- Hey hon.
- Hey. How was the flight?
- Not bad. Shorter than the last one. I’ve gotten used to them. What are the kids up to?
- Michael and Katie are doing homework. Brandon’s not home from dress rehearsal yet.
- Dress rehearsal already? The concert isn’t till next week.
- No, Terry, it’s this Friday. This is the last week of school before winter break.
- Ah crap. That’s right. I’m behind.
- You’re not going to be back in time, are you?
- I don’t know. Maybe. Depends on how tomorrow goes.
- You just got back from London. Couldn’t someone else have gone instead?
- I’m the senior person on this account, Liz. The client trusts me. It has to be me.
- They reward seniority with time away from your family. How noble of them.
- Liz, it’s not like that. This client is important.
- Your son’s first orchestra concert is important. ‘This client’ is just a job. A job that’s starting to look like a dead end.
- It’s not a dead end. It’s just that—
- What? What is it that keeps you working there, going off on short notice all the time? You’re a “senior account coordinator”, for crying out loud. That doesn’t exactly sound like an irreplaceable position. And you haven’t been promoted in what, seven years?
- Can we please talk about this later? It’s an hour later here and I have an early meeting in the morning. I’ll call you tomorrow, ok?
- You want to talk to the kids first?
- Yeah. Love you.
- You too.
The traffic on Fifth Avenue was murder, even at seven AM. Terry used to think that New Yorkers slept late, worked late and partied late. Maybe downtown, but not here. The Upper East Side opened its collective brownstone door at six and headed for the nearest rooftop gym or the park. A pack of mothers trotted past, willowy athletic elves in REI holiday colors, pushing jogging strollers half the size of his car. Cyclists darted into Central Park for a quick lap, astride bikes better suited for touring the Alps. Overcompensating for the rest of the day, no doubt. An hour from now, Mom would hand the kids off to the nanny and Dad would be sitting on his freshly-scrubbed butt in a 72-degree bubble on the 59th floor.
No one who saw Terry in this car, idling by the park entrance, would accuse him of overcompensating. He’d driven bigger golf carts. It was roomy, though, once you got used to the lack of a steering wheel and dashboard. Those legacy features were history, replaced by touchscreens and a center-console joystick. This thing had more in common with his kids’ PlayStation than with the minivan in his garage. A dashboard map had the traffic, or—if necessary—the reservations page of your favorite restaurant. Speed and time and the song on the radio (at present, some version of “Jingle Bell Rock”) were projected discreetly on the windshield, HUD-style. You never had to take your eyes off the street in front of you, which was helpful when dodging bike messengers and taxicabs. Its electric motor (hybrid was so last year) was dead quiet. In short, it was perfect for Manhattan. Which was, of course, the point.
He tapped the big green Call button and waited a moment while the car conferred with the phone in his pocket. He picked Raul’s number from the popup contact list and waited a few rings as the city went by around him. No answer. Probably in the shower. Raul was never more than two feet from a cell phone. Terry left a message. “Hey buddy, I’m here in town. We still on for dinner tonight? Tribeca Grill at seven? Call me.”
Even though the time was right there on the windshield, Terry checked his watch out of habit. It was a Breitling of the sort advertised in yachting magazines, and probably cost a month’s salary. It was just the thing a Chicago real-estate executive would wear, so he enjoyed wearing it whenever he got to be one. Time to move on to the next stop. All four tires pivoted smartly to ease the car out of its parallel space. He cruised down the Museum Mile to the Met, and pulled in by the park again. A few heads turned at his arrival. Good.
He still needed a lunch date, preferably in Midtown. Visibility was crucial, as was picking the right person to impress. This job was all about the sneezers: gearheads who would try anything new and shiny, tell all their friends, and spread the ideavirus all over. Raul had both prerequisites—influence and disposable income—in spades. Terry skimmed through his list of contacts again, filtering by location. Bev, maybe. She’d love to see him. He tapped the Call button again, and pushed last night’s conversation with Liz to the back of his mind. The Terry that Bev knew didn’t have a family.
- Terry? Hey you!
- Hi, Bev. How you been?
- Great! So busy you wouldn’t believe it. Work has really picked up. Did I thank you for that yet?
- I believe you did, a time or three. My pleasure.
- The new digital formats are amazing. Subscriptions are through the roof. How did you know? You’re a genius. I keep telling our bizdev director he needs to hire you.
- I told you print was dead. And thanks, but I like the job I have. So, uh, I happen to be in the neighborhood today. You got lunch plans?
- Aw! I wish I’d known! My day is booked solid. I’m on the way to a staff meeting right now. Then I have an 11:30 with our ad agency, a 1:15 with a couple of editors and in between I’m looking at an apartment with my fiance.
- You’re getting married? Congratulations! I had no idea.
- Yeah. I kept waiting for my life to slow down, but no time like the present, you know?
- I do. Give the lucky guy my regards, OK?
- You know I will. And hey, mister, shoot me an email next time before you come to town. Promise?
- You got it. Take care now.
Terry hung up the phone as a Segway swerved around him at the last second, nearly scuffing the bumper of his product. Terry suppressed a New York-style response. He was fond of the little scooters that had taken over the city; he’d helped make them popular on his first business trip here. The company had sent him to a Knicks game, his tenth-row Garden seat next to one of the biggest sports agents in town. By halftime, he and Raul were—as Terry’s kids would say—tight.
The next day they’d met up for lunch at some trendy Hell’s Kitchen bar or other, Terry rolling right in on his company-supplied Segway. He’d felt silly perched on the thing, but they were riding a wave of launch buzz. Raul test-drove it right after ordering his burger, and rolled back in giddy as a preschooler. He’d emailed Terry the next day to announce that he’d bought his own. The next week, three of Raul’s clients were seen on TV riding Segways.
So. No lunch plans, and Raul was still up in the air. This particular sales trip was headed south in a hurry. At the least he could cruise around Rockefeller Center, maybe catch the eye of some broadcast exec and a bunch of tourists, get something nice for Liz at one of the big department stores. Nothing that’d break the budget of a “senior account coordinator”, of course. Liz had never copped to the more sensitive details of his job. Which made getting out of her doghouse tricky, especially if he ended up missing his son’s concert.
***RAUL MONTERA CALLING***
His phone chirped as the notice flashed red at the bottom of the windshield. He crossed his fingers and took the call.
Raul breezed into the restaurant, fashionably late, stopping once to shake a hand, chattering into his cell headset. Terry waved from a corner table.
“T! Good to see you again, bro! Had to take a break from the Windy City, huh?”
“Yeah, it’s starting to get cold back home. The wife said it was three degrees and snowing last night. After she gave me grief about being away, of course.”
“Ah, you’re such a family guy. Come to New York and the first thing you do is get nagged by your wife. Nice.”
“You know it,” said Terry. “We’ve been married almost twenty years. There’s nothing like it, even when you fight.”
“I bet you didn’t even make it out of your hotel room last night. You gotta come out with me sometime, man. I’m on a train to Philly first thing tomorrow or we’d go have some fun.”
“Whatever. You don’t know fun until you’ve had three kids. Especially at Christmas. No, I’m serious. You’ll figure it out one day, if you ever quit screwing around and find the right woman. Anyway. I’ve got an early start myself tomorrow. Looking at some office space. But hey, my Bulls are on TV in an hour and a half. You got time to hit Standings after dinner? I’ll drive. You’re gonna love my ride.”
- So, did today go any better?
- Yeah, it did. Had a nice dinner with the client. Don’t know if he’ll buy yet, but he’s definitely interested. How about you? You guys have a good day?
- You know. Not bad. Real busy. I have three of them to drive around. Mom’s Taxi Service gets slammed when Dad takes the week off to go enjoy the holidays in New York.
- Is that what you think I’m doing? Taking it easy? This is a business trip, Liz. You think I enjoy being away from my family so much? I’m under a lot of stress to make things work out.
- You’re stressed out because of your job. I’ve got my job and a family to take care of. After I left work, and picked up the kids, and went to my second elementary-school Christmas program of the week, and oh yeah, made dinner, and cleaned up, and picked up Brandon from orchestra practice, and put the other two to bed, now I’m addressing Christmas cards. Not that you’d be helping with that even if you were here. And if you worked on commission, it’d be one thing. But you don’t. You being gone all the time is just something else I have to put up with. So don’t talk to me about stress, Terry.
- I know you’re working hard. I hate that I’m not there to help. I really do. But it looks like I’ll be home in time for the concert.
- When is your flight back?
- Leaves LaGuardia tomorrow morning at eight. I have to stop in Detroit for a short meeting with another client. But I plan to catch a four o’clock out of there and get to Midway by six-thirty. The concert’s at eight, right?
- Another client? What the hell, Terry?
- Well, it’s part of the same deal. It’s complicated and I really can’t say much about it. I’ll be there, OK? Just save me a seat.
- You’re cutting it too close. You know it’s supposed to snow again tomorrow, right? Your flight’ll probably be delayed.
- I’m doing the best I can here. Thanks for being so understanding.
- No, thank you for the sarcasm. I guess we’ll see you after, if we aren’t in bed. Have a safe trip. Night.
“So, how’d it go with Montera?”
They were in another of the little runabouts. This time Terry occupied the right seat as its inventor eased away from the passenger pickup curb. The windshield wiper flicked away a sprinkle of snow.
“Pretty well, I think. He was almost as jazzed as the time I showed him the Prius.”
“Only almost?” The man in the driver’s seat barked a laugh.
“When I let him drive it to the train station this morning, he wanted to take another lap around the block.”
“You think he’ll buy one?”
“Honestly, I doubt it. But he really liked the rental concept. Said he’d pick one up in Philadephia if you had a lot at the train station. You do, right?”
“Of course. He rented an hour ago. Thanks to your employer, we had Raul’s travel schedule a month in advance. We made sure someone was there to meet him.”
“Then it looks like my job here is done. So to speak.”
“Indeed,” said the other man. “Oh, and Web traffic from Manhattan users spiked yesterday. You were definitely noticed. We expect a solid first holiday season thanks to you guys. Good work.”
“My pleasure. In that case… would you mind if we skipped lunch? I’d like to try and squeeze onto an earlier flight before they start canceling. My kid’s got a big Christmas concert tonight.”
“We’re General Motors. We can do better than that. Hey, I have a little girl myself.” They swerved onto the exit marked “Executive Terminal” and accelerated, the electric motor silent and ice-smooth. Behind them, the snow began to fall harder.
- Hi, babe. You guys all ready for the concert?
- Terry. Where are you? I checked online and all the Detroit to Chicago flights this afternoon were canceled. Are you stuck?
- Get the kids and come to the door.
Terry shivered in a blast of lake-effect air. “Happy holidays from GM,” he heard the chauffeur say. Then his wife bent to peer inside, her breath misting through the door. A stray blonde curl escaped from the brim of her knit cap. She brushed it away from her furrowed brow. Her eyes widened when she saw him and his ridiculous Santa hat. Brilliant ice-blue eyes that never missed a detail. A smile fought for life at the corners of her lips. She fought it back, barely.
“Ho ho ho,” he said, and couldn’t keep his own straight face. Liz giggled, held his gaze for a moment. She shook her head once, sternly, but just then his two youngest children tumbled in past her, all elbows and scarves and soggy boots. “Hey Dad! A limo! Sick!”
“Dad’s got some explaining to do,” Liz muttered as she buckled in, but leaned over Michael and Katie to brush his cheek with a kiss. “Welcome home, honey.”
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Left Coast Karma (2009)
I ended up back by the bar, but Kevin and his friends were gone—vanished into a crowd of painfully cool Karma drones. I was about to go track him down when someone spoke at my elbow.
“It’s all fake, you know.”
