunctional.  Some people get irritable, grumpy when they are hungry.  Some people, nothing.  Me, I become incapable of everything except opening my mouth and saying really stupid inappropriate things.  Worse, when I am really hungry, like now, even without the martinis, I can barely make a cheese sandwich.

A basket of bread arrives and I dive in.  Julie excuses herself and goes to the bathroom.  With some bread in me, I start to see the Light.  I drink both glasses of water on the table.  I am now in the Light, but then my phone rings.  I can barely hear Denny over the alt-country music.  I need to be off the call before Julie gets back.

"Denny, I can't hear you!"

People around me are staring and gesturing.  I struggle to hear him over the music.

"Talk slower, and louder!"

A manager steps up to me.  He is a twenty three year old cowboy who has never seen a cow and he is actually wearing a cowboy hat.  Does he have no sense of personal dignity?

"Sir, I'll have to ask you to turn off your phone."

"I'll be done in a minute."

"Sir.  Either turn off your phone, for the consideration of the other guests, or please take your call outside."

"Ok."

I return to Denny.

"You're going to have to email me!"

He repeats my email address and I confirm it.  We hang up and I turn off my phone while the manager watches.

"Thank you."

He swaggers off through the restaurant, tipping his hat to a table to middle aged women.  Just another sales guy.  I make sure my email is still working and it is set to vibrate.  I quickly shove my BlackBerry in my crotch as Julie comes into view.  She slides into the booth and resumes caressing my leg with her foot.  She slips off her shoes and is sliding her toes around my knees.  I feel rejuvenated all of a sudden.  Here I am, my first deal is going perfect, no more phone calls, a beautiful - and drunk - girl across from me, and I am far away from home.  My life is great.

Dinner goes smoothly, and I respond to Denny's emails without Julie even noticing because it is dark in our booth and she is drunk.  I keep my BlackBerry on my lap and years of training have enabled me to type without even looking.

Our meals are spectacular - pepper steaks done medium rare, sides of grilled asparagus and Portobello mushrooms - and our conversation witty and brilliant.  At least to us it is.  I would not want to have it recorded and played back once I was sober, but at that moment we were flowing gracefully together in the river of our life.

The martinis had turned to a rich full-bodied Australian red wine, which had now turned into cappuccinos with dessert.  By now Julie has one of her feet sliding up and down my leg, and the other one is massaging my crotch.  I am hers.  And she is mine, until my BlackBerry vibrates under her foot.  She screams, yanks her foot back but slips and slides under the table, cracking her forehead on edge.

"What the fuck was that!?!"

She scrambles out into the aisle, her hair askew, her dress torn and her shoes missing.  With perfect timing, the music stops and the restaurant is able to hear everything with perfect clarity.  She reaches down between my legs and yanks up my BlackBerry.  She waves it at me, threateningly.

"You're Instant Messaging, during our date?!?"

"Julie, no, of course not."

"Then why did it vibrate?"

Everyone is staring at us.  I could see kitchen staff jockeying for a better view in the pass through.

"Julie, just sit down."

"Why did it vibrate?!"

There is no way to say this well.  But maybe I can pull this out of the hat, and calm her down.

"What do you want me to say?"

"Tell me why it went off."

I pause.  Telling the truth is like a jab from a needle.   You can do it slowly and painfully, trying not to hurt the other person, or you can do it quickly just to get it over with.  I go for quickly.

"Cause I got an email."

"You prick.  You stupid prick."

She tosses me my phone, ducks under the table, grabs her shoes, bangs her head again and marches off.  No one moves.  The music remains off.  Then Julie comes back.

"Just so you know, I am not wearing any underwear, and I was going to fuck you all night long."

And then she storms out for good.

I look around at the sea of people staring at me.  The way everyone was looking, I knew I would be a story told for years to come.  A story told to children and grand children.  A story put in time capsules, to be opened and read with awe in hundreds of years.  I find Julie's contact info in my BlackBerry and delete it.  No point in deluding myself about this one.  She was well and truly gone.  I would be paying for the evening, karmically, for a couple lifetimes.  I made eye contact with Ellie Sue.

"Could I get the cheque?"





Cup 10

 

"Good communication is just as
stimulating as black coffee, and
just as hard to sleep after."

~Anne Morrow Lindbergh

 

Macchiato
Edinburgh, Scotland
1 year ago

 

Looking for a good coffee in Scotland, or anywhere else in the British Isles, is simple.  Go to the airport and get on a flight to Rome.  I didn't have the luxury so, in the leftover days after another unremarkable trade show, I went out looking for a good coffee in Edinburgh.  I found a Starbucks, proof there is a God in heaven.  After convincing the girl behind the counter what I wanted was a espresso macchiato - a short espresso with a dollop of milk foam on top - instead of the macchiato they had on the board which contained caramel and other fancy ingredients, I grabbed a seat in the corner and stared out at the streetscape before me.  Downtown Edinburgh was bustling along in the sharp spring air, the old stone buildings slowly being cleaned of two hundred years worth of smoke.  Motor scooters zipped in and out of traffic, dodging tourists and residents alike.  I shut my eyes and took a sip of the coffee in my hand, feeling the tickle of the foam on my lip, blending the sweetness of the milk with the smoky, earthy tones of the espresso.

"Oi, anyone sitting here?"

I looked up to see a pretty, thin, athletic girl in her mid twenties standing in front of me with a coffee and a piece of cake on a plate.  She was pointing to the armchair across the end table from me.

"Nope, it's all yours."

She smiled and sat down, sliding way back, making the chair seem even bigger than it was.

"Goodness, bloody great chairs, eh?"

"Made for giants, I guess."

"Certainly not for ballerinas."

"Is that what you are?  Serious?"

She nodded and smiled.  She had a strong Scottish accent that was quite out of place coming out of her mouth.  I told her I had never met a ballerina before.  She leaned across the table, conspiratorially.

"Truth be told, I used to be a ballerina.  Up until yesterday."

"What happened yesterday?"

"I got sacked.  Too old."

I didn't believe it.  But she assured me it was true.  There was a best before date for dancers and she was now expired.

"Well, you're taking it pretty well."

"Oh, I've known about it since I started dancing professionally.  It's like that cheesy sci-fi film, 'Logan's Run', remember that one?  Where everyone lives a great life until their thirtieth birthday and then they're snuffed out.  I've been watching the clock for fifteen years.  The alarm went off yesterday."

"Can't you fight it, if you still want to dance, cause you sure don't look like you're over any hill."

She nibbled on the cake and thanked me for the complement.

"Ah, I'm done with all that rot, it's time to move on, you know?  I'm free to do whatever I want to do now."

"So what do you want to do?"

She grinned and bounced in the big chair.

"I don't know!  Isn't that dead brilliant?  I do know I don't have to get up at six in the morning tomorrow, nor the next day, and I won't have to bandage my feet to keep them from bleeding, and I won't have to sodding-well diet!"

She pulled off another piece of the cake and stuffed it into her mouth, a look of ecstasy on her face.

"You don't need to diet."

"Oh, yes I do.  Yes I did.  Just cause I'm skinny doesn't mean that I'm skinny enough for ballet.  I has weighed twice a day, every day.  They have this spreadsheet in a computer somewhere of my body weight and my BMI for the past fifteen years, since I joined the company.  Can you imagine?"

Licking the icing off her fingers, she grabbed another bit of cake.

"Bizarre."

She nodded and asked me what I do.  I told her the most interesting version of my job, but after twenty words I could still tell she was already tuning me out.

"And I'm a member of an international crime-fighting league."

"Really?"

"Sure.  We've got a secret lair in an abandoned volcano just outside Seattle.  Helicopters, jet boats, all the usual.  Extended medical and dental, obviously.  Maybe you'd be interested in joining us, we can always use a clever over-the-hill ballerina."

She laughed and said she would consider it.  I watched as she leaned back in the huge chair, contentment oozing from every pore in her body.

"I'm Jamie."

"Veronica Berthiaume.  Nica."

"That's a pretty French name for a Scottish lass."

She smiled.

"I'm the girl with the name like an outsider, whose family has been here for eight hundred years.  Go figure.  Are you from Seattle or just hide out there, Jamie?"

I admitted I lived there and we talked about the Emerald City for a while, as she had been there with the Scottish Ballet's touring company a couple years back.  She got to travel about as much as I did, and worked about as hard as I did on the road, so we talked about hotels around the world.  And about coffee.  It seems it was one of the few things ballerina's can consume.  The rest of their diet consisted of clouds, air and diet pills.

I told her about the killer Turkish coffee in Istanbul and about the cappuccino's in Victoria.  She told me about a place in Helsinki and another in Cape Town.  The conversation filled with favorite coffee beans - hers was Cuban Peaberry - unavailable in the USA, mine - Jamaican Blue Mountain.

"What about Italy?"

I remembered  a good place in Rome, but it had been a couple years since I was there last.  She knew the café and told me that it was now a shoe store.

"But here is where you simply have to go the next time you're there.  It's a little town, up in Tuscany.  Absolutely gorgeous.  My girlfriends and I got away one summer and spent two wonderful weeks there.  This little café in the middle of town with the best coffee I've ever had.  You've got to go there, you've got to.  Montesalvo.  That's the name of the town."

I said I would remember it.

"Is there some lucky guy in your life?"

She laughed.

"Lucky why?  For being with a ballerina who can't eat anything, has bleeding toes and is away most of the time?  Fat bloody chance.  What about you?"

I told her about Ellen.  I was still with Ellen then. 

"Now that's lucky.  I hope you know that.  To have someone who wants to be with you, despite how much you're away."

I nodded.  Nica was looking forward to having a real relationship after years of throwing herself into her work, her passion.

I really enjoyed how comfortable I felt with Nica.  There was no nervousness about what I said, or how what I said might be taken the wrong way.  Talking to her was different.  Different in a good way.

And suddenly there I was, still in a committed relationship, yet talking about my fear of commitment with a very attractive single woman.

"It's not that I'm not committed to Ellen and me, you know, it's just that there is a part of me that isn't.  And I don't know what that part is, or how to get rid of it."

"Why would you want to get rid of it?  That part is a part of you.  Without it, you wouldn't be you.  Just because you don't like it, doesn't mean it isn't helping you in some way."

I sat back and pondered.  She leaned forward and smiled.

"So, the bloody great question is, what is that fear of commitment, and why do you have it?"

"I don't know."

I really did not know.

"Of course you don't know.  If you did know, it'd be pretty hard not to do something about it.  Right?  So just answer me this question, fast, don't take the time to think about it.  Ok?"

I nodded and leaned forward.  She did the same.  Our faces were about twelve inches apart over the table.  She looked into my eyes and asked her question.

"I know you don't know why you have a fear of commitment, but if you did know the answer, what would it be?"

"I don't think she's the one for me."

And it was out of my mouth before I realized it.  Oh my God.  Veronique leaned back and picked up her coffee.  I looked at her, curled up in the chair, a look of sadness and gentleness on her face that spoke more than words.

"I've felt that way too.  A couple of times.  But I'd push that 'bad' feeling down, and soldier on, doing more and more to make the relationship work, and in the end, it never worked.  I'm sorry."

"Hopefully, we'll both find the right people for us."

I sighed and slouched back in my chair.

"Hopefully we haven't already met them, pissed them off, and we're now destined for lives of empty solitude and regular anti-depressants."

I laughed and she joined me.  Bitter cynicism and optimism in the same package.  Cute.

"We're being pretty open with each other here, aren't we?"

I nodded and sipped my coffee.  Being open and drinking coffee, together again.

"So what to you think of me?  Open and honestly."

I choked on my coffee and regained my composure.  A lot of thoughts, a lot of 'proper' responses, flew through my head.  But this was not a sale, I did not have to tell her what she wanted to hear, I just had to tell her the truth.  The truth as I saw it.  And I wasn't ever going to see her again, anyways.  I took a deep breath and she interrupted me before I started.

"You look like a doctor telling a patient they've got a week to live.  Bloody hell, is what you think of me
that awful?"

"I'm just nervous, ok?"

"A nervous American.  You must be the only one."

"Quiet.  What do I think of you.  I think you're fooling yourself if you think you're going to find the next big thing to absorb you the way that ballet has.  I think you're going to crash pretty soon and it will not be pretty.  And I wish I could do something to make that crash softer."

I looked up from my coffee cup where I had been staring and looked her in the eye.

"And I think you look like a kid on Christmas morning the way you are curled up in that huge chair.  And I think you're really cute."

I continued to look at her and she looked at me.  Then she smiled.

"So you think I'm cute?"

"Is that all you heard?"

"That was the best part and, yeah, I heard the rest.  And I'm sure you're right, I'm just going to avoid that for the time being, right?"

I told the truth, my whole truth and she was still sitting across from me.  I had not been slapped or something.  How come I could do this with a complete stranger but not with the people in my life?  That was the question for the ages.

We talked for a while more until she had to go catch her train to London.  She was going to visit her sister, and take in some of the museums she never got to see in all her trips there while dancing.

I understood what she was saying, I had been all over the world to all these amazing cities, and never once did I make it out of my hotel, the convention center or the nearby bars and restaurants.  Business before pleasure.  Always, business before pleasure.  And there are not a lot of potential clients who want to forego the host bar for an exhibit of obscure Neo-Classical wood block prints.

After London, she was off to travel the world, leaving work behind, leaving dieting behind, leaving her skinny behind behind.  I was jealous.  I was jealous and I did not know it.  I still lived for the thrill of the sale then, I did not know what I would do without that.

"Well, thanks for the therapy session, how much do I owe you?"

Nica smiled as she packed up her stuff.

"Next time, you get the cookies and we're even."

"Deal."

Leaning over, she gave me a peck on the cheek.

"You're a good guy, you do know that, right?"

I watched her leave, enjoying the bounce in her step as she headed off into her new life of mystery and excitement.

 

~

 

I felt that way, once, when I started with Gregor, and twice, when Ellen moved in.  The world was opening up to me; something was pushing obstacles out of my way, flicking all the traffic lights to green just for me.

In those times, I felt immortal.  Ready and willing to take on anything and everything the world could throw at me.  And now?  Now I go through the routine, I do what I have done a thousand times before, I drink what I have drunk ten thousand times before, and wake up only to do it all again.  I could pretend there is excitement with every new day, but I would be lying.  A boardroom is a boardroom, whether it is in Duluth, Dortmund or Dubai.  And a trade show is a trade show is a trade show.

I went through the motions in my life and look where it had got me.  I suppressed the realizations I got that day in Edinburgh, I did not address them, did not talk with Ellen about them.  I just pushed that fear under a pile of old mattresses in the far off corner of my psyche.  But that did not work and my fear of commitment ensured I ended up where I am now.  Ellen is gone, Gregor is gone, and I am alone in the world, both in my personal life and in my business.







Chapter 25

 

My phone bill is through the roof by the time the San Diego trade show comes.  I really thought Denny would stop calling once the install was over but twice a day, at least, he is on the phone to me with some other arcane technical issue.  And then there is the Board who all have questions on a regular - if not hourly - basis.  I cannot believe how many questions these people have.  I am starting to wonder if it was a good idea to steal them from Flooje in the first place.  That maybe, for all the talk of our 'relationship', they were really a bunch of clinging whiners.  But these clinging whiners were paying me so I take every call, respond to every email and did not date.  Our relationship was one hundred percent monogamous.  If I even looked at a woman walking by me on the street, my phone would ring.

Tom, the CFO, was not happy I would be away at the trade show in San Diego.

"You'll be busy looking for new clients and what happens to us?  We're stuck here, needing you to work on our issues."

"Tom, that is absolutely not the case.  Have you been to these shows?  No.  They're where I learn what is new, what is important in the product, new features that can make your life easier.  I can find solutions to your issues, in the forums, in the new products that are being offered.  Really, I'd rather not go but it's a part of this business.  And, yes, I will be looking for new clients.  And I am looking to hire more people so I can keep looking after you, ok?"

I am surprised he did not ask me to shovel all that shit out of his office when I was done but he simply agreed with me and we got on with the newest report full of issues with the software I had watched being installed.

 

~

 

I had not been home in almost two weeks when it was time to head to San Diego.  Any longer in Des Moines and I would be able to vote in local elections.  I missed my Faema more than anything.  I would wake up at night, dreaming I was making a double espresso at home and feel like crying when I realized I was in Iowa.  The company had moved me into the basement suite in the Comptrollers house.  Marjorie had been through a messy divorce a couple of years ago, had never recovered, and was grateful for my company.  I was thrilled to be able to spend my meager spare time with a bitter divorced middle-aged woman.  We drank vodka, watched home renovation shows together and then I would lock my bedroom door in case she came looking for me in the middle of another long lonely night.

On the day I fly out to San Diego, I am up at six, spend five hours writing custom reports and putting out fires before getting a cab to the airport.  I look forward to the plane trip, as I will be forced out of contact for a few precious hours.  So imagine my confusion when Tom, Marjorie and a two other board members are waiting at the airline check-in desk for me.

"We decided you were right and this kind of learning opportunity was too good to pass up."

Great.  Absolutely, fan-damn-tastic.  I was bringing the kids on my business trip.  So much for drinking all night long, I would be chaperoning.  And so much for a quiet flight, Tom had got himself seated on one side of me, Marjorie on the other.  Footsie and finances would be my in-flight entertainment all the way to the coast.

Four million years later, we land in San Diego.  Another two and half million years later, we are permitted to leave the plane.  I watch ice ages come and go while Marjorie knocks back tiny bottles of vodka like they are Smarties and Tom continues to speak Accounting to me like I cared.

My luck turns once we get our luggage.  We cannot share a cab because I was no longer staying in the fabulous Marriott Hotel and Marina adjacent the convention center like they were.  I was on my own dime now and was at a motel between the airport and the freeway.  I agree to meet them for dinner the next night and run for the taxi stand as quickly as I can without them noticing.

My hotel is exactly what I expected.  I can hear rush hour traffic while I am in the shower.  Planes on their final approaches rumble overhead.  The hallway smells of fried food, industrial cleaners and despair.  The trade show floor opens at noon the next day so I will head over in the morning and put up my booth.  Tonight was for food, booze and a stupid movie on pay per view.  I am not even going to turn on my phone.  I am free!  Life is moderately good.

 

~

 

Life looks decidedly less good the next morning when I awake to find I have slept in.  It is now ten o'clock.  The TV is still on, and the pay-per-view movie I had fallen asleep watching is playing for the sixth time.  I shave while brushing my teeth, pop a Dexedrine I got from Denny - he survives the freezing server room by self medicating with homemade amphetamines - spray on some Visine and some deodorant and am out the door in seven minutes.  It then takes me another forty minutes to find a cab and get to the convention center.  I have picked the only motel black balled by every cab company in San Diego.  I get dropped off at the front of the convention center into a crush of attendees.  Then I have to sign in and, loaded down with paperwork, hike the entire two-mile length of the center to the booth area.

I get to my booth, having stopped for an emergency quad espresso, and start setting it up.  I am over in the corner of the trade floor - the price for signing up at the last minute - and I have a booth quarter the size of what FireForest or Flooje have.  As I set up, it dawns on me that I am in the Hinterland.  Instead of being across the aisle from the big boys, I can barely see them.

I have never set up a booth by myself before and need to ask my next-door neighbor for a hand with the tricky parts.  He sullenly helps and gets back to his booth as soon as possible.  Soon all that is left to do is hang my artwork and I am good to go.

The artwork.  I look around my tiny booth.  The backdrop is nothing but an empty grid.  No artwork.

I feel panic bubbling up inside me.  Fumbling for my phone, I call the printing company in Seattle.  He guy at the other end checks computer.

"I sent it and I emailed you the confirmation number."

"Where did you send it?  Where exactly?"

I can hear him put down the phone and look it up.  The people at other booths are starting to realize something is wrong.  I am pacing like a tiger in a cage.  A tiger - hopped up on caffeine and illegal uppers in the midst of a full-blown panic attack - in a cage.  He comes back on the phone.

"Ok, here it is.  I sent it to your-"

I remember as he says it.  The bottom drops out of my stomach and my guts turn to ice.

"-home address.  Hello?  You there?"

"Are you sure?"

"What do you want me to say?  I sent it to where you wanted me to send it.  Right?"

A buzzing in my ears threatens to consume me.  I have screwed up.  I was supposed to go home, get the signage, then come to San Diego but I
have been so busy in Des Moines, I skipped going home.  I drop down to the carpet.  I have screwed up, royally.  Even if I can find the signs in a FedEx warehouse somewhere in Seattle, and get them forwarded to my motel here, it would be too late.

"Something the matter?"

It is my neighbor.  I nod.

"I forgot the artwork."

"Dude, your boss is sure gonna be pissed."

I nod again, holding my skull tightly so it will not explode.

"He already is."

"Hey, didn't you use to be with FireForest?"

I nod again.  He leans over from his booth.

"So what are you doing out in the Hinterland?  That's what you all called it, right?  You and that fucking cold-hearted blonde.  The Dayne of our Existence.  I remember you, strutting by us, laughing at us."

I walk away from him.

"Serves you right to fuck up, buddy.  You deserve it!"

All the geeks watch me go, laughing at my amazing misfortune, pointing out how far I have fallen.  I find an exit from the trade show floor and stumble outside into the California sunshine.  Sitting down on the curb, I fumble for a cigarette.  I am shaking so hard it takes a pack of matches to get it lit.  I have screwed up my chance.  Forever will I be remembered as the guy who forgot the artwork.  And who will want to work with that guy?  I feel like screaming, 'Why does it have to be so fucking difficult?  Why does every step have to be a struggle?  What is the universe
trying to tell me that I am not hearing?'  I finish my cigarette without any answers from above.

Then I pack up my booth, check out of my motel, and go home to my half furnished apartment.  I have failed.  Failed spectacularly.







Chapter 26

 

"Look, I understand what you're saying.  Yes.  Yes, that is correct.  Tom, I am putting down everything else on my plate right now and I will there by first thing tomorrow.  You are my priority.  Ok.  Good.  Talk to you tomorrow."

I hang up and look around for a rock to hide under.  No such luck.  And my perfect latte - first one in two weeks! - has gone cold while I was backpedaling and dancing on the telephone.

It is no good being a sales guy without an office full of people to blame.  I am responsible for everything now.  I have so many hats in my suitcase I don't have room for clothes.  That phone call was to the President of my company - me.  The client is pissed with Technical Support - me.  I have to send the Sales Guy - me - out to calm him down and get the deal back on track.  For the first time in my life, I wish I could take my dad with me.  He would know what to do to smooth things over.  And then we could have some quality time together in jail.  But I am not my dad, so I leave the Louisville Slugger, the Polaroid and the forty-ounce bottle of Crown Royal at home and hop a plane to Des Moines.

They are not happy.  I get out to their offices and I see right away I will not be driven back to the airport by the CFO like the first time I was there.  More likely, they will take me out and tie me to a fence post somewhere.  I see the receptionist has taken down the stuffed Minnie Mouse I sent her from Florida.  My whole team is in trouble.  I am not offered coffee in the boardroom.  Instead, I get the chair in the sun.  Great, this is just great.  The CFO starts.

"James, this isn't working."

"Tom, it's not working yet, because it's a complex product and once we-"

"James.  There is no 'we'.  It's just you.  We're sorry for what happened in San Diego, you leaving early, and we hope that your mother is feeling better."

I told them my mother had a stroke when they could not find me in San Diego.  I panicked and pulled a fake sympathy card.  Don't hate me.

Tom continues.

"But this is about business, our business.  And, frankly, we don't think you're up to it, alone."

In these situations, I know the only way to get out and get fresh air is to give up some stuff off the top.  Admit to some mistakes, ones which do not really affect the outcome yet look like I will stand up and take responsibility.  I sure wish I had some people to blame right now.  I make a note to myself to hire so me people, strictly as scapegoats.  Maybe that is a business I could set up.  BlameUs.com.  I lean forward, looking as contrite as I possibly can.

"Sure, there have been a few setbacks but there hasn't been anything that we haven't worked through.  Right?"

The Board looks at each other.  No one nods in agreement with me.  Marjorie is looking down at her manicured nails.

"I'll head right down to accounting and we'll set up a new plan, make some adjustments to the Gant charts and get this project back on track.  I promise."

"It's too late for promises, James.  The Board has made a decision.  And the decision is to hand the project over to Flooje."

"But you can't do that!  This is my project!"

There is an awful silence around the table.

"I thought it was 'our' project; as we're the ones paying for it."

Son of a bitch Marketing guy.  He has been waiting since day one to take me down.  He always wanted Dayne, not me.

"That's what I meant."

The sun is really starting to heat me up.  Not good.  I can feel the sweat on my collar, on my forehead.  And I can feel the deal slipping away from me.

"It's nothing personal, James."

I wanted to scream at them to stop calling me James.  But that is what I am always called when I am in trouble and I was in trouble.  I lean back in the chair.  Overheated and exhausted.  I have been holding so much together for so long, suddenly I did not have it in me to continue.

"Fine.  You're right.  You do what's best for your company."

I could see them looking at me, warily.  Was this some kind of sales trick?  Was I going to turn around, take their words and spin them into a noose to hang them with?  I am not that good and I had given up.  I do not care about their company, I really don't.  I care about making the sale, closing the deal, the thrill of the hunt and the rush of the kill.  I do not care about user training or migration plans.  I do not care about project reports or usability studies.  I do not care about any of it, anymore.  I get up from the table and pick up my briefcase.

"I'll just give you my final invoice and sign a blank Change Of Support form and I'll be out of your hair."

"That would be great."

I sit in the foyer, typing up that final invoice, trying to figure out how much I can pad it without getting caught.  Behind the front desk, the receptionist is on the phone having a laugh filled conversation with someone.  It sounds like how she used to flirt with me.  I finish my invoice and wander over to her.  I need to connect with a printer.  She does not see me coming and continues her conversation.

"Of course I'd love that, Garner, you know me too well."

She laughs again as I get to the counter.  Garner.  Flooje is already on the move.  I would not be surprised if they dropped out of the sky from attack choppers, having flown here from their actual secret underground headquarters.

"Yes?"

"I need to connect to a printer."

She indifferently points to a small printer room down the hall.  I thank her and go connect my laptop.  I can still hear her talking with Garner.  Since they did not talk at all during the sales pitches, when did he get a chance to start a flirting relationship with her?  Since Flooje knew they had gone with me, why would Garner be on a first name basis with the receptionist?  I pause then figure it all out in a sudden flash of insight.  Because they have been working on getting me out, and them in since I stole their client.  They have been undermining me the whole time.  Probably giving the CFO and the Comptroller leading questions to ask me, every step of the way.  Bastards.  God, I hate this business.  It's worse than working for lawyers.  I get my computer hooked up and print my invoice.  But not before adding ten more hours to the total.

 

~

 

I came direct from the airport to the firing squad so I have nowhere to go when I leave their lifeless corporate offices.  The cabbie suggests a good bar and I take him up on it.  When he drops me off, I realize why it is such a good bar.  He has driven all the way across Des Moines and got a big fat fare out of me.  It is an excellent bar, as far as he is concerned.

Six Rye & Gingers later, I sit on a milk crate in the alley behind the bar, leaning against a garbage bin, shaking like a leaf in a hurricane.  I take a final drag of my cigarette and flick it away.  What went wrong?  Where did I go wrong?  What the fuck is going on in my life that this is where I am?  I look around me.  I'm sitting in a stinking alley behind the worst bar in Iowa, smoking illegal Canadian cigarettes, three quarters drunk, and completely jobless.  Even if I wanted to, I could not get work in the industry now.  Not after Dayne's rumor in Phoenix, not after the trade show in San Diego, and especially not after the meeting I just had Des Moines.

I can feel panic welling up inside me.  This shuddering, jolting out-of-controlness that is going to consume me.  I realize I cannot feel my feet on the filthy ground.  I look down, yes, my shoes are on the pavement, and I just cannot feel them.  I am freaking out.  I am hysterical.  I clutch my arms around me and hang on tight.

Then I start to cry.  The whole world is conspiring against me and I cannot make it stop.  I notice I am starting to rock, ever so slightly.  I am crying, and rocking and curling up into a ball in the alley behind the worst bar in America.  I am thirty years old and my life has completely fallen to pieces.  Even if I knew who to call, I would not call them.  I cannot tell anyone what is going on for me right now.  I would scare my mom into the hospital and my dad would just yell at me to "suck it up and be a man".  I realize, right then and there, that I have no one in my life that I can really talk to.  No one who I can really share what I am feeling, what I am scared of.  I am all alone.

I cry.  Cry the tears of all the years of my life.  All these years I have been alone while surrounded by people.  I cry for parts of me that I did not know were sad.  I cry.  I cannot even stop when the big black dishwasher comes out with a bag of garbage and tosses it into the bin I am leaning against.  I have given up all hope and dignity right now, sorry if it bothers you.  When I am done, I will dispose of myself in the bin.

I pull myself together enough to light another cigarette.  I do not care what they taste like; all I want is the pain in my body and head to go away for a moment.  The cigarette does not help.  I think of all the smokes I have had, waiting for shows to start, waiting for demos to begin, waiting for taxis and planes and subways and meals and drinks and life to come.  I break down crying again.  I have not cried since the Challenger shuttle exploded.  And my dad hit me for that.  The back door of the bar opens and I turn towards the wall, hiding my face.

"Hey."

I look up.  It is the big black dishwasher.  He has a cup of coffee in his huge hand and he gives it to me.

"Y'all better get yo'self straightened up, man."

I take the coffee and thank him.

"Don't look like you need my thanks, you'd best check with him."

He points up.   Stupidly, I follow his finger.  For a half a moment, I expect to see someone sitting on the roof of the bar, three stories up.  No one is there, and when I look down, there is no one here either.  The Born Again dishwasher is gone and I am alone again, only now I have a cup of coffee. 

I sip the coffee and regain a bit of grounding.  Maybe it is the smell, or the taste but the simple act of drinking the coffee pulls me out of my panic a bit.  I take out my BlackBerry.  No signal.  A sign if I ever saw one.  I am totally out of contact.  Cut loose.  Even if I did want to call someone, I couldn't.  Climbing unsteadily to my feet, I wander out of the alley into the bright sunshine, pulling my suitcase, carry-on bag over my shoulder.  Sunshine is so wrong for how I feel.  If this were a movie, it would be raining.  I would have my collar turned up; I would be soaking wet and miserable.  But the real world is all happy, sunshine and lollypops.  Only I am wet and miserable.  Nothing is going my way today.  I cross the street to get into the shade and bump into a working phone booth.  The booth itself is battered to within an inch of its life, but the phone is actually intact and functional.  I yank out a handful of change and start feeding them into the phone.  I suck back the final lungful of smoke from my cigarette and dial.

"Hello?"

"Ellen.  It's James."

"Jamie?"

"I've really fucked up.  Really fucked up.  With you, with work, with everything."

"Jamie, where are you?"

"Iowa.  Des Moines.  I'm really sorry, Ellen.  I really am."

"Jamie, are you ok?"

"No, I'm not.  I'm in a phone booth on the wrong side of Des Moines and I wish it was raining."

Silence.  I know I'm not making any sense.  I try again.

"I messed up, Ellen.  I messed up with you; I never listened to you or what you wanted.  I let my job get sold out from under me and didn't even see the signs.  I just kept doing what I always did and didn't see the signs.  The signs from you, the signs from Gregor.  I'm driving with my lights out.  I can't see where I'm going."

"You haven't messed up, ok?"

I see her sympathy as a floating log of hope in my swirling river of despair and lunge for it.

"Ellen, I'm so sorry but I'm coming home and I want to start again with you.  With us.  I know I haven't been the best boyfriend but I know I can change.  I need you, E.  I need you bad."

"Oh, Jamie.  It's too late.  It's too late for us."

"What are you talking about?  I'll come home, you move back in, or we can find a new place, a place that's ours together and we can start again."

I can hear the pleading in her voice to drop it, to let her go, but I make the big pitch, my closing argument to the jury.  I have put on my Super Sales Jamie hat and don't even realize it.

"Why is it too late, Ellen?  We love each other.  We've been through so much together, we can make it work, and I know we can.  I know I can."

"Jamie-"

"I know you don't believe me but just give me six months, and I swear you'll only see the new me, the one that doesn't travel for work, the one who cleans up the kitchen, the one that wants to have kids.  I swear."

"Jamie.  In six months, I'll have a kid."

My input devices are lagging well behind my output devices.  I continue talking because no objection can stop me now.  I can and will win this deal.

"I know I've said I don't want kids, but I realize I want you and if you want to have kids, then I want kids too."

"Jamie, you're not listening."

"We'll have to get a place out of the city, maybe over in Bellevue, I know it's pricy there, but the schools are good.  I read an article in the Seattle Times about it."

"Jamie, I'm pregnant.  And I'm engaged."

These two words make it through the rye-cigarette-coffee fog.  Megaphone words.  Neon sign words.  Nuclear explosion words.

Pregnant.

Engaged.

I drop the phone receiver and walk away.  I know she is calling out, trying to get me to answer, but it is too late, I am well and truly gone.  Gone like a ghost into the fog.







Chapter 27

 

The next couple days are a blur, a haze, and a descent into nothingness.  I have no clarity on all the things I experienced and did immediately after I ended that conversation.  I walk; I know that, I walk for miles.  I walk and I pray for rain.  I hate the sun at that point.  I want the world to feel as bad as I do, right then and there, and a bright, warm, sun shiny day is not helping. 

I don't have my BlackBerry anymore; I beat it to pieces by the side of a road.  That is why I have the cuts on my palms.  I tried to tear it apart with my bare hands before going primal on it.  I think I ate; yet I am not sure about that - my pants seem a lot looser on me.  I have not looked in a mirror in days.  I have not shaved - not that I have to do that ever day anyways - but I simply could not look myself in the mirror.  I could not will myself to look at my eyes.  To acknowledge myself would have put me over the edge again, maybe for good. 

And so, two or three lost days later, I am at the airport, Vente Starbucks in hand, my carry-on bag at my feet, staring out the window at the planes landing on the plains, my heart and head numb.  I do not even hear the boarding announcement and only vaguely notice everyone around me get up in unison and begin to herd themselves towards the airplane.  Yet I cannot will myself to join them.  I cannot move.  I cannot move at all.  An airline attendant comes over to me.

"Are you going to Seattle?"

I nod, vaguely.  He is already making a note that I might be trouble on the plane.

"That was the last boarding announcement."

"Uh huh."

With a look of temporary concern, he turns and walks back to the ticket check in counter.

It dawns on me that the last thing I want to do is get in an airplane and head up into the clouds.  I have spent all my life up in the clouds, racing all over the planet; it is time to be on the ground for a while.  And I do not want to go back to Seattle, not right now.  I do not want to go back to where my former job is, to where my former love is, to where my former good life is.  I get up and, leaving my ticket on the hard plastic chair, walk out of the Des Moines International Airport.

 

~

 

I step out of the airport, and actually enjoy the sun on my face.  Something has changed in me.  I like the sun again and I want to spend some time in it.  I stand there, in and amongst the bustle, and let the warm rays bath my face.  Life is looking better.  And then the security guards tackle me.

"Don't move!  Don't fucking move!"

I do not move.  I do not speak.  I freeze, sprawled face down on the sidewalk.

They hoist me to my feet, plastic zip straps around my wrists, grab my carry-on bag and march me through the airport to the security area.  I am tossed into a sterile interview room and abandoned.  The change of location is so sudden I am unable to comprehend what is going on.  I am vaguely aware of the obviously two-way mirror on the wall, directly in front of me.  I can make out faint shapes moving behind it.  It must be old and starting to its reflective abilities.  After a long time, a time spent stuck staring at myself in the mirror, a time spent looking at the pain in my own eyes, the door opens and a man in a suit comes in.  It is a grey suit; he has a grey complexion and grey short hair to match.  He has got a cup of coffee in his hand.  I choose not to ask him for a cup.  He pulls up a chair and sits down in front of me.

"You didn't get on your plane."

I shake my head.  He nods, slowly, patiently.

"You mind me asking why not?"

"I wanted to be on the ground, not up in the air."

He stares at me for a moment.  Then he leans in, close, so close that I can smell coffee, cigarettes, and powered donuts on his breath.

"What the fuck does that mean?"

"Sir.  I'm having a really shitty time in my life right now, I just lost my job, my ex just told me she's engaged and pregnant, and I don't know what I'm going to do.  Then I realized I didn't want to go home.  I didn't want to go back to Seattle.  Not just yet.  That's all."

He leans back on his chair, his eyes never leaving mine.

"I feel like hell and I just want to be in the sun."

"You just have the one carry-on bag?"

I nod.  He asks me if I checked anything to go under the plane and I tell him yes - a suitcase full of clothes I don't want to ever wear again.  He stares at me some more then makes some sort of decision.  With a flip of his coat, he takes out a walkie-talkie.  I see the butt of a gun briefly under his arm.

"This is 2357.  Hold the flight to Seattle."

He puts the walkie-talkie back and returns to staring at me.

"You've got to pull yourself together, son.  Everyone's a little trigger-happy now and people walking out on their flights puts everyone in a jumpy mood."

I nod.

"I can see that you're hurting, a lot.  But son, there's no point in sitting in that hurt.  That'll just hurt you more, in the long run.  You've got to stand yourself up, brush yourself off, and get back on that horse."

He leans over and slices off my bindings with an old pocketknife.  The blood surges into my hands and I flex them, bringing them back to life.  He gets to his feet and I get to mine.  Together, we walk to the door.  A couple terse knocks and the door opens from the outside.  He leads me, in silence, to a waiting area.  My bag is sitting on the counter.  I pick up my bag and silently we walk through the airport to my departure gate.  The flight attendant is standing by the runway to my airplane holding my discarded ticket.  The Grey Man stops before I take the ticket and looks intently at me.

"No one said that life was easy, and if they did, they were a liar.  You remember that, ok?"

I nod, take my ticket and walk down the gangplank to my plane home.





Cup 11

 

"Life is just one cup of coffee after another,
and don't look for anything else."

~Bertrand Russell

 

Latte
Tokyo, Japan
1 1/2 years ago

 

Surprisingly, it was not difficult to find good coffee in Tokyo; it was just difficult to get to a good coffee in Tokyo.  I struggled through those maddening crowds, my senses constantly being assaulted by the lights, sights, smells, sounds and noises of downtown Tokyo.  But I did finally find a quiet coffee bar in the lobby of the Tokyo Grand Hyatt.

So there I was, a huge latte with an extra shot of espresso, in the corner of quiet French bistro in the middle of Tokyo, my sunglasses on, curled up in a very comfortable - worth more than all the furnishings of my apartment - arm chair.  There was an expensive hush in the air, as if the room had been muffled specifically for my personal pleasure.  I sighed out loud.

"Difficult night?"

I glanced over to find a calm, grandfatherly looking businessman staring at me, a look of bemusement on his face.

"That's an understatement."

He laughed a polite laugh, a laugh suitable for a library.

"The after hours component of business in Japan takes considerably more training and practice than the mundanities of the meetings and the contracts.  I speak of what I know."

He shifted his chair around to be sitting beside me.  Together we looked out at the soaring atrium of the Hyatt, only the gentle sounds of a distant babbling brook in the air.  I noticed he had a hard cover book on his lap.  A book with a picture of a younger him on the cover below the title, 'Getting Past your Past'.  He noticed my gaze and smiled.

"Guilty as charged.  Although I am discovering, to my dismay, I was a much more opinionated man, when I was younger.  Ah, but then, how would we have survived without that blind optimism and brash opinions?  How could all this be created without that spirit?"

He paused, put the book down on a coffee table worth more than my car and took a sip of his tea.

"What brings you to this fair city of the rising sun?"

I explained, briefly, without using the word 'accounting' what I do and why I was there.  He nodded and smiled.

"The young Turk, the Alexander the Great, out to conquer the known world, to claim victory and reign over all you can see.  To stand at that next river and dream of the other side."

"Not really, I'm just selling software."

He stopped and turned to me, his eyes serious.

"Then, if this is not your battle, and what you are currently doing is not your vision of your life, then what are you doing doing it?  Hmmm?"

I took a sip of my coffee and pondered what he said.  What was I supposed to be doing?  I knew I had not got a vision of my life, that was abundantly clear - I made sales, went to trade shows, got drunk a lot, went home to Ellen, and left as soon as I could to go to a trade show and get drunk again.  Wait; maybe that was my vision of my life.  At least if that was my vision, I would know I have succeeded.

"And why are you in Tokyo, sitting in a Hyatt, reading your own book?"

"A respectable query and, for the moment, I will ignore your obvious deflection from the question I posed to you."

He took another sip of his tea, and then took a deep breath.

"I am here to meet, for the first time, the woman I have been having an infidelity with for the past six years.  We have been corresponding via hand written letter and now that circumstances have brought me to Tokyo alone, it is time for us to meet.  My wife decided not to join me on this trip, desiring instead to tend to her garden, as it is planting time back in Boston.  I have been emotionally unfaithful to my wife of thirty-five years and I can't seem to stop."

He looked at me, and I took off my sunglasses.

"I'm sure you were expecting something a little less exciting, like a book tour or some other such thing, but alas, I am here in my muck and mire."

"Does your wife know?"

"Ah, Katherine is too stoic to be wondering about her husband.  She has absolute faith in our commitment to each other.  And yet, for my part, I am less than absolute."

"So what are you going to do?"

"I assume one of two outcomes.  Either I return to my wife, ending the communication with Hiroko, or I return with Hiroko and end my marriage to my wife.  Alas, I cannot continue as things are."

We sat and pondered.  I realized I was certainly guilty of emotional infidelity with Dayne.  I told her more of what I feel than I did Ellen.  I, honestly, put more work into my relationship with Dayne than I did my one with Ellen.  I took Ellen for granted, expecting things from her I would never expect from Dayne.  I felt an ache settling in my gut.  I was more affectionate with Dayne, more open with my affection with her, than I was with Ellen.  Not that I really open up with either of them.  I still hold back, still keep my cards tightly held against my chest.  That was the way I was, that was the way I had always been.  That was the way my dad is.  Just like this old guy's wife.  Stoic.

"I didn't ever imagine anything like this would happen.  A simple letter, expressing gratitude for my book.  This tome.  Yet here I am, sixty-five years old, willing to shake up the foundations of my life."

He turned to me, having spoken mostly to the lobby in front of us.

"My brother said this, when I told him I was coming here.  He said, 'Like it or not, life is kicking you out of your rut, you're heading off the beaten path, your compass is broken and your map has been eaten by a tiger. Take a good look around, pick somewhere to go, and go.'  Those should be the words for a young man, for you, not for me.  Yet here I am, on that precipice, with only darkness in front of me.  And I have to step forward, knowing that there is something there in the darkness to stand upon, or knowing that I'm about to learn to fly."

 

~

 

I remained in the bistro of the Hyatt long after he left to meet his Hiroko.  I think my life looks like I step out into a lot of darkness but I realize I do not do very much of that at all.  Other than search out good places to have coffee.  And that is not much of a stepping into the unknown and hoping to fly.

All these coffee shop conversations I have had, all the lessons I have been given, and I don't know if I have taken any of them to heart.  I hear the words; feel the feelings, yet when I leave, the noise and excitement of the world seems to push those personal internal discoveries right out of my head.  Maybe I will remember half of one, many years later, long after I should have made many intelligent decisions based on its teachings.  I wonder what life would have been like if I had actually remembered all I was taught.  Better?  Or is awareness like a vaccine?  Once you get it, it is too late to go back.  For better or worse, what is done is done and I cannot go back, no matter how hard I want to.







Chapter 28

 

I sleep the entire way back to Seattle from Des Moines, dead in my seat and dead in my heart.  I might have slept the entire way home in the cab, I do not remember and I do not care.  The sun breaks through the clouds as I am dropped off at my apartment and I am almost run down by a mass of Seattle apartment dwellers charging out to absorb as much Vitamin D as they can before the sun disappears again.  Not me.  I get to my apartment; shut the blinds, the curtains and my eyes.

Six hours later, the morning sun sneaks through a crack in the drapes and burns my retinas.  As long as my life is falling to pieces, it seems Seattle will have beautiful weather.  The apartment is a mess.  Trade show junk is scattered all over and my immaculate marketing literature is covering the dining room table.  When I get the energy, I will toss it all into the recycling bin.

First things first.  I shuffle into the kitchen wary of wounding my feet on branded sunglass clips or tripping on Microsoft stress balls and hug my Faema.

My coffee beans are looking pretty sad - all the oils have evaporated, drying them out - but they will work well enough.  I pour the right amount of milk into the steaming pot and steam it up.  I am so zoned out that I miss the perfect mark and the milk boils over.  Then I zone out again and let the espresso pour go on too long, watering down my precious espresso.  I take a grip of the edge of the counter and breathe deeply.  I have to pull it together, right now.  At least long enough to finish making this damn coffee.  With shaking hands I pour the milk into the espresso, forget all about making a pretty leaf in the foam, and shuffle carefully into the living room.  I actually make it to the couch in one piece without spilling any of my coffee.  Success number one for the week.

Then I take a huge sip of the first proper coffee I have had in days.  Then I spit it out all over the coffee table.  I forgot to check the
expiry date on the milk.  I am drinking a curdled double latte.  I drop the cup onto the table and hang my head in disgust.

What else can go wrong in my life?

On cue, a slip of paper slides under my front door.  I pick it up and flip it over, discovering a late delivery notice from FedEx for my booth artwork.  Cursing the gods, I drop onto the couch, holding my cut foot from stepping on a razor sharp letter opener shaped like an '@' promoting a secure email service.

I start to cry again.  Only this time I know no one is going to come and give me a cup of coffee.  No one is going to help me at all.  Because I am alone.  Completely alone.  I look across the room at my Faema.  I paid more attention to that machine than I did my relationship.  I was more attentive to its needs than Ellen's.  I have screwed up so badly across the full spectrum of my life, I do not
think I can recover.  Maybe I am completely broken, incapable of moving forward from now on.  And I can't even make a stupid coffee anymore!

I curl up on the couch, hugging a throw pillow that Ellen made me for my birthday a couple years ago.  She had cross-stitched the Linux penguin on the pillow, thinking it had something to do with what I sold.  What a symbol of our relationship.  I never fully explained what I did to the woman I thought wanted to spend the rest of my life with.

I want someone to make all this pain stop, make it all go away for good, because I have worked really hard for a long time and I want to stop.  I want someone to tell me everything is going to be all right, that I am a good person, that I am not a failure.  That I am loveable and that they love me.

I want my mom.

 

~

 

When I knock on their front door, I am surprised to have my mom give me a big hug and a kiss.  And for my dad to shake my hand, with both hands.  Someone has swapped out my parents with these people who show emotion.

"James, we've been so worried!  Where have you been?"

"I'll get you something to drink."

"Thanks, Dad.  Mom, I'm fine."

She leads me into the living room, a room that remains a pristine example of early eighties décor.  My sister and I used to joke that there should have been a velvet rope, like in a historical site, blocking the entranceway.  You can view the room, you cannot go in it.  Photos are welcome, just no flashes.  And here I was being dragged into it, and plunked down on the chintz sofa.

"Are you ok, sweetie?"

"Mom, I'm fine.  Really."

My dad returns with a drink for me.  It looks like a full highball glass of Rye and an ice cube.  Funny enough, that is just what I need in this moment.  He hands it to me and sits down in his chair, swiveling it to face me instead of the TV.

"Thanks."

I take a sip.  I am wrong.  It is not Rye, but ice tea.  Not American iced tea, but sickly sweet Lipton Ice Tea, the kind you get in Canada when you think you are ordering a cup of cold tea with lemon.  I feel my teeth start to corrode in my mouth.

"I wasn't expecting ice tea."

"Doctor says my livers acting up."

For my dad this is a full confessional.  I take another sip in the silence then put down the glass on a coaster.

"I'm feeling pretty tired, it's been a long couple days.  I think I'm just going to go to sleep now, if that's ok."

"You sure you don't want something to eat?  A grilled cheese?  I could reheat some stew for you."

I shake my head.

"Just a bed to put my head, thanks."

I get up and wander down the hallway to my room.  Graduation pictures still hang on the wall, beside faded wedding photos of my sister, my cousins.  I strip down to my boxers and climb into bed.  It still creaks in the same places and sags in the same places.  As I settle in there is a quiet knock on the door.

"Uh huh?"

The door opens and my mom and dad are standing there.  Just like they did years ago, when my dad was not on the road, his arm on her shoulder, her leaning in slightly, resting against his chest.  There were my parents, standing exactly like they had always stood, just looking a whole lot older than the last time they tucked me into bed.  I feel a rush of emotion, of safety and security in knowing that some things do not change, no matter how much I grow up, no matter how much life throws at me, I have still got a mom and a dad who care for me.

"Good night, Jamie."

I can barely get the words out.

"Good night, mom, dad."

"Sleep tight-"

We play out what was played out every night for so many years.  Together we say,

"-don't let the bedbugs bite."

I shut my eyes; real tight, holding in the emotions I feel.  I feel ten years old again.  The door shuts and when I open my eyes again, the room is black.  For a moment I think I have gone blind, then I realize they turned off the light while my eyes were shut and I didn't notice.

I experience this shocked moment of not knowing where I am, opening my eyes expecting to see the walls and ceiling of my room, and instead seeing nothing but blackness. I feel a momentary burst of excitement, of witnessing the unknown right here in a room that I know so well, where I know every nook and cranny.  I leave my eyes open, gradually letting them adjust until the faint light from under the door lets me pick out all the familiar things again.  Only then do I shut my eyes and go to sleep, safe in my bed.

 

~

 

I wake up early and wander out to find my dad at the kitchen table, deep in the Seattle paper.  He looks up as I shuffle in.

"Read all about FireForest getting sold out from under you.  Created quite a stir in the paper, another local firm sold to some mighty multi-national.  Sons of bitches."

"Yeah.  That was a while ago."

I look around the kitchen and discover the coffee machine is gone from its prominent place on the counter.  Yet my dad has a coffee cup in front of him, his special cup, the one he got for twenty years of service to a company that kicked him out the door the minute he turned sixty.

"Dad, where's the coffee?"

He raises up the cup to me with a grimace.

"Trouble with my gut, the doc says.  This is just hot water."

I shuffle back out of the kitchen, get dressed and head out the front door.  My dad calls after me from the kitchen.

"Where you going?"

"Out."

"When you going to be back?"

"Later."

Ah, the eternal dialogue of parent and child.

"Your mother and I are going to the Andrew's for bridge tonight."

"Ok."

"You've got a key?"

"Yup."

"Ok."

I leave him with the business section and his hot water and wander off in search of coffee. 

This is not much of a town for fine coffee experiences so I go to the quiet little café on the main street and settle in at one of the four stools.  Beside me is a display case full of half eaten pies, I vaguely remember them looking the same way when I was in high school.  The place is empty except for a sullen teenaged girl behind the counter.  I drag her attention away from a book when I sit down.  She points to the menu that is wedged between the ketchup and vinegar bottles.

"Just a cup of coffee, thanks."

She sighs the sigh of teenagers, the sigh of being dragged away from all that is important to them; the sigh that shows their utter contempt for everyone older than them and for everything that does not rotate around them.  I watch her grab an over boiled coffee pot and shuffle towards me.  She has got a barely restrained mop of badly dyed hair, a good two inches of black roots below the frayed blonde tips.  I turn over the coffee cup in front of me and she fills it with the last burnt dregs of the pot.

"Thanks."

She nods and heads back to her book putting me out of her mind completely.  I take a sip of the sludge and shudder.

"You know, since it's just us here, and I'll be wanting another cup, or two, could you do me a favor and sprinkle a little cinnamon in the grounds when you make the next pot?"

She stares at me.

"It just makes a better tasting cup of coffee, that's all."

Without saying anything, she shuffles into the kitchen, bangs around in the cupboards for a bit and comes out with a small tin.  As I watch, she pours a bag of coffee grounds into a filter then looks at me.

"About a teaspoon, right on top."

She sprinkles some cinnamon on top of the grounds, puts the filter into the machine and pushes the button to start the process.

"When was the last time the water lines were cleaned in that?"

"I don't know.  Probably never."

She turns back to her book for a moment then looks up at me.

"Why?"

"Makes the coffee taste worse, if the water lines are dirty."

"How come you know all this?"

"I like coffee."

"Yeah, I got that."

I ask her what she is reading and she holds up the book for me to see.  'Civilization' by Sir Kenneth Clark.  I tell her it looks like a fun read.  She shrugs.

"It's the history of Europe through the art of the times.  Like, you know, the Greeks and the Romans and the dark ages and all that stuff.  Michelangelo."

"What's an aspiring art historian doing in a place like this?"

"Waiting to get out."

She turns back to her book and we sit in silence until the coffee finishes brewing.  She grabs the pot and comes over to me.  I slide my half empty cup out of the way and pull a clean one over to me.  She grabs one too.

"I'd better try this amazing coffee."

She pours for the both of us.  We sip.  It is better, not much, but at least the cinnamon hides some of the bitterness.  I can tell that she is impressed; I have made the coffee taste better.

"Not bad."

The ultimate complement from a teenager.

"I can show you how to make an excellent cup of coffee even from those cheap grounds, if you want."

"Really."

I nod.  I ask her for a two-quart container, and four packs of coffee grounds.  She gets all that for me and lays it out on the counter.  I pour the grounds into the container, filling it a couple inches.  I make a mark on the side of the container, four inches up the side, twice the height of the grounds.  I tell her to fill it up to my mark with cold, fresh water.  She gets a water jug and does what I ask.

"Right, now we put that away until tomorrow morning.  Can I get a large cup of this fine java to go?"

She smiles and puts the container under the counter.  I pay for a couple cups of coffee.

"You working tomorrow?"

She nods and holds up the book.  She has more than half left to read.  I smile and head for the door, telling her I will see her tomorrow. 

Instead of heading back home, I head down to the Nooksack River to sit.  I used to love hiding out along the banks, finding a shelter between some rocks, in the sun yet hidden from all around.  It is tough moving to a small town when you are teenager, and I struggled to fit in, being always seen as the outsider.  And, as soon as I was able, I became an outsider again by moving to Seattle.  Always moving and struggling to fit in.  That's me.  I settle in on a rock and lose myself in the water flowing by me.

The rest of the day is as eventful as last night, I avoid any place where I might run into anyone from high school, we have an uneventful early dinner of grilled chicken - no more fried food for dad - and vegetables - he has cut down on the starches too.  I wonder if I am in some parallel universe until my dad settles into his chair in the living room and starts watching a John Wayne DVD until my mom is ready to go out.  Now I know I am home.  I retire to my room, and read one of my old Hardy Boys adventures until I fall asleep.  Oh, what a life I lead.

A knock on my bedroom door wakes me up the next morning.  I cannot tell what time it is, but I know I could sleep more.

"Uh huh?"

The door opens and my mom is there with Ellen.  I sit up, quickly.  Ellen enters my room and my mom shuts the door behind her.

"What are you doing here?"

She steps closer then stops and steps back.

"Jamie, I was really worried about you.  I didn't want to tell you that way, on the phone.  I really didn't."

"It's ok."

"No it isn't.  You've got to stop saying that about everything.  It isn't ok.  That was a shitty thing to do to you, especially when you were obviously hurting pretty bad."

"I was in Des Moines."

She nods and comes over to sit beside me on the bed.  I am still under the covers.  I tell her she looks good.  She does.  She is glowing.  She has cut her hair; short, stylish, sassy.  It looks great.

"Are you here so we can work it out?"

She shakes her head.

"I'm here because I care about you.  And because I'm moving on with my life and I want you to do the same.  I want you to find the happiness you couldn't find with me."

"I was happy with you."

"And that's why you spent so much time on the road with your friends?"

"They're not my friends anymore."

"You felt safe, Jamie, but I don't think you were really happy.  I don't even like coffee."

I reach across and put my hand on her belly.  Something I have done thousands of times before.  Something I am doing for the last time.  And this time, I can tell there is something in there, there is a baby growing inside her. I remove my hand and look at her.  She looks at me, conflicting emotions of sadness and joy in her eyes.

"I'm really sorry, Jamie."

"I'm really sorry too, Ellen.  I did a lot of-"

She puts her hand to my mouth to stop me going on.

"Sorry is enough."

She gets up and straightens her skirt.

"I had to see you to see that you're ok."

"I'm ok."

"Everything we've done, or haven't done has brought us to this place.  So thank you for helping me to get here.  I couldn't have gotten here without you."

And with that, she leaves.  I sit on my childhood bed, in my childhood room, and listen as she backs out of the driveway and out of my life.





	

Chapter 29

	 

	Megan is still reading her book behind the counter when I walk in.  Like yesterday, the place is empty.

	"Morning."

	"Not anymore."

	I sit down at the counter and she wanders over to me.

	"You're late."

	I had gone for a walk out into the forest, deep into the enveloping greenness, and screamed at the top of my lungs for what felt like an hour.  Then I had stomped down a bunch of bushes, broken a number of branches, generally thrashing about.  Life was really not being very fair to me, and I wanted life to know it.  I was not sure if life had heard, so I yelled some more.  Now I sounded like I spent last night chain smoking cigars and drinking fine South Dakotan scotch.

	"I had some stuff to take care of."

	"Like what?  Tell me."

	She pulls the container up onto the counter as I sigh.

	"Like seeing my ex.  Who's pregnant and engaged."

	"Ouch.  What do we do with this?"

	Teenagers.  Grudging recognition of the other and then get the conversation back to them.

	I tell her we need to strain the grounds out.  She gets a kitchen strainer, which we line with a coffee filter.  With her holding the strainer over a smaller container, I slowly pour the sludge through.
 
	"How come you know all this about coffee?  You work for Starbucks or something?"

	"Nope, I just like coffee.  All sorts of coffee."

	It is slow going filtering the sludge, requiring a number of filter changes.

	"What are you reading about now?"

	"Rome.  During the Renaissance."

	"Huh.  I've been to Rome."

	Her eyes light up and she almost lets go of the strainer.  I pull her back into focus.  We can not mess this up because I really need to have a good coffee soon.

	"Really?"

	I nod.  We are almost done with the filtering.

	"What was it like?  It is as amazing like they say?  Did you see the Forum?"

	I shake my head.  She rattles off a number of other sights in the eternal city.  The Vatican Museum, St. Paul's Cathedral, Trevi Fountain, the Parthenon.  I shake my head each time.  Finally she stops.

	"I thought you said you'd been to Rome."

	"I have been.  A couple times, three times, I think."

	"Why didn't you see anything?"

	"I was working."

	When I say working I mean I was drinking at some modern hotel attached to a modern trade and convention center.

	We finish filtering and she takes the strainer back to the kitchen.  What is left is ten ounces of thick, black syrup.

	"That's it?"

	I nod.  I tell her we need some hot milk.  Not boiling, just nice and hot.  Whole milk preferably, not skim.  She calls out from the kitchen, where she is microwaving some milk.

	"I don't understand how you could go to Rome and not see anything.  Have you been to Paris?"

	I tell her yes but I didn't see anything there either.  Except the Eiffel Tower, but I was doing a power meeting in the restaurant at the top so I did not really take in too much of the view.

	"I've been to Amsterdam, London, Glasgow, Tokyo, Berlin, Sydney, New York, Washington DC, Singapore, Beijing, and all I saw were the insides of convention centers and business class hotels."

	She returns with the milk.  I grab a couple more cups and pour just over an ounce of the coffee syrup into each cup.  Then I fill them with the hot milk.  Not a perfect Latte, but it will do.  The coffee syrup is heated up by the milk to the perfect temperature.  I hand her a cup.

	"Salut.  As they say in France."

	She reaches for the sugar and I stop her.  She frowns and I push her hand down.

	"No sugar.  Trust me."

	We both sip.  I watch as her eyes light up.  I am thrown back to my first cappuccino, with Kate, all those years ago.  I can see this girl, Megan, is starting a lifelong relationship with good coffee.  I have passed on the torch.

	"OMG.  OM-F-G!"

	She takes another sip as I explain.  It is called Cold Infusion; cold water and time extracts the flavor out of the coffee grounds instead of boiling water shocking it out.  So you get all the taste and none of the bitterness, even from cheap old industrial strength grounds and a little hot milk will heat it right up.

	We savor our faux latte's, soaking up the life affirming smells of the coffee and milk.  Despite the amazing coffee in her hand, she will not let my Europe experiences go.

	"Let me get this straight.  You got paid to go to all these amazing cities and you didn't see anything, the galleries, the works of art, and the sculptures.  You just hung out in some stupid bar and got drunk with your friends."

	I am starting to feel a bit defensive.  All I want is a little slack, instead I am being yelled at by some teenaged Goth about European history.

	"I was in those cities on business, ok?  I had trade shows to work, and meetings to have with clients and potential clients.  I worked hard."

	"And you had no time off."

	"No."

	She stares at me, sipping her coffee, looking at me over the top of her mug.

	"Bull."

	"Ok, I had time off.  Shit.  I had lots of time off but I was always hung over and so I just slept."

	She walks over and gets her book.  Turning it around so I can see inside, she flips through the pages, stopping each time there is a full-page color print of some magnificent piece of art.

	"I am busting my ass, working here, so I can save enough money so I can go to Europe and see all this."

	She stops on one page and points to the Mona Lisa.

	"And you were right there, in the same city, right there, and you didn't even bother.  What the hell is wrong with you?  My mom says I'm gonna be pregnant by seventeen, just like she was and that'll be that.  Dude, there is no fucking way I'm sticking in this town.  No fucking way.  There is too much of the world to see.  And you, you got out!  You've been everywhere!  Everywhere, and you didn't see anything!  Shit."

	She walks away from me.

	I tried to help, show her how to make a good coffee and now I feel like shit.  I have taken advantage of the planet and never appreciated it.  I have flown all over the place, hundreds of thousands of miles in the air; I am personally responsible for heating up the planet a full degree.  And Megan is right; I did not see anything except the inside of a hotel mini bar and the room service menu.  What kind of an idiot - what kind of self-absorbed fool - goes to all the places I have gone and has never seen anything I could have seen?  And, with all those stories of traveling all over the world, I did not even bother to go to my high school reunion.  I was too busy, getting drunk in Taipei.  I really was an idiot.







Chapter 30

 

I don't return to the café for the rest of the time I am home.  I just cannot face Megan and her judgmental teenage disgust.  So much for being honest and telling the truth.  Once more, I tell the truth and get the shit kicked out of me.  I should have lied to her; it would have been so much easier.  She knew I was in a bad place, I had told her Ellen - engaged and pregnant - had come to see me.  I mean, give a poor guy a break!

Instead, I drink herbal tea with my dad.  Herbal tea is the seventh level of hell for a coffee drinker.  And I go for long walks, spending hours trudging around the forests.  I wish I could say that I did a lot of good thinking while I walked, but that would be a lie.  I wish I could say I figured out my life, but I didn't.  I did start to feel an ache, a pull back to 'the business'.  I desperately needed something to distract me from me.  I realized I wanted a phone call from Gregor, from Flooje, asking me to come back to work.  I wanted to be wanted again.  And I was afraid that if they did call, I would go back.  I would forget how they all screwed me over, and go hopping back, ready to put on my Super Sales Guy hat and get out there to do the dog and pony show of software sales.  And I was more scared that I was having those thoughts than I was of the thoughts themselves.

One morning, maybe two weeks after I arrived home, dad gives me 'The Lecture'.  The one about getting on with my life, getting back out there, blah blah blah.  Long forgotten teenage skills of tuning out 'important' messages from parents were brought back into use.

"I talked to the guys down at Smith Burn.  There's a position that you'd be good for.  It's for a junior sales guy, and you'd get to do some traveling.  You area would cover from here east to Spokane and down to the Columbia.  But not greater Seattle."

Shoot me now.  The territory encompassed most of eastern Washington state and about eighty-five people.  Maybe ninety.

"I know you haven't sold our product but I figure since you're my son, you're a shoe-in for the position.  And they need someone right away.  You can continue to live here; we'd just expect you to contribute around the house, some rent, food, etc.  And I'm sure you'd want to get your own place at some point."

I cut him off before he really gets going.

"Dad, whoa, I don't want to work for Smith Burn."

He stops and scowls at me.

"What's wrong with Smith Burn?  It got us this home, got you through high school, it did.  They did good by me for a lot of years."

"Dad, they fired you the second you turned sixty.  And I'll be ok; I don't need your help."

"Oh, you don't do you?  Mister Mope-Around-The-House?  You're so afraid you won't even go back to see Megan at the diner.  You think we don't know about that?  This is a small town, son.  Just because she hates it here, doesn't mean she doesn't talk to people."

I get up to leave.  He reaches out and pulls me back into my seat.

"It's time for a talk.  Man to man."

"You going to get the Crown and a baseball bat, too?"

I shake off his hand and stand up.

"What are you going to tell me, dad?  To lie and cheat to get every deal?  To sell anything to anyone, no matter of if they need it or not?  What?  I know about the power of Polaroid's, dad.  You told me when I was eleven.  Instead of talking to me about being a man, or about women, you told me about the power of blackmail.  So don't be trying to help me figure out my life, thank you very much.  This is not where I want to be at the end of mine."

I can see my mom, lurking in the hallway, listening to everything I say.  But I cannot stop; a switch has flipped in me.  I wanted some sympathy, some unconditional support from my parents for the first time in my life and instead I get this.

"I won't be an absent father, gone all the time, I won't.  And I'm not going to spend my life selling crap I don't believe in.  I can't do that.  Not any more."

"You ungrateful-"

"No dad, I'm not ungrateful.  I'm just not going to be like you.  I'm not like you.  I'm not."

Before he can continue, before he can get a full head of steam built up, I walk back to my room, grab my things and leave.   I give my mom a kiss on the cheek in the hall where she has not moved.

"I love you mom.  And I love him too. But I gotta go and find something, somewhere."

And with that, I am gone. 

I stop at a payphone outside the gas station on the main street of town.  A 1-800 call later, I have a one-way ticket booked to Europe.  What I am looking for isn't going to be found in North America.  I know that now.  And I have to get out and do something, not just sit around driving myself crazy waiting for Flooje to call.  As I wait for the final confirmation numbers, I glance across the street to see Megan, reading her book, in the empty diner.  I get my confirmation number for a flight leaving in two days.  Just enough time to clean things up in Seattle.  I am about to hang up when I notice Megan making herself a cup of coffee using the syrup we made.  She has a steaming pot of milk and is using a battery powered aerator to foam the milk.  She carefully pours the milk into a new wide latte cup over the coffee concentrate.  Then she sprinkles some chocolate powder on top.  She has been fully converted.  By me.  The polite operator on the phone interrupts me.

"Will there be anything else I can help you with today?"

"Yeah.  Exactly how many points do I have left?"

 

~

 

An ad on craigslist sells my car in a day.  Another one finds a couple just arriving in Seattle and needing a fully furnished place to rent.  Mine is furnished enough for them and with the handing over of a bank draft - no cheques please - I am done.  I pack what I care about - not that there is much - and put it into a tiny storage locker down the street.  The kind of place full of peoples forgotten stuff, from merging of households, or from downsizing.  The hardest part was disconnecting my Faema and putting it into storage.  Even though I knew she will be waiting for me whenever I return to Seattle, I still felt like I was putting my only child up for adoption in a third world country when I shut the locker door for the last time.

I deposit the final cheque to James B Consulting in the morning and am finished.  Done with being a sales guy, done with my apartment, done with Seattle.  Done with the way I have been since - well, since I could remember.  Since my first paper route.  I feel like a weight has been knocked off my shoulders, I feel lighter, more alive.

I had some lingering guilt about lashing out at my dad, but if I hadn't he would have convinced me to go for the interview, get the job and then where would I be?  Stuck in the town I grew up in, selling something I hated.  And my dad is a good salesman; he would have sold me the whole deal, without breaking out the Rye or Polaroid's.  He's that good.

I catch the city bus to the airport.  I would rather be in a cab, but without a client to charge it to, I cannot afford it.  Besides, I have nothing but time now.

 

~

 

Megan did not look very happy to see me when I went in one last time before leaving for Seattle.  I point at the coffee syrup as I sit down at the counter.

"If you keep that refrigerated, it'll last longer."

She nods and pours me a coffee, using her remaining steamed milk.

"The foamer was a nice idea.  I hadn't thought of that."

She smiles a bit and hands me my coffee.

"Thanks." 

We both sip out coffees for a moment then I put mine down.

"Listen, I just wanted to say good-bye.  I know you don't care, but I do.  I'm getting out of here, and I'm going to look around Europe.  Actually see what there is to see."

Her eyes light up with a combination of excitement for me, and pain for her.  I am going where she always wanted to go, and she is staying behind.  Her excitement starts bubbling out and she forgets all about being mad at me.

"You've got to see the Rijksmuseum in Holland, that's where the Rembrandts are; and Chartres Cathedral, outside Paris.  Look for the maze on the floor, you've got to crawl around that - it's amazing.  And-"

"Megan, could you write it out for me?  I'll never remember it all."

She grins, and suddenly she is a real teenager for the first time since we met.  She hops into the kitchen and comes back with a battered notepad.  Without consulting her book, she starts writing, single-spaced, all the places I totally 'HAVE' to go and see, and why.  I sip my coffee, enjoying the lightness of the foam, the dark murkiness of the coffee, the richness of the milk.  Good coffee is so good.  I am done before she is, so I pour myself another coffee, mostly coffee concentrate, and just enough milk to heat it up.  Then I pile on the foam.  A wet cappuccino this time.

Megan finishes her list, slides a pink pen over her ear and hands it to me.

"That's not everything, but it's a good start.  You come back after seeing all that, and I'll have another list for you."

I thank her for the list and then ask to borrow her pen and the pad.  She hands them over and watches as I start to write.  My list is not as long but it does span as much of Europe.  I finish and slide it across to her.  She turns it around and reads it, a quizzical look on her face.

"What's all this?"

"Those are the best coffee shops I've found, all over Europe.  And a couple over here.  I left out Asia.  You can get that list from me some other time."

"Great.  This some kind of cruel and unusual punishment?  I doubt I'm ever getting to Europe, so totally forget Asia.  This place isn't the big tip capital of the world."

"Yeah, I know.  And I don't even buy food here."

I point to the sixteen-digit number at the top of the page.

"That's a confirmation number.  You've got a one-year open return ticket to Frankfurt waiting.  But you have to fly out in six months.  Then you've got yourself a year wherever.  I'm sure you can figure out how to survive in Europe."

She nods, still not fully comprehending what I am telling her.

"You mean I'm going to Europe?"

She holds up her battered book of dreams, and points at it.

"I'm going there?"

I nod again.  Then she screams.  She screams and jumps around like she has been named head cheerleader.  Then she screams some more.  I sit back and enjoy the show.  She hops around the counter, still screaming and gives me a huge hug.  I realize she is a tiny little thing, half the size of Ellen, as I hug her tight.  I miss having someone to hug.  I let Megan go and she calms down, a bit.  Maybe a force four storm of excitement now.

"Are you sure?  Are you really sure?"

"I'm sure.  I had the extra points and I thought you could use them better than I could.  I got millions of points, flying all over, and, like you said, I wasted every trip by not seeing anything of value.  Don't be embarrassed, you're right.  I didn't.  So now I'm going to do just that, and as thanks, you can go too.  And if we meet again somewhere out there, you'll buy the coffee."

"You've got it."

And we shake hands and the deal is done.  And I feel good.  Really good, deep down in my soul.







Chapter 31

 

A twelve-hour flight later, I land in London and start wandering.  My quickly battered list from Megan aims me at museums, art galleries, statues, monuments, and a whole lot of old buildings all over the continent.  It takes me a couple weeks to get into the flow of this new life of mine.  Getting used to staying in budget hostels instead of business hotels.  No more room service, no more all night benders in posh nightclubs on an expense account credit card.  All that is gone now.  And I feel distinctly liberated because of it.  I do not have to be anywhere I do not want to be.  My rail pass gets me where I want to go, and if that is not where I want to go, then there are always people in the hostels driving somewhere interesting or another train leaving to someplace else.  I meet a lot of really cool people, just about every day, and then a new group the next day.

I catch up with the world espresso championships in Helsinki and get to see the hometown champ win a tight finish to the world number two, from Vancouver, BC.  I am in coffee heaven.  I spend forty Euros on a single cup of drip coffee while I am there. 

The Kopi Luwak beans that make the expensive brew are retrieved from the droppings of the Luwak, a cat-like member of the civet family in the jungles of Indonesia.  This is not a joke.  It is a truly magnificent cup of coffee with flavors of fermented plum and dark chocolate with hazelnuts.  To get back on budget, I sleep in a park that night and it is totally worth it.

I drop my mom an email, once a week, letting her know I am doing fine.  She lets me know my sister is thrilled to be pregnant again.  Good for her.  I am happy to let her have the kids and keep mom and dad in grandchildren.  Keeps the pressure off me for a bit more.  Dad gets over my outburst, and now proudly looks at it as me asserting my independence, more than eleven years after I moved out of his house.  Parents.

Wandering around Europe, meeting only people who are avoiding their futures is great - for a while - but the future always has a way of showing up.  Usually about the time your bank account hits empty and your credit card hits full.  I was not there yet, but every once in a while, I could see my future, waving to me from around a corner, or on a passing bus.

Megan's list is great, she leads me to all the great and famous works of art across ten countries, but as I stood in front of the 'Mona Lisa', as I pondered 'The Nightwatchmen' or mused at some Turner or Gainsborough, I realized all this art didn't connect with me the way a really good coffee did.  I fully expect to be called shallow and unrefined but it was true.  I tried to get the art, I read the guides and appreciated the brush
strokes and the color theories but honestly, give me a cup of Yemen Mocha Sanani on a sunny patio somewhere and I would be much happier.

Two months of traveling later, I arrive in Rome the day the trade show starts.  A trade show I used to come to.  And by some random twist of fate, I find myself standing on the second floor looking down at the entrance foyer of the trade show hall.

I lean against the railing, doppio espresso in hand, backpack between my knees, three days stubble on my face and watch all the corporate ants scurry around, from place to place, briefcases in one hand, BlackBerries in the other, signaling to each other, shuttling about.  After eight weeks of moving at my own relaxed pace, watching the rushing was almost unbearable.  I can't believe I used to be one of them.  And I was one, one of the best.  I did not waver when I crossed a room, people moved for me, not the other way around.  I dressed right, always, able to morph from the boardroom to the server room with the loosening of a tie or the removal of a jacket.  I fit in wherever I was supposed to be.  I always looked and talked appropriate to the circumstance.  A corporate chameleon.  But I was not ever myself, never.  No one wanted to see me; they wanted to see what they were projecting onto me.  Capable, corporate, ruthless, whatever.  Loving, caring, quirky were not of value.

I am brought out of my thoughts by a stunning blonde cutting a swath through the bustle below.  The rushing men around her simply melt away from her stride like a hot knife through butter.  Dayne.  She stops in the middle of the room, dead center, knowing that all eyes are upon her.  The ice goddess, the unattainable.  The night I ruined our friendship was the only time I saw her being real.  Really real.  The rest of the time, she was playing her role, and I was playing mine.  With her, my role was the 'safe' male friend, who could protect her from the unsafe men around her all the time.  I was like her eunuch bodyguard.  And I played it, happily, for the chance to be closest to the goddess.

I watch as the others join her.  Soon they are all there, as she is now the Queen.  I was the King, but she slew me, in that hotel bedroom, and then in a couple of corporate boardrooms.

I thought of them as my friends.  And I think they thought of me as their friend.  Except during a deal.  Then we were mortal enemies.  But when a deal was over, we were back to being friends.  Yet none of them contacted me once FireForest got sold.  No emails, no text messages, no phone calls.  I was dropped off the edge of the earth.

But I did not call them either, I did not talk to them about what happening to Ellen and me, I did not share with them all that was going on in my life.  I held back and so did they.  Is that friendship?  Did I hold back because they did, or because I was afraid to share?

Remember in grade school, you had your friends you would play with at school, after school and on the weekends, and then you had your 'school friends'?  The ones you would play with at recess, at lunch, but you would never invite them over to play on Saturday.  And you never went to each other's birthday parties.  But you still were friends.  School friends.  Acquaintances.  That is what everyone down below was to me.  I thought they were real friends, but they were not.  And I was not to them either.

I suddenly realize why I came to Rome when I did.  Because deep down I missed them and knew they would be there that weekend.  Because I hoped we could get back together and be friends again.  Because I am lonely.  Because I am tired of meeting new people in a new hostel in a new city every night.  Because I want a place to call home and real friends to call when I am at home.  But deep down I know I will not find any of that down on the trade show floor.

I take once last glance down and Dayne looks up at me.  I guess the energy we used to have is still there.  We make eye contact for a moment, and then she looks away.  No one else looks up so I know she does not mention my presence to anyone.  That says it all so I pick up my pack and leave.  I have faced my fear, my fear that I could still be dragged back into that life.  I walked into the dragon's den and walked out again.  I have no interest in that life anymore.  I don't know what has changed but something has, I have shifted on some major level.  I wish I knew how it happened, when it happened, how to make it happen again.  But, by just wandering around Europe, I have flung one monkey off my back.  Only a couple dozen more to go.

I don't want to stay around Rome in the unlikely event I run into anyone else I knew so I head over to the train station, get out my pass and glance up at the big overhead departure board.  Where do I want to go today?

Montesalvo.  Why do I know that name?  I stare at the sign.  The train leaves in five minutes from the track directly in front of me.  Unable to remember why I know the town name, I get onto the train.  It is probably some place Megan told me about.  I would figure it out when I got there.





Cup 12

 

"No coffee can be good in the mouth 
that does not first send a sweet 
offering of odour to the nostrils."

~Henry Ward Beecher

 

Doppio Espresso
Montesalvo, Italy
Now

 

I found the little coffee shop in the beautiful town of Montesalvo, just where Veronique, the Scottish ballerina, said it would be.  A row of tables outside, looking across the palazzo towards the massive Catholic church, still getting the right amount of sun through the old trees that lined the plaza.  I slipped inside, smelling the rich aroma of the beans, of the coffee.  Off in the back, a clutch of old men were playing backgammon.  They looked up and took me in, making their instant judgments and opinions.  Their faces were worn and wrinkled from years of life in the vines surrounding the town.

I gave them an honoring nod of my head and turned to the counter.  Behind is a massive brass espresso machine; nearly four feet tall, grand eagles perched on top, their wings spreading to surround the machine.  It is clearly the largest espresso machine on the planet.  And it has only got one group.  The boiler must have been stolen from an old train, the eagle from a Renaissance palace.  I took in the atmosphere while waiting in line.  Finally, my turn comes.

"Si?"

I refocused to see an old man behind the counter, an old man who should be with the old men in the corner, relaxing and getting on with doing nothing.

"Doppio espresso, grazie, et-"

I pointed to one of the pastries in the display.  He nodded and turned to the massive machine.  Behind me has collected a lineup of a half dozen people, locals and tourists.  It seemed that this part of Italy was next on the 'you simply must go there' list, Tuscany and Umbria having been visited out by the un-enlightened.

As the old man prepared my espresso, he gestured for me to take a seat.  He would bring me the coffee.  I looked around, no one was helping him, and the line up was now out the door.  People were starting to get impatient.  Tourists, they get pissy waiting in a Seattle coffee shop, one where they blast out complex drinks like they were pouring drip.  I would have too, in my past life.  I would have been furious.  I would have badmouthed the place to everyone I knew.  'They kept me waiting!  Me!  Can you believe that?!'  And now...

"You look like you need some help."

He turned to me and nodded.  His two grand daughters had the flu, he explained.  It was just him.

I walked around the display case, past the old men, who had stopped playing to watch, and stepped behind the counter.  The old man was staring at me.

"You take the orders, I'll make them, ok?"

He smiled appreciatively and handed me an apron.  I turned to the juggernaut before me.  I felt like I in the engine room of an ancient ocean liner.  What was I doing? 

It took me fifteen minutes to get the hang of the strange old beast of a machine and then I was churning out the best espressos of my life.  I felt alive, actually making a physical product for people; instead of selling them something that was nothing but 1's and 0's burned onto a CD.  A bunch of 1's and 0's that did something with other bunches of 1's and 0's to explain something else, in 1's and 0's.  But this was different.  I was making something, something people want.  Three hours later, we caught a break.

The old man shut the front door, and turned the 'Aperto' sign to 'Chuiso'.  It was time for lunch.  The old men in the corner remained in place, an essential part of the shop.  As necessary as the walls or the ceiling.  I sat down by the window and rested my feet.  He came  back out with a carafe of red wine and a plate of cheese and meat.

"Grazie.  I'm James."

"Ah, Giacomo.  I'm Silva.  I appreciate your help.  It's too much to do by yourself."

"I can see that."

He poured us each some wine and told me he made it.  Last year's vintage.  I took a sip; it is good, earthy, and strong.  Perfect with the selection of cheese and sliced meat.  I had not been drinking very much on my travels - I couldn't afford to.  Some wine with meals, but I had not touched a glass of Rye since I hit the continent.  As we ate, he told me about the shop.  He was the eighth generation of his family to run it, but his only son decided to become an architect and so now lived in Milan.

"And your grand daughters?

He rolled his eyes.

"They work for me because their mother, my only daughter to stay here, begs them to.  They do not like it, they do not even like coffee."

As he said that with incredulity, I think of Ellen and her Earl Grey tea.

"I can understand that.  And your wife?"

She passed away, cancer, five years earlier.  We sit in silence and eat with gusto.  I felt like I had done a couple huge deals and run a marathon, all in Italian.  Silva had kept coming over and helping me make the coffees to his exacting standards during the morning but by eleven was leaving me alone.  I had passed his rigorous test of competency.

"So what happens to this place, when you retire?"

He sighed and shrugged.

"I sell it, and join the village elders in the corner, if the new owner doesn't kick us all out into the street.  If the new owner doesn't turn my family heritage into a fancy restaurant, like they did to my cousin's coffee shop over in Montececcino.  The big boys, up from Roma, from Napoli, they come in and make everything just like Roma.  Why don't they like tradition?"

"That's got to be pretty tough, selling a two hundred year old family business."

He nodded, sadly.

"I had hoped my grand daughters would want to take it over, but they're too interested in boys, in clothes, and in going to America to see their cousins.  The ones that left.  I know they have got to get on with their own lives, I know that, and I wish there was one of them who wanted to stay here.  If they don't want to do it, I don't want them to, and I still wish there was family to take over after me.  But what am I to do?  It's too late for me to have more family."

"You could try?"

He laughed, and drank some wine.

"And what brings you to our little town?"

"I was told about your shop."

He leaned back, disbelieving.

"It's true, I learned about it from girl I met in Edinburgh."

"A beautiful girl?"

I thought about Veronique curled up in the big chair, a wide smile on her face.

"Yes, a beautiful girl.  She said she had found the best coffee in the world right here.  That's why I came.  I love the place and I haven't even tried the coffee yet."

He smiled and got up from the table.  Slowly, very slowly.

"Then I will make you a coffee.  A special coffee of immense gratitude."

As I watched him make his way to the counter, holding on rounding the corner, I thought of my dad, getting old, getting less sure of his self.  And I thought of his mind, still sharp, still able to do all the things he could when he was young, but now not having a body that will do those things with him.  And Silva, nearly eighty, still worked every day, doing what he loved.  Like my dad, he could not stop doing what he loved.  My dad would be the one doing deals with St. Peter for the renovation work on the Pearly Gates.  Silva would be right there, beside him, selling coffees and pastries to the angels.  And me?  Would I be there, flogging software to make their accounts balance better, so they can see their thirty-sixty-ninety day accounts receivable in a 3-D Cube chart?  Is that what I would be doing?

Silva returned with my coffee, dropping a couple more off with the old men.  He placed it in front of me and sat down.

"You have my thanks, for helping me today."

I nodded and sipped the coffee.  It was the perfect espresso.  Simple, basic, not some fancy, syrupy mochachino concoction.  Veronique was right.  Absolutely right.  The perfect espresso.  I do not know if it was the machine, or the operator, or the beans but I was speechless.  The crema on top was golden, like the top of a Crème Brulee, almost as thick as toffee.  The coffee danced across my palette, exciting every taste bud in my mouth.  I did not want to swallow because the taste was so good.  Caramel, walnuts, smoky red wine.  But I swallowed and put the cup down.  Silva was looking at me, smiling gently.

"That is amazing.  Truly amazing.  The best.  The very best."

He leaned back slowly, resting his old body.  I started talking.

"I don't know why I'm here, Silva.  I don't have a job, I don't have a girlfriend, anymore, I don't have an apartment, or a car.  I don't know what's going to happen to me, in life.  And that's all pretty scary.  I'm a long way from home."

"Ah, home.  Home is wherever you want it to be.  Like family.  You don't have to be in the same room as family to know that they're there for you, right?  You can have friends that are closer than family, right?"

I nodded.  I did not have any right now, but I could hope, right?

"Chosen family, I call them.  On one hand, you've got the family you're given from The Holy Father, and on the other hand, you have the family you make for yourself.  Your home is just like that."

"I don't understand."

"You've got one home, always, with your parents, si?  And you have one, wherever your soul takes root.  Two families, two homes."

He shrugged.

"I was blessed, I received them both in the same place."

He was right, he was blessed.  Unlike the Dominic in Santa Cruz, trapped in the family business by his parents, Silva had let his children go.  He was willing to put the happiness of his children and grand children above the needs of tradition to the family business.

I looked at Silva.  I felt my feet, reaching out into the darkness, trusting.  Part of my brain was screaming at me, screaming at me to run, leave, get out of the town.  But I could not keep doing what I had been doing for almost fifteen years.  Finding a meaningful conversation where I was guaranteed never to see the person again.  I did not want that guarantee anymore.  I did not want to live that way anymore.  I called to him as he left the table, hunched and old.

"Silva."

Silva looked back at me, his old weary hands holding our two espresso cups.

"What time do I start work tomorrow?"







Chapter 32

 

Silva lets me stay in the spare room he has over the shop.  What was once a full apartment are now storerooms.  I had to clear the way to my bed, but free is a lot cheaper than getting a hotel in town during the tourist season.  It has a certain rustic charm. If I open the dirty old window in my room, I can see their villa, on the edge of hill.  His family house is a short walk out the back door of the coffee shop, down through their vineyard.  It looks like it has looked for three or four hundred years.  Except for the Audi in front. 

I wake up in the morning, a week later, to the now familiar smells of baking and coffee.  The neighborhood rooster calls out 'coo-coo-rico' - time to get up.  I get dressed and go downstairs.  Silva is already in the shop, mopping the floor.  I say good morning to him and take the mop from his gnarled hands.  Then the morning becomes a blur.  I barely have a chance to make myself an espresso.  And, of course, I make the time for that.  I can comb my hair and wash my face later.

Silva let me in on one of the secrets of his amazing espressos a couple days ago.  He makes his own coffee blend in the back of the shop.  He makes his own espresso!  He will not tell me the exact amounts of each coffee but he did tell me that the current blend is made up of Ethiopian Longberry Harrar for the earth tones; Yemen Mocha Sanani for a fruity note and the aroma; and Celebes Kalossi to finish it all off.  This guy is amazing and I get to work with him!

Before I have a chance to knock down a double shot, we have a line up out the front door, the old men are waving for their espressos and I am moving towards the machine while the beautiful brunette steps up to the counter.  She is the grand daughter of one of the old men in the corner and she is in every morning.  It is nine am, Saturday morning, and she is dressed for work.  Which means she was out late last night, her skull is full of a headache from the techno-dance-house music from the disco, her stomach full of too many martini's and her feet aching even though she has changed in her four inch stiletto's for some sensible flat soled work shoes. 

She has long thick flowing black hair that drapes down onto her shoulders perfectly.  The glasses she is wearing look like she's holding up a couple white espresso cup saucers to her eyes.  Combined with the bold, hot red lipstick, it was a look that worked like a new Masarati.

I turn to the Rancilio two-group espresso machine and start making her morning insulin shot.  Silva's grand daughters had forced him to buy the Rancillio for them to use.  He had it hidden under a blanket on the counter.  Finally I convinced him I could make it work well enough for the tourists.  I stayed late one night, took the hood off it and gave it a good tune up.  They had the pressure off and the water temperature was all over the place.  Now I use it for everyone but the old men who live in the corner, the town matriarchs and myself.

This beautiful woman is hurting, and she has got a full day of work ahead of her.  I look over at her as she nibbles on a pastry, barely able to do even that.  She needs her fix.

I start the pour and that wonderful - never tired of it, I wake up a bit more every time I smell it - fragrance fills the air of the shop.  Looking around, I can see everyone has caught the smell and are feeling a bit better about what they have got to do today.

I pour the double espresso, Italian style, into a tiny ceramic cup and hand it over to her.  She smiles gratefully.

"Grazie, James."

"Prego."

She does not say 'James' the way that my grandmother says James.  She somehow converts the 'j' into a 'sh' sound that comes out of her mouth like she is a Russian spy in a Bond film.  I am more than happy to be at the receiving end of it.  She is now the only one in town who calls me James.

"Have a good day."

"I will.  You've saved me again."

I watch as she takes the first sip of her espresso.  She leaves as much blood red lipstick on the side of the cup as there is crema on her upper lip.  It is as if she has been given a shot of pure life.  Even the old men in the corner are watching.  You can almost see the espresso make its way through her body, relaxing her neck, loosening her shoulders, uncramping her back, warming her toes.

The instantaneous effect of the caffeine on her system is magic in action.  She whips off the sunglasses, her deep brown eyes sparkling, hands me back the empty cup, flashes a dazzling smile that is all perfect white teeth and full lips and she is gone.

There is a moment of silence in the shop, everyone in awe of the power of a couple ounces of coffee.

My job, once more, is done.  That is what I do.  I am a barista.  I save people.  I have a feeling in my gut, in my heart that is better than anything I ever felt after closing a big software deal.  It is the looks of gratitude on people's faces - on her face - that does it.  I am in heaven.

 

~

 

A busload of German tourists invades at ten thirty, precisely, and keeps us busy right up to lunch.  In between orders, Silva continues to introduce me to the rest of the locals, each by name and by coffee they drink.  Over the week I had been working, I had learned the favorite drinks of just about all the town folk.  I was still having trouble with their names, but I knew what they drank.  And what their kids drank.  And their grand kids.  And a couple great grand kids.

That afternoon, things are quiet enough that I am able to go up the street to the tobacconist and use the only computer in town with Internet access.  My mom has sent an email, saying she had received a FedEx letter for me.  Probably something from Ellen.  She had emailed me a couple times, but I never replied.  I did not want to talk to her; I did not want that wound opened up again.  I ask the tobacconist if Fed-Ex deliver to the town and he nods.  I tell my mom to forward the letter to me at the coffee shop.  I wasn't going anywhere for at least a week.  I enjoy the feeling of being in one place for more than a couple days.

Silva, and his grand daughters, are thrilled I will stay and work in the shop.  And the little extra money Silva is paying me help prolong my return to Seattle and the rest of my life.  As reality avoidances go, being stuck in the mountains of Italy is a pretty good one.  I send the email and log out.  My interest in the 'net has diminished to the point where I only check my emails, clean out the spam, mail my mom and that is it.  I did not know what was happening on C-Net, my trade news blasts all went to my FireForest account, which was long gone and I avoid the rest of the net like the plague.  I spent too many years in the ether, now was the time to feel my feet firmly on the ground.  Well, until I went back home and got a real job.  Probably selling software, since that is all I know how to do.  But I would hate it, and that part is killing me.  What do you do when you are good at something you hate?

I step out of the tobacconist and feel the warm afternoon sun on my face.  I wave hello to a couple of the matriarchs of the town as they head to the church.  I have been here a week and I know most of the people in the town.  Back home in Seattle, I do not even know the people in the next apartment.  Why is that?  Why is it I can live in one place, Seattle, for seven years, in only two different apartments, and I do not know any of my neighbors?  I recognize people - the guy at the Chinese take out; the woman I buy coffee beans from; my landlord - but I do not know them.  I certainly do not talk to them, outside of social niceties.

But here is different.  Here I am already having nice and real conversations with a bunch of different people.  They recognize me and I recognize them.  But I do not put on a role and that is what is different.  I lean back on the bench and let that settle in.  I am not in a role.  For the first time in a long time, I am simply me.

This comes as quite a shock for someone who has spent most of his waking adult life playing one part or another.  But it's true, now I show up just the way I want to be.  Real.  If the guy from the taverna asks me a question, I answer him, telling him my truth, not the answer I think he thinks he wants to hear.  And it is so refreshing.  No wonder I do not need as much sleep.  I thought it was all the fresh air.

I tingle all over.  Not a huge buzz, but a gentle tingle, from my toes to the top of my head.  I breathe in and hold it for a couple seconds, then exhale.  That is another thing I notice.  I am breathing deeper now.  When I was 'Action Figure Jamie', super sales guy, the only deep breath I took was when I had a cigarette.  The rest of the time, I was breathing shallow, ready to fight or run.  But now, here in Montesalvo, I am not fighting and I am not running.

I do not want to go anywhere.  I want to stay right where I am.  I am not looking into the future for the next deal or the next trade show.  I am really settled in each moment as they occur. I have found something I lost a very long time ago.  My whole life has been about  moving, going, getting to the next place, the next sale, the next flight.  That is what I learned from my upbringing.  I was taught that moving is normal and staying in one place is strange.  I did not understand the kids at school who had all been in the same class since kindergarten.  I could not comprehend that kind of upbringing.
 

I feel my feet rooted to the ground below me.  Rooted in my ground.  In the ground I do not want to leave.  As I soak the feeling in, and really sense it deep in my bones, I know I will have to leave, in two weeks at the most, as my bank account is getting pretty low.  I will have to go home, back to the noise and the bustle, to a coffee charged city to find some work and make another career in sales.

I have finally found where I want to be, but I have to leave.

 

~

 

Taking the latest dog-eared thriller from my back pocket, I loose myself in the story, and forgetting the feelings I am having.

"Jamie?"

I do not look up immediately, engrossed in my book.

"Excuse me, Jamie?"

I look up and in front of me is Veronique with a backpack on her shoulders.  Veronique, the Scottish ex-ballerina with the French name.  The girl who told me about where I am working.

I stand up, dropping my book to the bench.  She steps up to me and embraces me in a big hug.  I wrap my arms around her, and her backpack, and hug her back.  I hug her and I do not want to let her go.  She does not hug like Ellen, or like Dayne.  She hugs with her full open heart.  Or maybe, I can feel her open heart because that is where I am finally hugging from.  Finally, I break the embrace.

"What are you doing here?"

"I reckon the same as you, getting a coffee."

I nod and we sit down.  She shrugs off her backpack, gives her shoulders a stretch and a sighs in relief.

"I've been lugging that for over a year.  Time to rest."

She turns to me, eye to eye.

"You out of the software business?"

I nod.  Good, she says.  It wasn't right for me.  I nod again.  The sun bounces off her fair hair, unlike last time I met her, she has it held back in a loose ponytail.  She settles back on the bench and enjoys the sun.

"Oh, I love this place."

I agree.

"How long you been here?"

"Just over a week.  I got offered a job so I'm going to hang around a bit."

"Where you working?"

I point over my shoulder with a grin.  She follows my finger to the coffee shop and then bursts out laughing.

"With Silva?"

I nod and she starts another round of laughing.  It's infectious and I start laughing too.  She really is great.

"When we reopen, I'll make you a coffee."

"That would be perfect.  Does he still make the biscotti?"

I nod.  My break is ending so we move back to Silva's shop.  She keeps talking while I make us two espressos.  I use the huge brass machine, getting my upper body workout for the day.  Silva remembers her, of course - I think he remembers everyone who has had a coffee in his shop.

"Thank you for sending this wonderful young man to me.  He's made the past week a joy."

I blush and she smiles.

For whatever karmic reason, the shop is quiet that afternoon and I am able to sit with her and reconnect.  We talk about our travels.  The places we have both gone, the number of times that we were in the same cities, at the same times, yet never met up.  At least twice we were in the same coffee shop on the same day, once in Paris and once in Vienna.  And now we are in the plaza in front of the Church of St. Augustine in Montesalvo.

Nica leans back in the chair, letting the sun warm her face.  I watch her, appreciating her beauty when she opens her eyes and looks right at me.  I do not avert my gaze; instead, I hold the eye contact and smile.  She smiles back.

"When I was in Paris, I was staying in this massive hostel, with all these students, you know?  Students taking a year off and young couples.  Everyone was young.  Way younger than me.  And I think I was the only person there who'd not gone to university, and I was for sure the only one there who had had a career.  And they didn't trust me, I was too different."

"You're not different, Jamie.  They are."

"Yeah, but I'd been wandering around on my own for a long time, and just wanted some insta-friends.  And they wouldn't hang with me.  I even had beers.  I couldn't figure it out.  I was the life of the party, when I did the trade shows.  I was 'The' person to hang with.  And here I was being avoided."

"Oh, kids are such bloody arseholes sometimes."

I laugh and continue.

"I did figure it out, a couple days later on the train."

"What did you figure out?"

"They thought I was old.  I didn't feel old, I didn't act old, but I was older than them.  Ten years older.  It was too much of a gap.  I didn't have the same youthful exuberance that they did.  I'd been hit in the face with the frying pan of reality a couple too many times.  I had been out in the Real World.  When you're young, you don't want to hang around with that.  You want to hang around with people who, like you, think the world is a big bright fun place that's going to give you everything you could ever dream of, with absolutely no pain.  Ever."

"Wow, you've become quite the philosopher since we last met."

I smile and shrug.

"How do you feel about all that?  About being seen as old?"

"I just found some thirty year old burnt out software guys from Denmark to drink with instead."

Nica laughs heartily.

"I found that too, but I don't remember distrusting anyone who had had actual life experiences when I was twenty.  And I've gotten so weary of the hostel circuit.  It makes me feel old, it really does."

She sighs, I sigh and we look out at the quaint Italian town in front of us.  I shake my head and finish the dregs of my espresso.

"I never thought that thirty was old until this trip.  I was still cool, I could still hang with the twenty year olds, or so I thought.  Now I realize that they don't want to hang with me, and, I hate to say it, I don't want to hang with them."

Nica leans forward, excited.

"Exactly!  I was never that arrogant and opinionated when I was twenty!  And I didn't think that everyone was bloody well dying to hear my deep and profound thoughts on everything under the bloody sun."

"You sure about that?"

"Of course!"

She tries to keep a serious face and fails completely.  I start laughing and she joins me.

"Ah, I was the know-it-all ballerina princess, traveling the world, being famous.  I was the poster child for arrogant.  That's why I can spot it and why it pisses me off so much."

"That's nothing, when I was twenty one, I argued about operas with a professional opera conductor.  And all my knowledge was from Bugs Bunny cartoons.  Now that's opinionated."

She starts laughing again and I join her.  I realize just how long it has been since I laughed like this.  A long time.  Not since 'The Gang' and some long forgotten trade show.  Except I was sober, and I was making fun of myself, not someone else.  I smile, a brief realization of how far I had come since my life fell to pieces.

Nica suddenly looks at her watch and grimaces.

"Hell, I've got to get going."

"What?  You're leaving?  You just got here!"

She gets up and starts struggling with her backpack.

"I was just stopping here for a coffee, Jamie.  The next train will get me to the coast.  I've got a place to stay there."

I am really enjoying our afternoon and don't want it to end.  It is like I have been waiting for her to show up again in my life ever since that conversation we had in that Starbucks in Edinburgh.  And now she is leaving.

"What's the matter?"

"Nothing.  Here let me get that for you."

I pick up her backpack and we head towards the train station.  She is still talking, telling me about the former Italian ballerinas she is going to hang out with, but I am not really listening.  I feel a heavy sadness, a returning loneliness I thought was gone.  It is not enough to find the right place to live, the right place to call home; you have to find the right person to live with in that home.

We are on the platform, waiting for her train, in silence.  I do not have the strength to pretend to be happy because she was leaving, and   certainly did not want to have a pretend conversation about anything.

We sit together, legs lightly touching, staring out at the vineyards on the other side of the tracks.  The afternoon sun is shining on them, the way it has for countless centuries.  I can hear the first rumbles of her train approaching.

"Here it comes."

We stand up and she shoulders her pack.

"I'll try come back through here, Jamie.  I'd love to see you again.  And have another coffee."

I smile.  She is trying to keep it light.

"I'll be here for as long as I can.  The little Silva's playing me, and the free room, have slowed the draining of my bank account.  But I'm going to have to head home pretty soon.  Time to get back to that Real World."

She sighs and nods.  I see she is having the same thoughts, and she has been on the road for over a year.  The train arrives and grinds to a halt in front of us, blocking our view of the countryside.

Nica turns to me for the last time and gives me an awkward hug, imbalanced by the huge pack on her back.  I hold her tight.  I can feel her
heart in my chest, mine in hers.  I think about all the times I have let things slip away from me, simply because I was not willing to say what I wanted.  Or what I did not want.  I had spent too much of my life coasting and it was time to either say what I wanted or quit completely.

"Don't go.  Don't leave."

"What?"

She leans back from me.

"I mean it.  Don't go.  This is where you're supposed to be.  Right here.  Please don't go."

She looks at me and I do not look away.  I take her hands in mine, oblivious to the people milling around us.

"It's time for you to stop traveling for a while.  And here is where you're supposed to stop.  I know it."

"Oh.  Ok."

So she stays.







Chapter 33

 

Silva is so thrilled that Nica will be staying he gives me the rest of the day off to help her clean up the other bedroom above the shop.  Together, we open up all the windows and spend a couple hours moving all the supplies into the third bedroom so we actually have most of an apartment to ourselves.  The kitchen is a mess but we have two functional bedrooms and a bit of a living area.  And the price is certainly right.

The afternoon and early evening are filled with laughing and cleaning.  I have the mop and bucket from the shop and while I scrub the ancient wood floors, while Nica cleans the windows and walls.  The dust is starting to settle from the final sweep and we have finished off all the Orangina when Nica turns to me.

"Jamie, do you want to have kids?"

"In general, or right now, with you?"

She laughs and blushes.

"In general, you cocky bugger."

"Yes.  To both."

It started as a joke and then I realize it is true.  I do want to have kids.  And I would be very, very happy to have them with Veronique, right now.  I know I could be deep in that crazy romance phase where everything is sunshine and lollypops but that does not change the way I feel.

"I know we don't know each other very well but I've been more truthful with you than I have been with anyone, ever."

She puts down the rag she is holding.

"That's good to hear, Jamie."

"I'm done with not telling the truth, ok?  I've spent my life playing the roles I thought I was expected to play.  Corporate sales guy, meek quiet partner, whatever.  So I can't do that anymore.  I can't.  I don't want you to be scared by the truth I'm saying.  It's my    truth.  And you're welcome to having your own truth too.  And yours can be totally different to mine."

I am rambling, but rambling with internal clarity, and she is not leaving, and in fact she has not even leaned back away from me, so I continue.

"I don't know what I'm going to do when I go back to the States.  I don't think I can do what I was doing, even if I could find a job doing it.  I don't think that's part of my system any more.  And I do want to have kids.  I really do.  I didn't for a long time.  And my ex, who always wanted to have kids, left because I didn't.  Because I wouldn't commit.  But I wasn't committing to not having kids, I wasn't committing to her.  Sitting here, I could commit to having kids with you.  And I know that sounds totally crazy, and I'm not saying it will happen, what I'm saying is that I'm open to that possibility.  I've been waiting for you since we met, Veronique, and I don't want to not see you again.  I am really, really happy, right here, right now, in this town, with you."

I lean back from her.  My heart is pounding, my legs are shaking and I feel more alive than I have ever felt in my life.  Only a tiny part of me is worried about her reaction to what I just finished saying.  I said my truth; I put it out into the air.  If I had done that with Ellen, we could have worked things out or could have gotten on with our lives apart a whole lot sooner.  Either way, some truths were desperately needed in that relationship.

Then Nica kisses me and my old life ends.







Chapter 34

 

It takes us a week before we actually sleep together.  Sleep, as in sex.  We sleep together every night. I have really missed having someone to hold in the months since Ellen and I split up.  And Veronique, she has been on the road so much that she does not want me to leave her in the morning, when the rooster crows and it is time for me to go to work.  She pouts, owns that she is pouting, and tries to drag me back to bed.

"Don't leave me!"

"I'm not!  I'm less than five feet away from you, promise!"

"Five feet straight down through the floor doesn't count.  Oh, I can't live without you!!!!"

She wails, I laugh and she lets go of my arms with a grin.

"See you at lunch?"

She nods, slips back under the comforter and goes back to sleep.  I climb down the old staircase and go to work, loving every minute.

"Caio Giacomo!"

I say hi to all the old men as I open the front doors and let them in.  I have already turned up the boiler on the old machine.  In the back, Silva is getting the morning pastries out of the oven.  I pause and look around.  Everything is perfect - like a dream - from the morning sun lighting the plaza outside to the beautiful ex-ballerina upstairs.  I soak in the feeling, resisting the nudge forming in the back of my mind.  The nudge is telling me I have to check my bank balance and pay my credit cards.  That nudge.  That mean, rational, nasty nudge that will force me to end this magical way of living and trudge back to Seattle, just in time for winter.  I feel like a little kid who does not want to go to school at the end of summer vacation.  That being sent back to school is the most grievous act which could ever be perpetrated on them.  Yeah, that is exactly how I feel.

The old men break me out of my thoughts, clamoring for their first shots of the day.  I get to work.  It is Tuesday, meaning the German tours will be coming to town again. 

Nica comes down and joins Silva and me for lunch then she rushes back upstairs, busy working on some surprise.  At one point, I see her walking across the plaza, basket in hand.  Whatever she is doing, she will not let me in on it, she just keeps smiling that cute, mischievous smile of hers, and tells me to get back to work.

Using the local gelato, I have resurrected Dominic's amazing concoction and created a sensation in town.  Silva is thrilled, and at five Euros each, my Santa Cruz Iced Coffee's are rolling out the door as fast as I can make them.

At the end of the day, I go check my email.  And my bank account.  It is not good.  I have been relaxing in the month of grace between when I used my credit cards a lot through Southern France and Rome, and when the bills came due.  Once I pay them, I would have enough for my flight back and that would be about it.  My future is catching up to me, vacation is about to be over and reality really does bite.

I pay my bills and go back to the shop.  I grab a chair in the sun, watching the flow of the town people, the kids getting out of school and rushing around before dinner.  I join in with the boys in an impromptu soccer game, scoring a goal for my side.  I hear some additional cheering after I score.  Looking around, I see Nica, leaning out the front window of our place, applauding.  I bow and laugh.  She waves for me to come up.

As I get told of the time for the rematch, I realize what I just thought.  I called Silva's apartment 'our place'.  I am becoming more and more attached to this town with every moment.  That is going to make the leaving even that much harder.

I really did not want to grow up, I wanted to stay the kid, to play soccer in the plaza everyday, make people coffees.   That is enough for a good life, right?

I climb the stairs to find a feast waiting for me.

Nica had spent the entire day cleaning the kitchen and dining room.  They are immaculate.  And the table is set, ready for a home cooked dinner.  Usually we simply ate down at the villa with Silva and his daughter but tonight, Nica has made an amazing meal for just the two of us.

Fresh salad, pasta primavera, cold bottles of Procecco Spumante and San Pellegrino, even pastries for dessert.

"You're making it even harder to leave here."

I gave her a big hug and a kiss.  She smiles up at me.

"I was thinking the same thing about you."

"I checked my bank account-"

"No talk about leaving.  Not tonight.  Ok?  We stay in the here and now, promise?"

"I promise."

I promise and stay in the here and now for the entire night.  A night of laughter Silva must have heard down at the villa, a night of great food, great wine and the best lovemaking I had ever experienced.

 

~

 

When the rooster crows the next morning, I fail at getting out of bed.  This time, Nica won't let me go.

"I've got to get to work.  You know that."

"Not today you don't.  I fixed it with Silva; Tosca is going to work for you.  You don't have to go anywhere."

So I didn't.  Tosca, Silva's eldest granddaughter, even brings breakfast up for the two of us.  We did not leave the bed until we needed to reheat the rest of the pasta for dinner.  And it was only then we talk about reality.

"I've got to go home, Nica, pretty soon.  I'm almost out of money.  I know you don't want to talk about this, and I sure don't want to talk about it, but it's going to come up, whether we like it or not."

She sighs and wraps the sheet around herself.  We are sitting at the dining room table.

"I know.  I checked my accounts yesterday.  They're all in a piss poor state."

"I really don't want to leave here, you know that, right?  Leave here, and leave you."

"I know.  Same for me."

"This isn't some vacation fling, not for me."

"Me neither."

I pass her the tub of gelato we are eating from.

"You could come to Seattle."

"You could come to Edinburgh."

"I can't work there."

"I can't work in Seattle."

Stalemate.  So we take the raspberry gelato and another bottle of Procecco back to bed and forget all about reality for another night.







Chapter 35

 

Another busy morning is in full force at the shop when the letter arrives.  One of the old men notices the truck first.  It seems FedEx is not often seen in the town.  The driver enters the shop.
 
"There a James Brown here?"

I wave my hand and sign for the letter.  The address simply says, James Brown, Montesalvo, Italy.  I love small towns.  I make the driver an espresso, which he knocks back, smiles in appreciation and leaves.  I can see the locals in the shop looking at me.

Yes, my proper given name is James Brown.  I was not named after the Godfather of Soul, but as soon as knew about the real James Brown I told everyone that I was.  I attended a lot of very white schools so I went by Jamie.  I went to school with a John Doe, a David Davis, and a Steve Smith.  Limited naming originality where I grew up.  Not a lot of funk and soul aficionados around me in those years.  And now, I am Giacomo.

A half dozen Swedes enter the shop and I get back to work.  Whatever is in the letter, it can wait.  Probably just pictures of Ellen's baby.  Like I need to see that.  Veronique comes in just before our lunch break and gives me a big kiss.  She is teaching dance classes at the elementary school a couple mornings a week, and a yoga class in the church hall.  We are such a part of the town and the town a big part of us.  It will be really hard to leave when our money runs out.  Nica has been on the road a lot longer than me and the classes she runs are voluntary so we live off my salary from the shop.  Despite free espresso and biscotti, we are in financial trouble.

Finally, the noon rush is over and we can sit down to lunch.  Silva brings the meat and cheese while I grab three glasses and a bottle of wine.

"What was in the letter you received?"

I had forgotten all about it.  Going behind the counter, I drag it out from under the espresso machine where I threw it, and rip it open.  Inside the FedEx envelope is a Flooje envelope with my name and my parent's address on it.

I grudgingly explain who Flooje is then open the envelope and yank a single page out.

It is a hand written letter.  From Gregor.  An apology for not seeing me when I came to find out what was going on.  An apology for not telling me he was selling the company, and an apology for not keeping his word about my part in the success of his company.  The success of our company.  And that is it.

I put the letter on the table and take a drink of wine.  Thanks for sharing, Gregor, but way too little, way too late.  Maybe he feels better for doing it, but I sure don't feel better for receiving it.  In fact, I feel worse, because I was over working for him, over the way he screwed me over so he could have a fifty-four foot instead of a fifty-two foot yacht.  My life is finally going good and he goes and shits all over it again.  I take another drink.  A big drink, emptying my glass.  I fill it back up again.  Silva and Veronique are staring at me.  I hand her the letter and she reads it.  I can see the concern on her face.

"What does, 'I hope this makes up for what I've done' mean?"

"He's Russian; he's talking about the letter or something. I really don't care."

"I think he's talking about something else."

She picks up the envelope and opens it up.  Her eyes widen, she pulls out a thin piece of paper and hands it to me.  Silva looks on.  I turn it over and start to cry.

"What is it, Giacomo?"

I can see, through my tears, they think something bad has happened but I cannot stop crying.  I hand the cheque to Veronique, take a deep breath and turn to Silva.
 
"Silva, it's time you retired."

He sighs and rubs his forehead with his hand.

"Of course it is.  I'm too old to be doing this."

"Exactly.  So, I would like to buy your shop, and continue your name.  I'm tired of moving, I want to stay here.  I want this to be my home.   Our home."

I take Veronique's hand.  She is crying too.  Gregor came through.  In her hands is a cheque made out to me, from him, with a huge number on it.  A very huge number on it.

My soul has taken root.  I am finally home. 
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