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Chapter 1 


I didn’t believe Sheena, my ghost, when she told me I’d move to Denver. But I was driving eighty-five miles an hour toward the city. Candy was asleep, her hair spread like a blonde tarantula against the window. Our son slept with his fist against his cheek, squeaking out his dreams while riding backwards in the car seat between us. The tires hummed against the hot, sizzling pavement of the highway as the minty scent of sage passed through my window.
I had lost my business five days earlier. Three and a half years of work, $100,000 worth of equipment and trucks, and eighteen employees all destroyed in one day. All that was left was $1,000 to start over. I couldn’t have been any lower. 
Two days earlier was my first time in a metropolitan area. The mountain-high buildings with their windows that glistened in the sun and highways paved with automobiles like ants on a mission made my heart beat faster in anticipation of a new adventure. I had left Candy and Colin at home for a day while I found work as a janitorial salesman for Genie Carpet Cleaners. With a guarantee of $350 per week, it gave me more compensation than I ever had from my massacred cleaning business in Sheridan.
I had returned home the same day with the good news. We packed to leave at six AM on Sunday morning. I liked early morning traveling as it was quiet and cool, leaving me time to think while my family slept. I had checked for places to live, and my first choice was a weekly hotel. It had worn, faded wallpaper, a path stomped into the thin carpet, and a stale smell. I only planned to stay there for one week while I located an apartment. 
Curtis, the owner of Genie Carpet Cleaners, was a fascinating man. My dream in Sheridan was to build a cleaning company that would net $2,000 monthly. The most I had ever obtained was $800. Curtis, within his first three years, was grossing half-a-million dollars annually. I wanted to work for him so I could learn how he did it. 
“Where are we?” Candy asked, blinking as she woke. She scanned the horizon with squinted eyes.
“Almost to Casper. Would you like to stop and eat?” 
Candy nodded and I took the next exit into Casper and landed at a Denny’s. 
“Com’on little guy, let's go get some pancakes,” I said to Colin as I pulled him out of the child safety-seat. Candy stretched her arms and yawned as she shut the door. She drew her fingers through her hair to tame the wild spider. 
“Welcome to Denny’s. How many are in your party?” the hostess asked as she held menus close to her chest. Her orange and brown uniform covered her neck and knees.
“Three, we need a highchair too, please,” I said.
“Certainly, follow me.”
It wasn’t so long ago that I was sitting in a Denny’s trying to cope with the bondage Ambrose Highmore forced on me. I had since been released from the fear and pain of Ambrose and the church. I looked at the corner booth, frowning and squinting, remembering. 
“We have three more hours to Cheyenne, then another couple of hours to the hotel in Denver. I estimate we’ll be there by four this afternoon,” I said to Candy as I poured from the coffee carafe. “I want to check into the hotel before dark.”
“What is there to do there?” Candy picked up the dessert menu. 
“I’m sure a lot. It’s nothing like Sheridan. There are a million more businesses, and I saw many curious places to visit. And wait until you see the skyscrapers. My God, they are tall.”
“Can we see them today?”
“Sure, after we get to the hotel, we can venture out.”
We finished our meal, cleaned up in the restrooms, and crawled back into the truck. A light rain started, and I turned on the wipers as I entered the freeway and joined the rushing traffic. I always loved a warm, rainy day. Clouds and rain inspired me to do something great. My mind would focus on my ambitions and dreams. One of my favorite songs came on the radio by Eddie Rabbitt: “Those windshield wipers slappin’ out a tempo, keepin’ perfect rhythm with the song on the radio.” God, I loved to hear that during a rainstorm. By the time I saw the bowl that trapped downtown Denver, Candy was napping. 
“Candy, look at this,” I said. Candy lifted her head to notice the skyscrapers cloaked in smog. 
“How far away are those buildings?” she asked.
“I’m not sure. I’m guessing at least twenty miles. We’ll go look at them after we get settled in.”
“Why’s it so smoggy?” 
“I don’t know.”
“You’re right, it’s not like Sheridan.”
We slowed down in the heavy traffic and left the interstate. Weaving through the streets, I reached our hotel.
“Well, here we are. Let’s go check in.” 
After we settled in, we spent the evening squeezing through cars and trucks in wide streets until we found the skyscrapers. Like hicks from the sticks, we stretched our necks out the windows, gawking at the sky.
It was Sunday and as the day darkened; we went back to our room. Candy brought in fresh bedding for the flat mattresses, and I fixed a meal on the gas stove, which eliminated some of the dead smell in the air. Afterwards, I had to rest for my first day of work at Genie Carpet Cleaning. I hoped Sheena wasn’t wrong. What if she was?




Chapter 2


Genie Carpet Cleaning lived in an industrial area warehouse. When I arrived, the bay doors, tall enough to admit a semi-trailer truck, were open. Four men and two women backed three trucks up to the entrance and were loading carpet cleaning machines and chemicals. Thirty other people were preparing for the workday. 
This was my first visit since I interviewed with Curtis. I spotted Curtis, a head taller than the crowd of seven people surrounding him, affording all their attention to him. Three women competed to stand the closest to him. I walked over to greet him. As I came near the group, I heard Curtis saying, “... and you better sell all of them.” The crowd laughed.
 “Curtis, that IRS agent was looking for you yesterday,” a man in a tight blue T-shirt said.
“Did you talk to him?”
“Yes, he asked where you were. I told him you were on a supply run to Fort Collins.”
“Good man, Sid.” Curtis raised one thumb. He squinted his dark eyes like a western character. I wondered if Curtis was hiding from the agent. 
“He left while you were in the bathroom. You missed him by two minutes,” Sid said. Well, that answered my question, I thought. Everyone laughed as if they were in on a secret.
“Hello, Curtis, I’m here.” I waved my arm. Curtis was carrying his three-year-old son who was clutching a crumbled, wet mush of crackers in his fist. I liked that he was a family man.
“Well, hello, Tim. Are you ready to work today?” 
“Yes, sir.”
“I’m sending you out with Sid. He’s going to show you how to do carpet cleaning the right way. Right, Sid?” Everybody chuckled as Curtis glared at Sid. From the laughing, I could see everyone knew he was joking, but Curtis’s strong chin and eyes were intimidating.
“Yes, sir,” said Sid. “And I’ll show him how to sell all the products.” 
“All of them,” Curtis said, stressing the word all. Everyone chuckled again. I could see he had a good sense of humor.
“Curtis, you told me I was going to be selling janitorial contracts, not carpet cleaning.” 
Curtis pointed at the trucks. “If you can’t sell carpet cleaning, then I don’t see how you can sell janitorial services.” 
“But Curtis, I’ve explained I’ve sold dozens of contracts for my business in Sheridan.” 
“Yeah, and here you are up here. What happened to your business?” Curtis asked with a smirk, setting his jaw, digging into me with his thick eyebrows.
“Okay, sir, how long will I be selling carpet cleaning before I can get onto the janitorial contracts?”
“I’d say two weeks is ample time. Maybe you don’t have what it takes. Okay, everybody get your trucks and get out of here. Go make some money, and remember, sell all of it.”
 Everybody left the warehouse and crawled into their rag-tag vehicles. A rusty Vega and a Dodge Dart with a bashed door led the crowd. It wasn’t the professional company I expected.
“Let’s get going,” Sid said. “What’s your name?”
 “I’m Tim.”
 “Nice to meet you, Tim. I’m going to show you the ropes.” I climbed in Sid’s tight, rusty pickup, and he took off like a bat out of hell, screeching his tires as we lunged forward at the first stoplight. As we left the industrial area, we rolled onto the freeway. As we rode in silence, I watched out the window at the cars we passed. I wasn’t sure what I’d gotten myself into. I had an arrangement to come up and start selling janitorial contracts for a guaranteed salary of $350 per week, plus commissions. I had no idea how much the carpet cleaning job paid. 
“Sid, how much do we get paid?”
“Well, I get thirty-five percent of everything I sell. You’re not selling, so you’re just going to make thirty bucks for each job.” Well, that sucked. How the heck was I going to make enough money to support my family? We ventured into a part of town with brick or stone houses, two story high front doors and iron gates on the driveways. We pulled up to one with an open gate, a white brick face, triple wide driveway, and a four-door garage.
I squirmed in my seat and looked to see who may see me in Sid’s truck with rusted fender-wells and three unmatched hubcaps. Sid went to the door and knocked. The lady answered the door, and he talked to her for a few minutes.
He returned and said, “Alright, let’s get this stuff inside.” We lifted the carpet cleaning machine and seven jugs of cleaning solution and set them on the driveway. 
“Sid, why so many jugs? It only takes half-a-gallon to clean the carpets.” 
“This is why you need to be trained.” We went inside the house and Sid told me to fill the machine with water. I pulled the coiled hose from the machine. Water sprayed my face as I connected it to the hot water faucet in the kitchen sink.
Sid was bringing in the gallons of cleaning products and placing them along the wall of the living room. Sid handed me the cleaning wand hooked up to the extraction hose and told me to start in the room's corner. I pulled the wand over the carpet, leaving combed waves of carpet fiber, a design familiar from my years of cleaning. I had always loved cleaning carpets; it was Zen-like. Pull, woosh the steam, push back with the vacuum. After I cleaned a ten-foot by ten-foot section, Sid tapped me on the shoulder and pointed his finger down, instructing me to turn off the machine.
He showed the lady a gallon of cleaner. He said we needed it for deep cleaning. It was an extra thirty dollars for one gallon. She nodded. Sid poured the full gallon into the cleaning machine and patted the machine with his hand and gave me a nod. I turned on the machine. After I cleaned another square, he tapped my shoulder again. He picked up another gallon of cleaner and poured it into the machine, then set it next to the other empty gallon container along the wall. He gave a thumb up to the lady, who then smiled. Sid repeated this seven times. As I packed up, Sid wrote out the invoice and handed it to the lady. The advertised price was nine dollars per room, but with the extra gallons, the price came to $300. 
We got in Sid’s truck, and he backed into the street. “Sid, that isn’t right. She was expecting to pay forty-five dollars and instead paid $300.”
“We’re expected to do an average of $300. I’m just doing my job. And making a bunch of money.” Sid adjusted his rear-view mirror. I pushed a heap of fast-food wrappers to the side of the floor with my foot. “That’s why the boss wants me to train you. This is a sales job, not a carpet cleaning job.” My stomach hurt from guilt; this was not honest. I moved my entire family up to Denver on the promise of a job. If I had to spend two weeks doing bait-and-switch, I wouldn't make it. I wouldn’t be able to look in the streaked mirror in our cheap hotel.
We finished three more jobs and then headed back to the warehouse. Forty people were bustling to unload and check-out. “Not a bad haul,” Sid said. “Made 400 bucks today. You get $120, that’s still not bad.” And he was right that it wasn’t a bad day considering what I used to earn in my company. But I felt guilty taking the money. I decided to continue, but I wouldn’t do the bait-and-switch. Curtis, now, was not as admirable as he was on our first meeting. 
The next day, they sent me out to work by myself. “Good morning Ma’am. I’m Tim from Genie Carpet Cleaning.”
“Okay, come on in. You’re doing seven areas for me, right?”
 “Yes, Ma’am, did they inform you on the phone how much it would be?”
“Yes, they said it would be eight-dollars and ninety-five cents per area. I have seven areas, so that’s about fifty-six dollars is what they said.” She squinted and pursed her lips as she looked at my 1982 Yellow Phoenix Oldsmobile sitting in her driveway. “Carpet cleaners usually have a van.”
“Yes, Ma’am, but we use portable equipment. I’ll bring them inside.” She waved at me to continue. I retrieved the equipment and one gallon of carpet cleaning liquid. 
“Ma’am, they probably didn’t tell you on the phone, but the base price does not include a booster cleaner, which helps. It would be an extra thirty dollars, but it’s not required.”
The lady smiled and nodded. I cleaned her carpets, putting tinfoil under the wooden legs of furniture. This prevented carpet stains. Up-sales was part of the carpet cleaning trade, I knew that. But I only sold what they needed.
“Why are there fifteen gallons of cleaner in your trunk?” Curtis asked me as he leaned in sideways, looking at my opened car trunk.
“I sold one gallon per job. Nobody needs seven gallons.”
“You’re expected to sell all of those gallons issued to you each day. Maybe you just aren’t a salesman.”
“Oh, I’m a salesman. I had janitorial contracts on thirty percent of the businesses in Sheridan, even with four tough competitors. I sold on average fifty dollars per hour for carpet cleaning, a fair price. But I will not do bait-and-switch.”
Curtis shook his head and walked away. It was time to find another job. I’d stick it out for the week to get my paycheck.
On my sixth day, the end of what I assumed was my last week, I was loading up my car with the equipment and cleaning supplies. A young lady in a halter top came over and introduced herself.
 “Hi. I’m Melissa. You’re new here. What’s your name?” Heavily coated dark eyelashes accentuated her blue eyes.
“I’m Tim. This is my first week. I’m supposed to be selling janitorial, but Curtis put me out here on carpet cleaning.” I reached out my hand to shake hers and she grasped both her hands around it then gently tugged as she stepped forward, leaving a twelve-inch gap between our faces.
 “Oh, I know who you are. Curtis told me all about you after your interview. I’m sorry I didn’t meet you then. I don’t see why he has you out here cleaning carpets. We need to get the janitorial department going. By the way, here’s your paycheck for the first five days.” She stepped back and handed me a $300 check from First Denver Bank. I let out my breath.
 “Oh, thank you. I don’t know why Curtis has me carpet cleaning, either. He told me he needs to see if I can sell, but I’m not into bait-and-switch.”
She leaned in toward me again and lifted my hand. Her hands were smooth and sensual. I smelled a whiff of lavender as she leaned close enough for her hair to flip forward against my cheek. With a whisper, she said, “I’m sure you’ll do just fine. Curtis was bragging about his decision to hire you. He won’t admit he was wrong. I’ll make sure you are selling janitorial on Monday.”
“Are you a supervisor here?”
 “You could say that. I’m part owner. I’m Curtis’s wife.” With that, she turned around and handed checks to the other carpet cleaners. 
I decided to cash my check on the way to my first job. I pulled into the First Denver Bank drive-thru and gave it to the teller. She shook her head and turned to her computer. She leaned back toward the speaker. “I’m sorry, there are no funds to cash this check.
“Are you sure? It’s a big company. I have to imagine they have plenty of money.”
 “I’m sure. It’s a common problem with this company.”
Oh great, I thought to myself. I keep finding out more and more about Curtis that I don’t like.
 “Okay, thank you. I’ll try later.” I decided to finish my last day of work. Maybe Curtis wouldn't pay me for the week, but if any of the clients paid in cash, I’d hold that toward what Curtis owed me. At the end of the day, as I was unloading my equipment, I saw Sid.
 “Hey Sid, come here for a minute,” I said.
 “What’s up?”
 “Hey, the bank told me that my paycheck was no good.”
“Oh, didn’t anyone tell you?” Sid asked.
“Tell me what?” I stared at Sid. I waited for his reply.




Chapter 3


Sid turned to me and said, “We’re not supposed to cash them till Monday.”
 “No, nobody mentioned that.”
 “Well, you know now. Hey, we’re headed to the bar, do you want to come?”
 “That sounds like fun, but I’m going home. I want to do something entertaining with my wife and son. I was away from them a lot this week.”
 “Okay, see you on Monday, buddy.”
As I drove, I mulled over the last few days. I had studied the classifieds in the Denver Post and Rocky Mountain News before I left for Denver to seek employment. Full-page ads by Genie Carpet Cleaning in both papers were impressive. More impressive was Curtis’s warehouse and dozens of employees.
Now, however, I had apprehensions about this company. Their carpet cleaning sales practices were dubious, I couldn’t cash my paycheck, and Curtis was skirting the IRS. I hoped on Monday when I started selling janitorial contracts, he would show more credibility.
I traveled to the hotel to pick up Candy and Colin. We gathered our things and drove to the new apartment I had secured. On first inspection of the apartment building, Candy commented that she admired the brick facades and white trimmed windows. 
I clambered the stairs ten times to the second floor, taking our possessions to our new home. We had no furniture, so we made a bed with layers of soft blankets, quilts, and pillows.
The kitchen flowed into the dining room, which became the living room. The carpet cleaners had brushed the beige shag carpet fibers, which rose as a wheatfield. A lemon smell emanated from the sparkling kitchen. Two windows let in light to cheer up the walls. 
 “Candy, I’ll get us furniture this weekend, okay?”
 “Yes, that’s fine.” Candy looked out the window. “Tim, I get bored when you’re at work.”
 “I realize that, but we’re near a lot of stores here. Maybe you and Colin could take a walk and window shop. I can leave you enough money to have lunch in a cafe. I’m sorry, things will get better, and I’ll get you a car soon.”
 I fretted about Candy having so little to do. Back in Sheridan, she had friends she could visit. 
“Candy, would you want to visit a mall? I saw a gigantic one on my drive to work.”
“Yes, I’ll get Colin ready.” She packed up Colin, dancing and trilling as a bird in sunshine, giggling with Colin. We then took our Saturday drive. 
“My gosh, that’s big!” Candy said as the mall came into view. “It’s bigger than any in Billings or Cheyenne.”
“Heck, I bet you could fit Cheyenne inside of it,” I said. Candy laughed.
“There are a dozen entrances and at least 10,000 cars here.” Candy rolled down the window. “I smell wonderful food.”
“Let’s have dinner here, then we can spend the rest of the day here.” I pulled into an empty parking space. Music filled the parking lot along with the smell of Mexican food. Lights filled the inside of tall entry ways with Greek arches and columns. Clowns in bright yellow jumper-suits covered in blue dots were walking around flopping their big shoes and handing out balloons to the kids.
“Look, Colin, balloons! Do you see the clown?” Colin reached out his hand toward the balloons. “Let’s go get one for you, buddy.” Candy and I walked toward the clown, and Colin squirmed in my arms. I set him on the ground when we were ten feet away and he ran and grabbed onto the clown’s legs. 
“Oh, I’m so sorry,” I said to the clown. The clown laughed and handed Colin a balloon. I plucked the laughing boy up and we carried him into the mall entrance as he kept his eyes on his new red balloon. A swarm of people packed the halls and echoes of laughter filled the air. Candy’s eyes were wide and had a big smile. She came alive around crowds of people. I was the opposite, but I liked to see her happy. 
Monday morning, I reported to the office, dressed in my suit to start work as a janitorial sales agent. I walked into the front office instead of the warehouse this time. There was a young lady answering telephones, all lines were blinking. She jotted notes with the phone cradled between her shoulder and ear. Her eyes kept darting at the other blinking lines. Customers used to fill my single phone with calls in Sheridan, which energized me. This frantic receptionist, with ten lines of people wanting their carpets cleaned, showed that Denver had lots of opportunity.
 Melissa walked in, wearing a pink cotton halter top and jean shorts cut high enough that her panties peeked out. They showed off her tanned, toned, and smooth legs. I shivered and reminded myself that I was a married man. 
“Hi Tim, ready to get janitorial contracts?
 “I sure am, Melissa.”
“Okay, I’m going to send you out with Stuart. He’s the other guy we have working on janitorial sales. Ride with him today and he’ll show you the ropes.” 
 “I don’t need anybody to show me how to sell, I’m pretty good at it.”
“Well, it doesn’t hurt to have somebody show you what we’re doing. We have a system to follow on how we approach our clients. Stuart’s already got two contracts.”
 “That’s terrific! When did he start?”
 “About three months ago, each contract was 3,000 per month.”
 I thought about that. The largest contract I had in Sheridan was $300 per month. I imagined myself approaching thousands of Denver businesses. But only two sales in three months was a bad sign. Was it problematic to get contracts in Denver?
A man strode in the door. He had no tie and wore khaki pants that hung like last week’s laundry. 
 “Oh Tim, this is Stuart. Stuart, this is Tim. You’re going to be taking him out all week.” Melissa jabbed Stuart’s ribs. She leaned over to pick up a box of flyers, exposing what her halter top had barely been hiding. “Here you go, Stuart, fresh from the press.” Stuart reached for the box. 
“Tim, I’ll grab my clipboard and we’ll go. I’ll show you the great janitorial world here in Denver,” Stuart said.
As we left the office Stuart said, “We’ll take my car,” as he crawled into his 1979 Chrysler Lebaron car with a red velour interior. I remained quiet as he drove toward an area populated with small businesses. He pulled into a tree-shaded avenue with red brick sidewalks that contrasted with the white concrete pavement. The street had flower filled barrels made of stone down the middle of the road. Each side of the lane had rows of quaint shops, sprinkled with two coffee shops and four cafes.
“This place has loads of rich business managers having breakfast, coffee, or lunch.” Stuart placed his hands on his hips as he looked around. “It’s a great place to catch a big fish. Follow me.” I followed Stuart into a tiny Cafe called Jandee’s. 
“Hi Stuart,” the lady server chirped as we scooted into a corner booth. 
“Stuart, I know what you want,” she placed coffee in front of him, “but the waffles are extra good today.”
“Always pancakes for me, Shirley.”
 Shirley pulled out her order pad and turned to me. “Would you like a breakfast menu?”
“Oh no, thank you. I already had my breakfast. I’ll take some coffee, water, and cream please.” She tucked the pencil behind her ear, picked up the extra settings and headed toward the kitchen.
“You need to eat breakfast here. It looks weird if you don’t.” Sid sipped his coffee.
“Do you sit here all day, waiting for big fish? That doesn’t seem efficient.”
 “Are you kidding me? It’s great. We just sit here in a nice cool place, have breakfast, flirt with the waitresses, and make business deals.”
“Well, maybe Denver differs from Sheridan. I had to go business-to-business to get contracts.”
“Oh yes, Denver is different. Curtis said Sheridan’s a real podunk town.”
 “Oh, really? What does Curtis know about Sheridan?”
 “He looked it up on the map.”
“Then he knows nothing about Sheridan.”
 “I don’t know what to tell you. Curtis says what Curtis says. Anyway, he sure thought it was a podunk town.”
“I don’t see any fish here, much less big fish. Besides, how do you know you will get sales here?”
“Business owners appear here every day. I’ve spoken to several of them, and they’ve told me about their businesses.”
 “Well, did you ask if they wanted janitorial services?”
“No, not yet. I’m working up to it.”
 Suddenly, I realized why Stuart had only made two sales in three months. We remained there for two hours. Apparently, the fish weren’t swimming our way. And even if they did, I think Stuart had the wrong bait. Next, we wandered over to the coffee shop and sat there for an hour. Then, we walked over for a late lunch at another cafe. I didn’t have money to spend on fancy coffee and cafe meals. Stuart must be a trust fund baby. We finished the day and returned to the office. I got in my car, went home, walked in the door, and tossed my briefcase on the tan couch with a daisy print. I plopped next to it and groaned.
 “What’s wrong?” Candy asked. She stood in the kitchen, flour on her face. She looked cute.
 “They paired me with a buffoon. I’ll make no money with this guy. Tomorrow, I’m telling Curtis I need to be on my own. What did you do today?”
 “I pushed Colin in the stroller to the stores. I window shopped, and I made a friend.”
“That’s perfect. How did you meet your friend?”
 “She lives in the building at the end of the block. When I was walking by with my stroller, she was coming out. We got to talking and went down to the shops together. It was a lot of fun and I like her. Her son is about Colin’s age.”
“That’s great, I’m thrilled for you. I worry about you having nothing to do while I’m working.”
“Tomorrow we’re taking the boys down to an ice cream shop, but I need a little extra money.”
“No problem, I can spare twenty dollars. Is that okay?”
 “Yes, Tim, thank you.” She took the twenty, dodging my eyes. Candy had grown quite cold to me since she got pregnant with Colin. During the pregnancy, she was moody. After the delivery, she had postpartum depression. I felt bad for her and waited. My blood rushed hot with a yearning for romance, but Candy offered no kisses, hugs, or intimacy. Damn, why did she look so good?




Chapter 4


The next morning at Genie, I walked into the primary office, which was just big enough to fit the receptionist’s desk and two guest chairs. Every phone line was lit as usual and the girlish, red-haired lady answering them had her head buried in the appointment calendar, one hand gripping the handset, the other holding a pen which she tapped on the side of her head. I breathed in fresh coffee and followed the sound of it’s brewing to Curtis’s office, first door on the right. Two separate doors in the hall opened to other workspaces, the end of the brown, carpeted corridor led to the warehouse. 
 “Curtis, I need to talk to you.”
“Sure, what do you need?” Curtis lifted himself from his old metal Army chair, pressing on the armrests. He stepped to the steaming coffee and rescued the glass pot from the brown ceramic hotplate.
“Yesterday, Stuart took me out for training.” I made quotation marks with my fingers. “We sat in cafes and coffee shops and waited for prospects to magically appear. That’s not how I do sales. I beat the pavement. I don’t need Stuart’s teaching; I’ll prove it to you the first day I’m out there.” 
“Did Stuart show you what to do when you get a prospect?” Curtis poured coffee into his white ceramic mug that declared him the world’s best lover in flaming red letters.
 “Since we got no prospects just sitting on our asses, no he didn’t. What is it?”
 “Learn how much square footage they have to clean, how often they want it cleaned, the type of flooring, and then we will type up a proposal for them.”
 “That’s easy enough. So, I’m allowed to go out by myself today?”
 “Sure, let’s see what you can do. I hope it’s better than how you sold cleaning chemicals.” I ignored his snide comment and left the office. On the way out, I snatched a stack of glossy colored flyers lying on a gray metal stand near his door. 
Out in the reception room the lady was holding her hand against her forehead as she cradled the phone on her shoulder. If she was not so busy, I’d have introduced myself. Why didn’t Curtis hire more help to answer these calls?
 I had my sights set on those towering buildings downtown for prospects. Surely, they needed to keep their offices clean. The tallest building is where I started on the second floor. The receptionist looked up as I opened the heavy glass door with QuickTime engraved like crystal. Receptionists are good gatekeepers, they keep salespeople from draining the time of the boss. But after hundreds of sales calls to businesses, I understood how to ward off this obstacle.
“Good morning ma’am, you must be the owner here, correct?” I glanced at her name tag on the counter, “Birdie?”
 The lady’s mouth opened to reply, but then stopped. I’m sure she hadn’t heard that one. Then she giggled, “Oh no, that’s Bryce Sampson, I’m just a receptionist.”
 “Well, I wouldn’t say you’re just a receptionist. I’ll wager you are skillful at keeping salespeople away from Bryce Sampson, correct?”
 This time she blushed, “Yes, I dare say I’m pretty good at it.”
“I’m sure you are. I’m not even going to try. Would it be okay if I dropped this flyer for Mr. Sampson? We’re a janitorial company.”
 “Oh, we are all set on janitorial.”
 “All right, then. I thank you for your time. Maybe the next receptionist will let me see the boss.” I feigned a tip of my imaginary hat at which the lady grinned. 
I walked out the door, wrote the suite number, the name of the owner, receptionist, and business in my pocket pad. After visiting every office on that floor, I elevated up to the next. I contacted fifty businesses, talked to five of the business owners of which two agreed to accept an offer. I got fifty manager, company, and receptionist names.
I headed back to the shop at two PM so I could turn in my proposals.
“Curtis, I got two businesses interested in janitorial contracts. The proposals must be ready by tomorrow.”
 “Are these genuine prospects or fakers?”
 “These are the real McCoy. I always qualify my prospects so I don’t squander time on them.”
“Alright, give the details to Janeal, she'll type them up for you.”
“Janeal’s the receptionist, right?”
“Yes.”
 “She looks pretty swamped already, she’s not even keeping up with the phone calls for carpet cleaning. When will she create the proposals?”
 “She better do it, it’s her job. Go give them to her.”
I wandered back to the entrance room. I sat in the armchair waiting for Janeal to get a break from the buzzing calls. None occurred.
Janeal saw me sitting. “Do you need something?”
“Yes, I’m Tim, I’m sorry I’ve never introduced myself. Curtis told me to give you these two proposals for janitorial to type up. I have everything written that you need.”
 “Okay, give it to me, I'll get it done as soon as I can.” She took my notes and returned to the phone.
I had nothing else to do, so I walked into the warehouse. Melissa was organizing the cleaning products on the storage racks. As she bent over, her short shorts showed the tanned lines of her butt cheeks. She stood and spotted me, so I strolled over to her. The warehouse had shined concrete flooring with metal shelving lining the walls. There was a stairway that led to a platform that hosted more shelving.
 “Melissa, thank you for getting me on the janitorial sales team. I brought in two contract proposals today.” 
“Very good, Tim. I told Curtis to put you on the team. Two proposals is an impressive start.”
 “Thank you. I’m worried about the proposals getting prepared in time. Janeal hardly has time to breathe.”
“Yes, she’s extremely busy. I keep telling Curtis we need to hire more help.” She pushed her hair behind her ear and stared sideways at me with a slight smile. I could see she was flirting with me, but I pretended not to notice.
“Oh, I need more flyers.”
“There’s some on the gray table in Curtis’s office.”
“I saw those, I used them all up today.”
 “Did you just hand them out to anybody you saw?”
 “No, I gave them to receptionists. Not even all of them. There were only thirty flyers.”
“Oh my gosh, how many businesses did you see today?”
“Fifty.”
“Tim, you know a flyer to a receptionist will not make a sale, right?”
“I don’t expect to make a sale with a flyer. It’s part of my plan. I’ll show you next week when I get to the second stage.”
“All right, I’ll show you where the flyers are, take them as you need, but please don’t waste them.”
“I promise it won’t be a waste.”
“Oh, by the way,” Melissa said, “let me show you your office. Follow me.”
I followed her to the front, and she showed me a cramped room with one desk and a chair across from Curtis’s office.
 “Well thank you Melissa, but why do I need an office? I’m going to be out talking to business owners.”
 “You might need a place for paperwork,” Melissa winked at me, “or other things.”
 “Thank you. I guess I’ll sit here and wait for the proposals to get finished. Is it okay if I have coffee in my office?”
 “Of course, silly, help yourself,” Melissa said as she strode back to the warehouse. I walked into Curtis’s office to pour coffee then returned to my office, rested in my chair, and sipped, but all I could think about was janitorial sales. I went to check on Janeal with her red hair in tight ponytails held with a green ribbon that matched her eyes. She had elegant stationery in the typewriter. The header showed it was a proposal to one of my prospects. Next to the typewriter was a ten-page template. I could see that Janelle was copying it, filling in the blanks with the unique numbers. My God, was she going to peck out the entire ten-page proposal?
I went and sat in my office again. Curtis abandoned efficiency. He understood how to make money with carpet cleaning, albeit in a shadowy nature, but he did not consider the logistics of the janitorial business. At five, I walked back to reception. Janeal was answering the phones, the typewriter lifeless. 
“Janeal, I’ll be back in the morning. I’m sorry you’re so busy, you need help here. You’re doing a good job considering there needs to be three of you.”
 Janeal smiled, “Thank you. It’s nice to be appreciated.”
 “See you tomorrow, Janeal.”
In the morning I saw the two proposals lying on my desk. The paper felt luxurious between my fingers, and I noticed that Janeal had typed every word. That was ludicrous. Poor Janeal must have stayed very late to get this done. What will she do when I bring in dozens of proposals every week?
I continued the rest of the week visiting fifty businesses per day, returning to the office at four-thirty to give Janeal the proposals, and then ducked out for home before Melissa gave me too much attention.
“Curtis, three of the proposals I gave this week are ready to sign a contract. I assume they’ll want to meet you since you are signing the contracts,” I said the next morning in his office.
 “Three? You got three people ready to sign your first week?”
 “Yes, sir. Next week will be much busier because it’s phase two of my sales plan.”
 “And what plan is this?”
“I visited fifty businesses each day this week. I have 200 businesses to follow up with in the next few weeks. That’s when the magic happens. I’ll bring in many proposals. Janeal doesn't have time to type them. Why not make copies and update the proposed numbers specific to that business?”
 “No, we won’t do that.” Curtis picked up his little boy, which flexed muscular arms exposed by his rolled-up shirt sleeves, and set him on the desk.
“I don’t understand why she has to hammer out every page.”
“I want our proposals to look professional.”
“We could still copy them onto the fancy paper you’re using now.”
 “Yes, but they could see that we did not type it. I don’t want copies.”
 “This is going to be a problem. There will be a ton of proposals.”
 “We’ll see.” Curtis pushed his fingers through his thick, dark hair and turned away from me.
 “Okay, Curtis, I’m going home for the weekend. By the way, I need my paycheck.”
 “Oh, right, it is Friday, isn’t it? How much do you need?”
 “Well, you agreed on a salary of $350 a week, plus two percent of the contracts I bring in.”
 “Do you need the entire $350?”
“Yes, I do. That was the agreed-on amount.”
 “Well, I just expected each week you would tell me how much you needed.”
 “Curtis, I budgeted for my family for $350 a week, which is still tight. I need the whole $350 each week.”
 “Curtis dragged out a massive hardcover three-ring-binder notebook full of business checks.”
As he ripped out the check, he said, “Don’t cash it until Monday.”
 “Yes sir, see you Monday.”




Chapter 5


Monday morning, I started my day at the first business I had approached the previous week, QuickTime. The gray marble tile in the hallway reflected in their glass entrance doors. I paused and observed their name engraved like crystal into the glass. This classy business would be a feather in my cap. I took a breath and pressed open the door.
“Good morning Birdie, I need to speak with Bryce,” I announced as I walked up to the receptionist's desk.
“He’s in his office. Who should I tell him is here?”
“Tim.”
Birdie picked up the phone. “Bryce, Tim is here to see you.” She looked at me. “Go on back.”
“Which is his office?” I asked. Birdie pointed. “Thank you, Birdie.”
I walked past tan cubicles filled with busy people. There was a buzz of activity from voices and machines. I noticed the workers in chairs with dusty backs next to full waste cans. I continued toward Bryce’s door in the back. I paused at his door. The ceiling fluorescent light shields were dirty. Cobwebs hung above the emergency exit sign. I walked into Bryce’s office. He had covered his walls with pictures and trophies. He stood and reached his hand toward me, stretching his brown suit across his wide shoulders.
“Hi Bryce, I’m Tim. I’m here about your janitorial. How’s your morning going?” His handshake was firm.
“It’s going good! Thanks, Tim. What's this about the janitorial?”
“I want to make sure it’s up to par.” I walked over to a trophy and ran my finger over it. I turned my finger toward my face and held it back. “This trophy is very dusty. This needs to be cleaned.”
“Well, I agree with that.”
“Is this your trophy?”
“No, that’s my son’s. He plays high school basketball. He asked me to display it in my office because I’m so proud of him.”
“I’m sure you are. Is he your only child?”
“No, I have a daughter also. She’s in middle school. She’s in ballet. This is one of her trophies.” Bryce walked over and picked up a wooden base trophy with a golden ballerina on top. “She’s doing excellent. I'm very proud of her.”
“You’re a lucky man. I hope you get plenty of time in the evenings and on weekends with your family.”
“Yes, on the weekends. I end up running late during the week, but I leave early on Fridays to make a longer weekend. So, what about the dust? I’ve noticed several other problems. The trash doesn’t get emptied, or the carpet vacuumed every night.”
“Well, we can fix that problem for you. We’re not your current janitorial company. But I’m working for Genie Carpet Cleaning. They’re adding a janitorial division. I’m sure you see their ads in the newspapers.”
“Oh, I sure have. If they can run full-page ads, they must run a good business.”
“Well, I can tell you he’s got over fifty carpet cleaning teams, and the phones ring all day. How much are you paying your current company?”
“I’m paying them $500 per month to come on Monday through Friday.”
“Well, that’s part of the problem. You have over 3,000 square feet of office space here to clean. I’m guessing that they were a low bid at some point when you took several proposals for janitorial.”
“Yeah, that’s exactly how it worked.” Bryce walked out the door to survey his business. I followed.
“We could do it for $900 per month. But I guarantee you the job will get done right. If I were to offer to do it for $500 per month, we would have to skip your trophies or occasional vacuuming.”
“That’s a lot of money.” Bryce crossed his beefy arms and stood back to look at me, a sign that I was losing him.
“I’m sure it’s more than anybody else is going to bid. But I don’t want our name tainted with shoddy work. I’d rather overbid slightly and do quality work. We can sign a month-to-month contract. Fire us if we don’t do a good job.”
Bryce scratched his head and stood silently. After three minutes, he stuck his hand out to me and said, “Deal. Get me a contract right away.”
“Thank you, Bryce. I’ll get right back to you with the contract. Here’s my personal number. If you ever have an issue, call me and I’ll make sure it gets corrected.”
“Alright, Tim, it was a pleasure meeting you.”
“Same here, sir.” I left and tipped my imaginary hat to Birdie on the way out. I continued my routine with many of the businesses I had contacted the previous week. That afternoon, I returned to the office with three proposals and one sale.
I stuck my head in Curtis’s door. “Curtis, can I talk to you?”
Curtis had legal papers in his hand. “You know, this is the best thing that ever happened to me.”
“What is? Hiring me?”
“No, my back injury. Got in an accident at Target and my lawyers are suing them. I think I’m going to get millions of dollars for it.” He looked back at his papers.
“Well, good luck with that. I’m sorry you hurt your back.”
“It doesn’t hurt much, but my attorneys told me to refrain from physical labor.”
“What did your doctor say?”
“He said if it hurts, don’t work.”
“Well, anyway, I have three proposals from today and one of them is a firm promise. He is ready to sign. Here’s the numbers for his office. Looking at the earlier proposals, I calculated that you were going to charge him $600 per month. Is that right?”
Curtis took the papers from my hand, did his Clint Eastwood squint, tapped on his calculator, and said, “Yes, that’s right $600.”
“Okay, write him up a contract for $900. I’ve got the commitment.”
“Wow, that’s a good bit.”
“Yes, but we need to make sure whoever is cleaning it does a superb job, including dusting his trophies. I want to use him as a referral for other jobs. Can we make copies instead of waiting for Janeal to type the proposals? I want to return them by tomorrow.”
“No, Janeal has to type them.”
“Okay.” My chest sank. 
“How’s it going, Tim?” Stuart walked into Curtis’s office. 
“Good. I got a sale and three proposals today.”
“Wow! Which coffee shop were you in?”
“I wasn’t in a coffee shop. I solicited business to business.”
“You can’t do that.”
“Why not?”
“Because the receptionists will not let salespeople get to the boss.”
“Well, that’s odd. I got past fifteen receptionists today.” I turned to Curtis. “I’m going downtown in the morning. You will see me in the afternoon with more proposals. I hope she’ll have these ready for me on Wednesday.” I walked across the hall, shoved my office door open, and sat. This is crazy, I thought. No way will Curtis handle my production. 
“Hi Tim,” Melissa said as she walked into my room, locked the door, and perched on my lap.
“Hey what are you doing? You can’t sit on my lap.”
Melissa put her arms around me and her head on my shoulder. “But I want to,” she pouted.
“I’m certain your husband wouldn’t like this. Please get up.”
“Oh, he doesn’t care. We do our own things.”
“Then why did you shut the door? And I know my wife wouldn’t appreciate this. Please get off me.” I gave her a slight push.
“Oh, okay. You’re no fun.” She opened the door and disappeared. Melissa got my blood rushing and a bulge in my pants. I wasn’t expecting that from her, especially in a workplace. I told Curtis I was going home. 
“Hi honey, I’m home.” I said as I stepped into my apartment. Candy was on the floor playing with Colin.
“Hi Tim. Did you make any money today?”
“Yes, a confirmed sale and two proposals. But that company is going crazy. Melissa and Curtis’s ethics are not acceptable.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, Curtis is evading the IRS. I think he’s scamming Target with a lawsuit, and then Melissa came into my office, shut the door and sat on my lap.”
Candy stared at me with her blue eyes wide open and her blond eyebrows raised.
“I pushed her off my lap and told her she can’t do that. I said I’m sure your husband wouldn’t like that. She said, ‘Oh he doesn’t mind, we do our own thing.’ I told her my wife wouldn’t like it, so please don’t do that.”
Candy squinted at me, then went back to playing with Colin. “Candy, did I upset you, telling you that?”
“No.” Candy stood and went to the kitchen sink and rinsed some dishes. 
“Candy, are you sure?” I followed her to the kitchen.
“Yes, I’m sure.” Candy turned past me, went to the bedroom, and shut the door.




Chapter 6


After an hour, Candy returned and sat at the dining table. “Candy, would you want to take a drive to the shopping mall?
“Yes, that would be nice.” Candy was quiet on the ride, but after shopping for thirty minutes she was chatting and laughing. I knew Melissa was going to be a problem for our marriage.
The rest of the week I brought in firm pledges and proposals and kept stacking them up on Curtis’s desk, but he was not dealing with them.
“Curtis, did you contact Bryce at QuickTime? He was ready to sign the contract.”
“No, and let’s talk about that.”
“Talk about what?”
“You’re bringing in too many proposals.”
“What do you want me to do?”
“I don’t know, but we can’t handle this much business.”
“I could manage the janitorial and hire labor. I know how to do all that.”
“No, I’ve got Albert on that. I promised him he would be in charge of the janitorial.”
“Do you need me to teach Albert how to do it?”
“I just want you to slow down.”
“Okay, but I shook hands with our clients. Can we get contracts for them?”
“I’ll get to them as soon as I can.”
I drew a full breath and held it for a minute. My pulse pounded in my ears. “Okay. Oh, it’s Friday. I need my paycheck please.”
“Well, how much do you need?”
“Curtis, we went over this before. I need the entire three-fifty every week. Plus, I’m supposed to be getting a percentage of sales on top of this once they pay, right?”
“Did I agree to a commission? I don’t remember that.”
“Yes, you told me two percent of the business I brought in.”
“Oh. Well, that makes no sense. You won’t be doing anything. Why would I keep paying you?” Curtis pulled out his gargantuan checkbook. I felt my blood pressure giving me a headache, but I kept quiet. Curtis handed me the check. “Don’t cash this till Monday.”
“Thank you.” I walked back over to my office and sat in my chair.
Melissa walked in, shut the door, and scooted onto my lap, putting her arms around my neck.
“Melissa, I told you that you can’t do this. I'm a married man. Plus, your monster husband will kill me.” Her silky-smooth hair brushed over my face with a wonderful lavender smell. It had been ages since a woman touched me and she excited me. I resisted a momentary impulse to grab her and kiss her. It was a distant memory, feeling Candy’s lips on mine. A woman’s kiss would be welcome.
“Don’t you find me attractive?” Melissa asked.
“Melissa, yes, you’re beautiful. But you’re a married woman and I’m a married man. I won’t do this. Please get off my lap.” My face was flush with passion. I gave her a gentle push, but it was less gentle than the first time.
“Curtis doesn’t mind. We do our own stuff. We have an open relationship.”
“Well, I’m not in an open relationship.” I put my hands on her waist to steady her while I stood, removing her from my lap, and pried her arms from around my neck. She stepped between me and the door.
“Did you notice that Stuart doesn’t have an office? I gave you this one so we could have privacy.” She leaned into me, but I stepped back.
“Melissa, this is not appropriate. You’re making me uneasy. Step aside and let me out now.” She stared at me for thirty seconds, then stepped away. I walked out the door. Curtis was in his office reading a book to his child. I stopped, watched him for twenty seconds, but then decided it was best not to tell him what Melissa was doing. I walked out to the parking lot, the gravel crunching beneath my shoes. The sky was electric blue with wispy clouds, and I leaned against my car to contemplate its meaning. I inhaled a slow, deep breath and closed my eyes. After five minutes, I crawled in my car and drove toward home.
I arrived at our apartment complex and saw Candy outside, talking with her friend. They were both standing with the strollers so the boys could visit, which involved throwing toys onto the sidewalk. I parked the car and walked over to see them.
“Hi Candy,” I said.
“Hi Tim, did you make money today?”
“Yes, and I got my paycheck. Are you going to introduce me to your friend?”
“Oh, yes, this is Marsha.”
“Hi Marsha.” I stretched to shake her hand.
“Tim, nice to meet you finally,” Marsha said.
“I’m happy Candy made a friend. We left our friends in Sheridan,” I said.
“Yes, I’m delighted I met Candy. We have deep, meaningful conversations and enjoy pleasant walks together. And the boys love each other.” The boys were slapping each other.
“Yes, I can see that.” We all laughed. I put my arm around Candy. “Candy, I love your French braid. You look gorgeous.” Candy smiled but did not respond. My juices were still revved up from Melissa. I wanted Candy to squeeze and kiss me. I needed release from this tension.
“Candy, would you like to have dinner at Denny’s? I need to decide something, and Denny’s helps me relax. I’ll even spring for dessert, okay?”
“Okay!” Candy got a big smile on her face. She loved dessert.
“Bye Marsha, it was nice to meet you. Thank you again for hanging out with Candy and Colin,” I said.
“Oh Tim, I should thank her. I was so bored before she showed up.”
“Good! Glad to hear it,” I said. Candy gave Marsha a hug, and we left.
We drove to Denny’s and reclined in a booth. After we got Colin settled into the kid’s seat with his kid’s meal, and our food had arrived, Candy looked at me with a wrinkled forehead.
“Tim, what’s going on? What’s the big decision you have to make?”
“These people I’m working for worry me. I have to beg for my check every week. Curtis denied he offered me a commission on my sales. I cannot keep my promises to my janitorial clients. Melissa will not quit her sexual harassment against me. I’m not happy there. I need to do something else. On Sunday, I’ll look through the classifieds for a new job.”
“Will we be okay paying the bills?” Candy frowned as she put a spoon of mashed potatoes in her mouth.
“I’m sure we will be. I paid the rent for this month and I’ve got enough money to pay one more. I have enough money to buy food and gas for a couple of months. That gives me sixty days to make money doing something else.”
“Okay, Tim, if that’s what you think you need to do. It’s scary.” Candy twisted her hair between two fingers.
“Yes, Honey, I know. I don’t mean for you to worry. I’m sure I’ll get work that pays well.”
“Marsha and I want to host a Tupperware party. It would be fun.”
“That sounds nice.” I crunched into my brown toast. I brushed the crumbs away that fell on my shirt.
“We could make friends. We get a gift for hosting it. But mostly, it gives me something to do. I get bored a lot. I love Colin, but I need to do more besides just be his mother.”
“I get that, Candy.”
“Marsha knows a Tupperware lady. But we don’t have anyone to invite to the party.”
“Candy, you can find people. You’re very outgoing. Remember, in Sheridan, when you sold jewelry door to door? After one week you were famous. Everyone loved you.” Candy leaned back and smiled. 
“Yes, that was fun. It wasn’t for the money, although that was nice. But I made a lot of friends.”
“Well, why not do that here? These apartments are bursting with doors to knock on.”
“You’re right.” Candy set straight up, her eyes bright and twinkling.
“In no time you’ll have more people than you can shake a stick at.” Candy leaned forward. She sipped on her straw and looked at me. I could see the wheels turning in her head. 
“Thank you, Tim.”
“You’re welcome, Candy. You can do it.” We had both resolved our problems. We finished our meal and went home.
Sunday was the big day for classifieds in the newspapers. On Saturday, I was pacing, feeling like a caged beast, so I started my job search. I strolled to the convenience store and picked up a coffee and a newspaper. I returned to our dining table and circled the most promising ads. Then I spent the rest of the day enjoying time with Candy and Colin.
Sunday morning, I got up and walked to the convenience store again to pick up the week’s biggest newspapers. I loved Sunday mornings. Things were quiet, and I didn’t have to talk to anybody except my family.
I went back home and laid the newspaper on the kitchen table. I turned and looked out the window. I pushed it open and sat on the windowsill. The sun was out, a breeze cooled my face. I sipped my coffee and took a deep breath. I closed my eyes.
In just a short month, I had lost my business in Sheridan, then risked everything I had to move my family to Denver. I had secured a good job, but I was wrong.
I opened my eyes and took another deep breath. I needed to keep the panic from freezing my thoughts. I needed my mind to take care of my family and move forward. The slightest adversarial event in my life could plunge me into a deep depression if I did not head it off. Once depressed, it was like climbing Mt. Sinai to get out of it. I feared panic, which started this dive into the abyss. In Sheridan, before Colin was born, I’d take Candy to Thermopolis to soak in the hot pools when this happened. Sometimes it helped. Always, I stayed in the first-floor hotel rooms as I had a powerful urge to jump to my death through a window on a higher floor. Sheena told me I needed Denver. I needed to trust her.
I slid from the windowsill to read the advertisements. The sales job section had opportunities to circle. Then I listed them on a piece of paper and wrote a column for pros and cons. Those tiny advertisements gave little information. But after a couple hours, I narrowed it to one company that was offering a $2,000 per month guarantee, an alarm company called Angel-Wise Security.




Chapter 7


Monday morning, I drove to Angel-Wise Security. Their office was in a textured gray brick building with tinted windows. Red rose bushes splashed color along the foundation. As I came into the third-floor room, the aroma of coffee and fresh donuts greeted me. Twenty other applicants filled the room with chatter.
“Good morning, welcome to Angel-Wise Security,” a man in a dark blue suit with a popping yellow silk tie said.
“Good morning sir, I’m here to apply for the sales position,” I said.
“Very good. Fill out this application. We’ll have a demonstration in thirty minutes. There’s coffee and donuts on the table.” I took the application from his smooth hand, twice the size of mine.
“Thank you, sir.” The other applicants ranged in ages from young to senior. The clothing attire ranged from financiers with stern faces to peacocks strolling the room and declaring their territory. I finished my application, gave it to the yellow silk tie, poured coffee, and snatched a donut.
“Everyone, please join me in the conference room,” the yellow tie said. We sauntered into the room and sat at an enormous conference table. The yellow tie waited for us to crawl into the chairs. Three pushed them back from the table to recline and one interlocked his fingers, resting his arms on the table.
“Everyone, welcome. My name is Jeffrey O’Brien. I’m the sales manager here for the Denver branch of Angel-Wise Security. I’m going to give you an overview of what we do, and then Edward and I will interview each of you in our private office.” He pulled out a gold, four-inch laser pointer from his front shirt pocket. He turned and pointed at charts on the wall, the red dot bouncing as he talked. We listened to the puffed speech filled with worthless information, after which we milled back to the primary room.
“Tim, it’s your turn. Come on back please,” the yellow tie said. I walked into a windowless room the size of a janitor’s closet. A small desk and guest chair left a little space. The wall held a lone framed certificate of sales excellence awarded to Jeffrey O’Brien. They should have awarded him a bigger office.
“Tim, have a seat. I see on your application you have good sales experience with your own company in Sheridan, Wyoming.”
“Yes, sir. I built a cleaning company from scratch and within three years, I had eighteen people working for me, three cargo vans, keys to sixty buildings, and $100,000 worth of equipment.”
“I’ve been through Sheridan.” The yellow tie leaned back in his chair. “Why did you leave a successful business?”
“I lost the entire business in one day when the coal mines announced their strike would not end. I decided I didn’t want to rebuild in Sheridan since the population is only 13,000. Denver had better options for me.”
“Tell me why I should hire you?”
“I’m good at business-to-business sales. That’s how I claimed many janitorial contracts.”
“You’ll not be selling janitorial contracts here.” The yellow tie pulled his wire-rimmed glasses off and crossed his legs. He studied me as he leaned back, his hands folded in his lap.
“Sir, I’m a fast learner and I understand sales psychology. When I learn about your product, I can sell it.”
“If I hire you, can you be here for a two-week training starting tomorrow?”
“Yes, sir, but why two weeks?”
“That’s the policy of this company. We’ve been in business for fifty years with successful offices all over the United States. We have found a two-week training optimal. But you won’t get paid during these two weeks. Are you ready to handle that?”
“Yes, sir, I can handle that. Now, what about the guarantee for $2,000 per month?”
“That will start as soon as you finish your training. All you have to do is give sixty presentations in a month and we’ll guarantee you at least $2,000.”
“Heck, I could get sixty presentations in one day.” I remembered the janitorial sales job I had just left.
“Well, I appreciate your zeal, but that’s not possible. Presentations take one hour. In addition, you must call me so I can talk with the owner to confirm you are indeed showing the alarm system.”
“Still, sixty per month seems plausible. How much is the commission?”
“Five-hundred dollars.” The yellow tie put his hands behind his head and grinned, showing his bleached-white teeth.
“Well, now I understand why you guarantee $2,000 for sixty presentations. I’d think I’d get at least fifteen sales out of that which would net me $6,000.”
“Yes, you’re seeing the picture. You’re a smart man. We figure when you do sixty presentations, you’ll sell at least four, which would be $2,000 in commissions. Even with no sales, you get $2,000 as long as you completed sixty verified presentations. But honestly, there have always been at least four sales.”
“Well, this is very exciting. I can’t wait to get started.”
“In that case, we’ll hire you. We’ll see you tomorrow at nine AM.”
“Thank you, sir,” I said as I stood and shook the yellow tie’s hand. As I left, the spirit of hope and enthusiasm filled my mind. I traveled home to tell Candy the good news. That night, I fell into a peaceful sleep.
***I’m standing on top of a skyscraper in downtown Denver. Sheena’s with me. The sky is dark, showing silver stars. A warm breeze whisks over me. Sheena’s dark hair is signaling the wind’s direction.
“Sheena, this town has so much opportunity. This building we’re on must have 20,000 people. That’s more than the Sheridan population. I’m so happy to be here.”
“I’m glad you’re happy, Tim. Tim, you have hard lessons coming. You will feel alone sometimes. You will want to quit, but you must continue through these lessons.”
“Sheena, why can’t you just help me avoid the hard times?”
“That wouldn’t be good for you. You must welcome them. Go through them.” 
I looked out at the city. I stood without speaking for ten minutes.
“Sheena, what if I can’t make it through the lessons? You know I’ve had strong suicidal desires since I was seventeen. There are days I don’t think I can survive. I read self-help books to stay positive, I take B-complex vitamins, I get exercise, I keep a good diet. Everything I’ve learned to beat depression, I do. But there are days I believe I won’t see the morning.”
“You must have these lessons, but remember, when it seems you are alone, you are not. We are constantly with you.”
“You mean you and the other two ghosts?”
“Yes, and God.”
“It doesn’t seem like it sometimes.”
“Yes, I know. That is part of your education.”
“Ok. Thank you.”
“Tim, keep pursuing the truth. Denver is good for you right now. Don’t give up.”
“I will, Sheena. I’ll keep seeking the truth and not give up.”
“Flying is good for you, Tim. Fly every night.”
“Okay, Sheena.” 
***I woke up early in the morning to prepare for my first day of instruction at Angel-Wise Security. I arrived before the others and enjoyed a coffee and donut. Within thirty minutes, four other salespeople arrived, and we introduced ourselves to each other. Then, the yellow tie invited us into the conference room.
“I’m happy to see the five of you here.” He glanced at his gold watch. “I’m sure you see we chose you from twenty applicants, so congratulations to you.”
I was no dummy. Several candidates left before the private interviews. I’m sure some weren’t happy with two weeks of training without pay. We were the only five that arrived. They didn’t select us. The yellow tie started talking and after three hours, we got to the nitty-gritty. He showed us how to present the alarm system to business owners. 
“Look at the security device mounted near the ceiling. We have a stack of square glass panes here and a glass cutter.” The yellow tie picked up one of the twelve-inch square glass panes and held it in his left hand.
“Notice, when I tap on the glass with my hand, nothing happens.” He picked up a wooden spoon and tapped it on the glass. “Again, nothing happens,” he said.
Then he picked up the glass cutter and tapped it on the glass. The security device set off a ferocious sound and sunshine bright flashing lights. Me and the other trainees yelped and jumped out of our chairs. The yellow tie laughed.
“See how that scared you? Imagine how a burglar would react.” The yellow tie pulled up another pane of glass and handed it to me. “Now you try it.”
He was right. It worked dandy, but I had questions.
“Mr. O’Brien, when a burglar sets off the alarm, does it call the police?” I asked.
“No, it does not call the police.”
“Wouldn’t it be better if it called the police?”
“Our designers didn’t want false alarms.”
“Why would there be false alarms?”
“When the glass cutter sets off the alarm, the burglar would run. When the police showed up, they would assume it was a false alarm because of no broken glass.”
“Oh, I see,” I said, wondering how many burglars outside the movies use a glass cutter. Something inside me knew this was not good security. I felt a twinge in my stomach. After two weeks of training, the yellow tie took us for a drive to Fort Collins. We were to solicit businesses. When we arrived, the yellow tie started dropping us off on different streets. He dropped me off on a road lined with mom-and-pop businesses, Oak Street.
“Okay, Tim, remember your training,” he said. “Contact all the businesses and meet me here at three O’clock.” He turned his gold watch toward me so I could see the time. I noticed there were diamonds on the rim.
“Yes sir,” I replied to the yellow tie. I looked at the street as he drove away. My stomach ached like when my mother used to belittle me. I had always been excited to sell things, even that metal social security card I sold as a child. When I was selling janitorial or disaster restoration or carpet cleaning for my company in Sheridan, I felt one-hundred percent positive and enthused to offer my fantastic service to prospects. But this felt different.
I walked into the first store, which was a locksmith. A bell on a spring attached to the door rang as I arrived. A man with gray, thinning hair and a white apron over grease stains was grinding keys. He looked at me.
“Hello sir, my name is Tim. I’m with Angel-Wise Security.”
“Your people have been to my shop five times this year. I don’t want your crap.”
“Oh, I’m very sorry. They must’ve mixed up the schedules. Have a great day sir, bye.” I left and walked to the dress shop next door. The smell of perfume greeted me as I entered. Light pink carpeting covered the floor. I wiped my feet on the doormat.
“May I help you, young man?” a prim lady with perfect gray hair asked.
“Yes ma’am, I’m with the Angel-Wise Security company.”
“Oh my, young man, your people have been here many times this year. I’m not interested.”
“I’m so sorry to bother you. I’ll make a note for the salespeople not to return here, thank you.”
That feeling inside of me got worse. I entered ten more shops and got the same story every time. Angel-Wise's salespeople had beaten this street.
At three, the yellow tie picked me up. 
“Mr. O'Brien, everyone on this street said someone from Angel-Wise Security has been here many times this year.”
“Oh, I don’t think that’s true. Maybe I made a mistake. I’ll put you on a different street.” I got in the front seat and remained quiet as he drove. He took me to another avenue. I did the same routine. I got the same answers. The yellow tie picked me up at six PM, the other four salespeople were in the van.
“Mr. O’Brien, I had the same results on this street.”
“All right, let’s talk at the office,” he said. Everyone whispered on the ride back, which was not normal for salespeople, especially the peacocks. When we arrived at the office, I walked into Mr. O’Brien’s janitorial closet.
“Sir, Angel-Wise Security salespeople pounded those streets you put me on. A sale wasn’t possible.”
“Well, Tim, I don’t agree with you, but how about we pick an original area for you?”
“Sir, would it be okay if I picked my area? I have a vehicle.”
“Okay, but you tell me where you’re going. You still must call in to get a presentation qualified.”
“Yes sir, I understand. I’m traveling to Boulder tomorrow.”
“Alright Tim, good luck to you.” He lifted a golden pen to record my schedule.
The next day, I arrived in Boulder. Few knew of Angel-Wise Security. A positive thing. My first presentation was to the manager of a cafe, Carl.
“Carl, I’ve set up the surveillance device across the room and I have this pane of glass. Notice, when I knock on the glass, nothing happens. And now, with a wooden spoon, nothing happens,” I said. Just then, a busboy dropped his collection tray on a table. The silverware clanked, which set off the security machine. Half of the dining room squealed, and chairs dropped backward as people jumped.
Did I just start a riot? Should I run? I thought.




Chapter 8


“Okay, this presentation is over,” Carl told me and walked away. That knot in my belly got even worse. I collected my sales tools and left. The yellow tie didn’t tell me that silverware would set off the alarm. I crossed cafes off my list of prospects.
Next, I entered an insurance office. A young man with well-groomed dark hair was sitting at a desk.
“How may I help you?” he inquired.
“I’m with the Angel-Wise Security company,” I said.
“We already have security.” He pointed at contacts on the windows.
“That’s very astute of you. Does it let you know if someone breaks your windows?”
“Yes, it does. And then it calls the police.”
“What if they pick the lock?”
“We have a motion detector.”
“Does it scare the burglar away?”
“No, it calls the police.”
“Then our system would be a great compliment to yours. Ours will set off an alarm and bright flashing lights if a thief breaks the window or uses a glass cutter. Boulder police have an excellent seven-minute response time. But burglars can steal a lot in seven minutes.”
“Well, that makes sense. Let's see what you have.” 
I pulled the security device out of my sales case and set it across the room on a filing cabinet, then I tapped my wooden spoon on the window. Nothing happened.
“Tapping the window does not activate the alarm, but watch when I use a glass cutter.” I took out a pane of glass and scraped the glass cutter on it. At once, the alarm and lights went off. The poor man jumped out of his skin.
“Sorry to startle you, but that is how a burglar reacts.”
“I see, very effective. What happens if they just break the glass with a brick?”
“Good question.” I pulled out a small hammer, held the pane of glass over his trash can, and broke it. Again, the alarm went off.
“Well, you’ve made a good presentation. I’ll talk to my boss about it.”
“Oh, I assumed you’re the owner?”
“No, I’m not.”
“Okay, here’s my card. I’ll call you tomorrow.”
We exchanged cards. I continued prospecting shop to shop, but produced no sales. At five, I called into the office to let them know I had finished. I told the yellow tie I’d call in the morning with my plans.
The next day, I stepped into a hobby shop in a new shopping center in Englewood. The store was expansive, yet dark. Two men were leaning on a counter. I walked up to introduce myself.
Then, something mysterious happened. I opened my mouth, and nothing came out. I tried again. Nothing. I tried to speak, but I couldn’t. My mouth opened and shut over and over, waiting for words. But none came. I looked at the two men like a dazed white-tailed deer.
They laughed at me and blood rushed to my face as I turned to walk out. What the Hell was that? I went to my car to ponder this situation. I spoke. Words came out of my mouth. Why didn’t they come out in the store?
I walked next door to an electronics shop. I hesitated at the door and then forced myself in. The manager was busy with another customer, so I stood and waited for him to finish.
“How may I help you?” he asked.
Nothing came out when I opened my mouth to speak. I pushed from my diaphragm, trying to force the words, but nothing happened. I turned and left.
I drove to a different shopping center. I froze as I tried to open the first door. Hardened concrete swallowed my feet as I struggled to move forward. I could not. My pulse sped up and my breathing intensified. Was this Voodoo?
I rode to another area. Now I couldn’t make myself stop the car. I gave up and went to a coffee shop. At five, I called in and went home.
For five weeks, I fought this condition. Every day. I tried to force myself to show the Angel-Wise alarm, but I never could. All the success books and tapes had told me not to quit. Don’t be a quitter. Persistence brings success. Those successful gurus couldn’t be wrong. But something physically stopped me from success.
One day, I thought I might feel more comfortable in the country since my parents raised me in a small town. Driving on a gravel road, dust rolled in my rear-view mirror. I approached a white sign with chipped black letters that said, “Sid’s Machine Shop.” I pulled into the driveway and stopped by a large white barn. A potbellied man in blue jean overalls walked out. I exited my car and walked over to him, extending my hand.
“Good day to you, sir,” I said. Gee, my mouth actually works, I thought.
“Good day, young man.” He wiped his greasy hand on his coveralls and extended it to me.
“I’m Tim. I’m calling on your neighbors and saw your shop.” He had a welder’s hat on with the shield flipped up. 
“I’m Sid. What can I do for you?”
“I was here to check on your security. I assume you have expensive equipment to protect from theft.”
“Oh, yes.” 
I looked into the expansive barn door. “That’s the biggest welding machine I’ve ever seen. Both of my uncles are welders.”
“Oh, are they? Where do they work?”
“They’re independent. I guess that’s the best word for it. One’s in Missouri and the other’s in Sheridan.”
“Sheridan, Colorado?”
“No. Sheridan, Wyoming. That’s where I’m from. My parents still live there.”
“What brings you to Colorado?”
“Making a living there was tough. I decided I needed to be in a more populated area. May I look at your welder?”
“Sure, come on in.” He signaled with his hand. As I moved through dry, knee-high grass toward the barn, grasshoppers hit me in the face. I felt a pop from their legs as they pushed off my skin. Instinctively, I covered my eyes with my arm.
“This is my newest welder here.” He slapped the side of it with a big grin on his face. I followed him across the barn. “These are my hydraulic lifts for vehicles. I had to have these parts shipped in from Michigan. They sent people to install it for me.” He stood back and put his thumbs inside his overall straps, uncoiling his shoulders. After twenty minutes of conversation, he crossed his arms and leaned against his workbench. 
“So, what’s this about security?”
“I’m with Angel-Wise Security. They have a novel device for protecting your tools. May I show it to you?”
“Sure, bring it in. Do you want a beer?”
“You know, a cold beer on this blistering hot day sounds great. Thanks.” He walked into his house as I went to my car to get the Angel-Wise Noisemaker. When I returned, Sid was extending a cold beer to me. I took it and popped the top.
“Aww. That tastes so good,” I said.
“It sure does.”
“Okay, so here’s the security device.” I set it on his workbench and aimed it at the door.
“Well, I just noticed there aren’t any glass windows in this barn. A breaking window or the tap and scratch from a glass cutter sets off the alarm.” Sid took another sip of beer. Then I remembered the restaurant.
“Sid, someone moving equipment or tools would make noise from metal clanking, right?”
“Yep.”
“Okay, go pull your tool chest drawer open.” Sid walked over and yanked the drawer, rattling the tools. The Angel-Wise alarm wailed. The noise surprised Sid. He spilled his beer when he threw his arms up.
“Criminy, that scared the shit out of me,” Sid said.
“I’m sorry, Sid. I didn’t warn you because I wanted you to see how a thief would react.”
“That’s very effective. They’ll piss their pants, plus it’ll alert me if I’m in the house.”
“Yes, that’s right.”
“What about when I’m in the barn? The alarm will blow off all day.”
“Hm. I guess you need to turn it off while you're here.”
“Yeah, that makes sense. Well, sign me up. How much does that darned thing cost?” Sid leaned against his workbench.
“The cash price is $2,500, but the company will finance it for seventy-five dollars per month.”
“Let’s do it.” 
I took a contract out of my sales case and filled it out. Sid signed it. I thanked him several times.
“Sid, I’ll be back in two weeks with your machine. If you have questions, you can call the office. You can also call me on my home phone. If no one answers, try again later.” I handed my card to him after scratching my number on the back.
“See you in two weeks, Tim.”
I went to the tiny nearby town to a lonely phone booth. I pushed the dirty metal buttons to call the office. A putrid smell filled the box, so I left the cracked glass door open.
“Angel-Wise Security, this is Jeffrey O’Brien.”
“Mr. O’Brien, this is Tim. I got a sale.”
“Congratulations, Tim. Do you have a signed contract?”
“Yes. I’ll bring it this afternoon.”
“I’ll see you soon. Congratulations, again!”
“Thank you, sir.”
That knot in my stomach ached. Maybe I needed to rest. A cafe nearby looked inviting, so I went in and relaxed. Antique farm tools decorated the walls. They filled the air with the smell of oiled, worn, old floorboards. The server brought me coffee and a slice of pecan pie.
Why was I feeling guilty? I went over my presentation to Sid in my mind. I was honest with him. I showed him how the machine worked. Sid was happy. Why wasn’t I?
I imagined the Angel-Wise Nuisance sitting on Sid’s workbench. To set it off, someone has to open the wooden door and then clank metal tools together. What if, before they loaded up tools, they took that expensive welder?
What if Sid bragged about the security device and inadvertently informed a crook? They could just unplug the alarm.
What if someone saw that the alarm had no phone line attached to it? They’d have all the time they needed to rob Sid blind.
I couldn’t let that happen to Sid. I paid for my lunch and drove back to the barn. Sid saw me and walked out to greet me.
“Hey Tim, did you forget something?” Sid said as I got out of my car.
“No, I’m having second thoughts about this alarm for your security. Someone could load your expensive welder or even other things before they would clank your tools to set off the alarm. They may see there’s no phone line to the alarm. If you’re not home, they could unplug it and rob you blind. They would know it hadn’t alerted the police."
“Well, I didn’t think about that,” Sid said as he scratched his head.
“You need security, but I believe you need something different. I brought back your contract.” I handed the papers over to him. Sid’s mouth was open a bit as he took them.
“You’re one strange salesman. Most would be happy they got a sale,” Sid said.
“I am happy to get a sale, unless it’s not good for you.”
“Thanks for your honesty, Tim. If you’re ever selling something else, please come see me. I’ll probably buy it.”
I grinned. “You’re very welcome. Thank you for understanding. It was great meeting you. And thanks for that beer.”
“You’re welcome, pardner.” My stomach no longer ached. I knew what I had to do. I waved to Sid and started back to the office. The yellow tie was happy to see me.
“Welcome back, Tim! Got your first sale. How’s it feel?” The yellow tie stood tall with his hands on his hips.
“Well Sir, I canceled the sale.”
“You what?”
“I canceled the sale. The business was in a barn. There was no glass to break.”
“But you had the sale. Why would you cancel?”
“I felt guilty. I was selling him something that wouldn’t protect him.” The yellow tie sat down. He frowned, one eyebrow up.
“Sir,” I said, “I can’t do this business. I feel guilty selling this machine. Besides, my throat has been hurting. I’m afraid I’m getting strep and I won’t be able to do sales presentations.”
“I’m sorry to see you go.”
“Yes, sir. Thank you for the opportunity.”
As I drove home, I was worried about money. I was almost out. This job had wasted six weeks of my time with no payday. I knew this would worry Candy. I hated to make her worry about money.
“Honey, I’m home,” I said as I entered the door. Colin came running to me, and I scooped him up.
“How are you doing, little guy?” Colin hugged my neck, and I twirled around with him.
“Tim, did you make any money today?” Candy asked.
“No, Candy. I quit this sales job. I feel guilty selling that alarm box.”
“You sound hoarse, worse than this morning.”
“I think I’m getting strep.”
“Tim, Christmas is coming. I’d like to have money for presents and decorations.”
“I know Candy. I’m going to give up straight commission sales for now. USA Today is hiring telemarketers with guaranteed hourly pay plus commissions.”
“Okay, that would make me feel a lot better.”
“I know, honey. Thank you for trusting me. I’m not feeling good. I’m going to lie down.”
“Ok Tim.” Candy went into the kitchen. I crawled into bed. After five minutes, I drifted into sleep.
“Tim, I made chicken noodle soup,” Candy said. I awoke to see she was in the dark bedroom, standing over me with a steaming bowl and a plate. The light through the doorway showed her as an angel.
“Thank you, Candy.” I sat up to take the food. Candy sat on the bed. “How was your day?” I asked.
“Marsha and I booked another Tupperware party. We decided we want to run the parties ourselves. The Tupperware lady we were working with signed us up.”
“That’s good.”
“Yes, we figured we might as well make money while we’re having fun.”
“I knew you could do it.”
“Yes, going door to door in our apartment buildings changed everything. Thank you for suggesting that. Now, I know people and Colin has friends. I never get bored.”
“Everyone loves you. You have an outgoing nature, the life of the party. You’re right, you might as well get paid for it,” I laughed. “Ouch, laughing hurts my throat.”
“Will you be able to work at USA Today with a sore throat?”
“If this is strep, I doubt it. After strep I get laryngitis for weeks and a nasty cough for months.”
“What will we do then?”
“I don’t know.”
“You should get some rest.” Candy took my empty bowl and left me to sleep.




Chapter 9


The next morning, my throat was better. Maybe I just had a cold. I called the telemarketing manager at USA today and he gave me a job selling subscriptions. I had learned to be an excellent telemarketer while running a sales crew for my cleaning business. My mind wandered back, three years earlier, when I discovered telemarketing.
I was in my twenty-foot by twenty-foot square office for my cleaning company in Sheridan, Wyoming. It was wintertime and jobs were scarce for carpet cleaning. People objected to mud tracked in by workers from wet snow and preferred to wait for dry weather. 
I was peering out the window of my second-floor office as I stood next to the steam radiator. It was hissing and cracking, warming me. The room filled with the rusty, steamy smell. I looked out the frosted window to Main Street below. I could see five blocks each way for competing carpet cleaning vans parked in front of stores. That building was over one-hundred years old, with a facade like you see in old-west movies. 
The rotary dial phone on my desk rang.
“Miracle Cleaning,” I answered.
“Is this the owner of Miracle Cleaning?”
“Yes, it is. This is Tim.”
“Great, my name is Hunter, and I'm owner of Americlean. I’m calling you from Billings, Montana. I own a national franchise for carpet cleaning with proprietary cleaning supplies, methods, and marketing. With our system, we can go into any town and eliminate the competition. Before we come to Sheridan, I’d like to offer you an opportunity to become one of our franchisees.”
My blood pressure plummeted. I almost passed out. “Well, I’d be happy to talk to you, I want to know your secret method that can destroy me.”
“Well, bring yourself up to Billings and I’ll reveal it to you. How about tomorrow at two PM?”
“That sounds fine. Give me your address.”
The next day, I drove the desolate 137 miles through the Crow Reservation and arrived in Billings. At two PM, I strolled into the Americlean offices. There was a secretary working on a Tandy computer. That cutting edge technology fascinated me.
“Welcome to Americlean,” she said.
“Hi, I’m here to see Hunter.” She searched in the appointment book.
“Are you Tim?”
“Yes, I am.”
“Okay, take a seat. He’ll be with you soon.”
There were products displayed on the wall. I walked over to inspect them. They were cleaning products with the Americlean brand on them. Again, Hunter had impressed me. I had always wanted to have cleaning products with my brand. 
The coffee machine dripped a fresh pot. I poured it into a disposable foam cup and spooned in powdered cream. I looked at awards posted on the walls. They were for top producers of carpet cleaning franchises around the country. How did this guy build this amazing business?
Down the hallway, there was something strange. A door with a six-inch square window. 
Sheena whispered, “Go look.” 
The secretary was not watching, so I edged my way down the hallway. I stretched my neck to look in the window. 
There were seven people at desks talking on telephones. They were reading from a script they had in front of them. That was an unfamiliar sight. I went back to the waiting room.
A man came out and extended his hand, “Hello, I’m Hunter, you must be Tim.”
“Yes sir, I am.”
“Nice to meet you. Come back to my office.” I followed him to a small office with more awards hanging on the wall. Pictures of people and Americlean vehicles adorned his shelves.
“So, Tim, how big is your business?”
“I have enough carpet cleaning to keep one man busy full time. I also do janitorial, disaster restoration, window cleaning and chimney cleaning.”
“With the size of Sheridan, you should be able to have seven full-time carpet cleaners.”
“That’s true, but there’s a lot of competition. There’s Captain Clean, ServiceMaster and Bob’s Super Clean.”
“Well, my system will dominate the market. We’ve done it several times. We take all the customers.”
“Well, that’s amazing. What is this marketing system you have?”
“Sign a contract to be a franchisee and I'll tell you. The fee is $20,000, plus ten percent of your income.”
“Would I have to pay ten percent of my janitorial? Because I barely make a twenty percent profit.”
“No, you would stop doing that. All you’d do is carpet cleaning.”
“Well, I don’t have $20,000.”
“We can finance it.”
“I won’t pay $20,000 and sign a contract if I don’t know the secret marketing system.”
“Well, obviously, we can’t tell you what that is unless you sign the contract.” We discussed the details of the business. He explained they handle the accounting for the franchisees, which I thought to be a control tactic. We chatted for two solid hours. 
Finally, fatigued, I asked, “What's going on in that room with a tiny window? Why are they making phone calls?”
Hunter got a big grin on his face and chuckled. He leaned back in his chair and said, “Okay, I give up. That’s our secret marketing system. Telemarketing.”
“Telemarketing? I’ve never heard of that.”
“Well, we’ll train you how to do it. With telemarketing, you can put every other carpet cleaning company out of business. But you can’t learn it without us teaching you. We have a proprietary script that works without fail. No one else has the script. Even if they did, they couldn’t make it work without our training.”
“Okay, Hunter. I’m going to drive back to Sheridan. I’ll call you tomorrow. I need to talk to my wife before I commit to something like this. We shook hands, and I drove back home.”
My hands were shaking on the steering wheel. The dark beast of depression was devouring me. Could this man destroy my business? Would I have to buy his franchise? I loved my Independence. I loved working for myself. I didn’t want to have somebody else as my boss. I didn’t know what to do. After a good night of sleep, I was hoping for an answer in the morning. Candy and I went to bed that night. I shivered with fear as I fell asleep.
***I’m in Kendrick Park on the bridge, looking at the frozen river below. I can see water flowing below the ice. Sheena is standing with me. 
“Sheena, I’m so afraid. If this man comes and I lose my business, I don’t know how I can support my family. I don’t want a boss. I enjoy being free to do my business as I see fit. What should I do?”
“Tim, what can he do to you?” Sheena asked.
“If he uses his secret telemarketing method, he could take away all of my business.”
“All of your business, Tim?”
“Well, he said only the carpet cleaning. I guess I’d still have disaster restoration, janitorial, window cleaning, and chimney cleaning.”
“Yes, a lot of business. It’s good for you to be free. You need to be free.”
“I agree. I don’t want to be in bondage with someone. Bondage with Ambrose Highmore was enough. Thank you, Sheena.”

***When I awoke in the morning, I had my answer. I called Hunter at the Americlean office and told him I wouldn’t be his franchisee. 
“Then I’ll get somebody else as the franchisee and you’ll be the first business we target for annihilation.” His booming voice was intimidating.
I hung up the phone. Somehow, I had to figure out what that secret telemarketing system was. I only had fifty dollars to spare for the month for marketing. I could use it to pay for a telemarketer. I put an ad in the newspaper to hire telemarketers for four dollars per hour. To my shock, I had one-hundred applicants. That showed me I wouldn’t be able to get a job in Sheridan. I needed my business. Four dollars per hour was only fifty-cents over minimum wage. People in this tiny town were desperate.
I hired one person, Anita. 
“Anita, here’s the phone book. Start calling everyone and read this script.”
Anita took the script and read it aloud. “This is Anita with Miracle Cleaning. We’d like to give you a free estimate for carpet cleaning. When would be a good time?” Maybe it wasn’t the super-secret, powerful, and magic script that Americlean had, but I had to start with something.
She started calling, and within one hour; I had three estimates to do. After I finished those estimates, she had three more for me. I had found the secret to telemarketing.
After using telemarketing for three years, I became very good at it. Now there I was, in Denver in USA Today, using those skills to support my family.
After one week at USA Today, I was losing my voice from that tickle in my throat. I could no longer do telemarketing. My supervisor told me to go home until I felt better. I went home to talk to Candy.
“I can’t do sales anymore with this voice.” I held my throat to ease the pain.
“Christmas is coming.” Candy said.
“I know, Candy. I have a week’s check coming from USA Today. I’ll get a job cleaning carpets. We’ll have a good Christmas.”
“What if you don’t find a job?”
“I’ll find out on Monday. Please try not to worry.”
“Ok, but we are low on groceries.” Candy’s voice was thin and worried.
“Why don’t we go to the King Soopers for groceries? They have those ten cent hot dogs Colin loves?” I asked.
“That sounds wonderful. Colin, want some hot dogs?”
“Yes,” Colin said. He jumped and landed with a thump.
We got in the car and drove toward the store in the first serious snowfall since we had arrived in Denver. Heavy for Denver. Where Candy and I were raised, it was very light. I noticed other cars skidding at stop signs.
“These people can’t drive on ice,” Candy said.
“No kidding.” I pulled up onto the interstate and drove at fifty miles per hour. I could drive faster, but the skill of the surrounding drivers concerned me.
“Tim, watch out!” Candy cried. Three cars in front of us skidded out of control. I slowed the car and edged around them. They came to a stop without incident. I proceeded at forty miles per hour.
Ahead, five cars skidded and stacked into each other.
“Oh my God.” Candy said.
“I know.” I pulled to the side of the road near the twisted heap.
As we stopped, three other cars skidded sideways into the pile, spitting bumper parts over the road. A white Dodge sedan came after them and drifted sideways, but stopped fifty feet before the pile.
We could see the lady in the Dodge sedan facing us, her hands frozen on the steering wheel. Four other cars swerved around her, joining the pile.
“Tim, that lady’s going to get hurt. She needs to get off that road.”
I stepped out of the car and waved at her. Candy got out.
“Drive off the road,” Candy and I yelled.
“Tim, she’s not moving.” Candy held onto the car to avoid slipping on the ice.
“I’ll go get her.”
“Please be careful.”
I walked onto the road, stepping lightly on the ice. When I was twenty feet away from her, a car slid ten feet behind me and struck the pile.
“Tim!” Candy screamed. I kept walking toward the white car, slipping occasionally until I reached it.
“You need to drive the car off the road,” I said. The lady didn’t move, her eyes frozen forward. I banged on the window.
“Lady, you need to move the car.” I yanked the door open and touched her shoulder. I could see she was pregnant.
“Lady, come with me.” I took her hand and pulled her toward me. She stepped onto the ice, and I got her to move toward Candy.
“Come on, come on,” Candy yelled.
As I looked at the oncoming traffic, a huge van was slipping sideways toward us. Its path was going to crush the lady and me into the wrecked pile of cars. My three ghosts appeared, all pushing on the van until it stopped two feet from us.
“Come on, lady.” I firmly pulled her into a walk toward the edge of the road. Finally, we met Candy.
“I thought you were going to die. That van almost crushed you,” Candy said.
“I know, it would have. My ghosts stopped it.” We got the lady in the car and Candy talked with her. She stayed with us and we kept the car running to keep us all warm. She relaxed and started responding to Candy.
We waited an hour until tow-trucks had cleared the area. We helped the police push the Dodge behind our car. After Candy talked to the lady for another thirty minutes, she insisted she was ready to drive.
I walked her to her car, and we followed her down the freeway to the first exit. She waved as she left us. 




Chapter 10


I slept through most of Saturday and Sunday to recuperate from my illness. Sunday evening, I circled jobs in the newspaper for carpet cleaners. Cleaning was my backup job; I knew a lot about the industry. ServiceMaster, a nationally respected cleaning franchise, was hiring. After the fiasco with Genie, I wanted to play it safe and pick a well-known company. I traveled to their office to apply for work.
I pulled into an industrial area and saw a warehouse with yellow corrugated metal siding. The address I sought had a nondescript one-foot square sign next to the door declaring I had found ServiceMaster. I entered the building.
“I’m here for the job interview. My name is Tim Drobnick,” I told the fortyish lady with short blonde hair at the front desk. She sat in a room with tan colored industrial carpeting and walls with fresh off-white paint. She wore a flowing dress that concealed her pear-shaped body.
With no response to me, she hit the intercom on her desk. “Ron, there’s someone here for the job.” She signaled me to sit and wait.
After five minutes, a man came out, “Hi, my name is Ron Quarters. I’m the owner.” Ron walked over to shake my hand. He was five-foot tall, and his head was balding. He had combed his hair to hide the fact, but if he had a mirror, he’d see he had failed miserably. His belly was the widest part of his body, which he covered with khaki pants.
I stood and said, “Hello Mr. Quarters, I saw your ad in the newspaper for a carpet cleaner.” 
“What’s wrong with your voice?”
“I have laryngitis. I’ll get over it.”
“Are you contagious?” He frowned.
“No, it's been over three days since I got sick. This is the aftereffect.”
“Alright, come to my office.” I followed him down the hall, where he sat behind a desk big enough to be a dance floor.
“So, do you have experience cleaning carpets?” Ron asked.
“Yes, I owned a cleaning company in Sheridan, Wyoming. I had eighteen people working for me. We did all kinds of cleaning, including carpet cleaning.”
“Well, that’s impressive. Why are you up here?”
“The coal mines announced they wouldn’t go off strike and the entire town shut down. I lost my business overnight. There’s only 13,000 people there.”
“Well, that’s too bad. I’ve been building my business here for two-and-a-half years,” Ron grinned as if he was the winner. “I bought this franchise and I plan to buy a couple more.”
“It seems you have an excellent business going here. You have a warehouse and receptionist; you must do okay.” On his wall, there was a picture of Jesus. Next to it was a wooden cross with Jesus hanging on it. On the front of his desk, bluntly displayed for visitors, was a framed picture that said Jesus is Lord. Great, we had an enthused Christian there. 
“The job pays twenty percent and you’re guaranteed $250 per week. Can you live on that?”
“Well, no sir, I need at least $350, but I’m a hard worker, so I expect to make at least that on a twenty percent commission. I’ll take all the work you can give me.”
“Do you have a family?”
Yes, sir. A wife and a son.”
“Did you go to college?”
“Yes sir, I have an associate’s degree from Trinity Bible Institute.” At this, his eyes lit up, showing he wanted to hire a Christian. It was illegal for him to ask about my religion, but it wasn’t my fault if he made false assumptions. I needed this job. If he wanted to assume I was a Christian, I would not deter him, but neither would I confirm it.
“You went to bible school? Were you going to be a minister?”
“I was a minister from age twelve to twenty-two. It was with the Assemblies of God Church.” 
Ron winced. “Yes, I know about that church.” Ron rolled his eyes. “My family is Baptist. Why aren’t you a minister now?”
“Well, sir, as I rose through the ranks of church leadership, I found it to be corrupt. I won’t live a dishonest life.”
“That’s understandable. I’ve heard that the Assemblies have corrupt leaders.” Ron smiled and spread his arms on the armrests. From my sales experience, I knew that meant he was opening up to me. I was winning that interview. I couldn’t blow it by telling him I wanted nothing to do with any church. Not even Baptist.
“Okay, I have other interviews to do, but I’ll call you this afternoon.” He stood, and then I stood to leave.
“Thank you, sir. I look forward to hearing from you.” And I left.
I had expected Ron to hire me on the spot. I knew I was the best candidate for that job. A tsunami of depression pummeled me. I went to a Denny’s hoping to survive this storm. I knew that my depression wasn’t normal. My friends would get sad and then recover quickly. I couldn't. There had been times it hit me so badly I hid in my house with curtains drawn for two weeks. I’d become suicidal, and it took all I had within me to resist the urge to kill myself. I didn’t want to go home like this, it’d scare Candy. Candy and Colin were my responsibility. I couldn’t fail them.
Sitting at the counter, I stirred my coffee; the spoon clinking on the sides. How did I get to this point? How did I get so low? The very day I told Candy our business was solid and we could feel comfortable, the coal mine shut down. That very day. Was someone waiting for me to declare my success so they could play a cruel joke on me? I lost my entire company overnight. 
Something or someone was pounding me into the grave. If Ron wouldn’t hire me, I didn't know what I'd do. My breathing intensified, and I became dizzy. This had happened before. I was hyperventilating. Before I fell unconscious, I had to stop. I sat straight up and put my hands on the counter. I held my breath and closed my eyes and whispered, “Dear God, please help me. Ghosts, if you’re here, please help me. Sheena, please help me. I have no one to go to. I have no safety net. If I fall, my family falls with me. Please.”
After forty-five minutes, I could force a fake cheerful face, so I went home. When I arrived, Candy was outside visiting Marsha.
“Hi, Honey, I’m home.”
“Did you get the job?” Candy asked.
“He said he’d call me this afternoon to let me know. Did we get any phone calls?”
“I don’t think so, but I’ve been outside most of the afternoon.”
“Well, hopefully he’ll call back. I’ll take Colin upstairs and play with him while you’re visiting Marsha. I want to be near the phone.”
Colin and I played with his blocks. Thirty minutes later, Candy came up. I helped her fix dinner. We waited for the phone to ring, but it never did. 
“Maybe you didn’t get the job?” Candy raised her eyebrows.
“Maybe he called before I got home. I’ll call him back tomorrow.” We went to bed. Candy was quiet. Too quiet.
The next morning, I called into ServiceMaster and the lady patched me through to Ron.
“Hello Mr. Quarters. I wasn’t home yesterday evening, so I thought maybe I’d missed your call. Just calling to see about the job.”
“I didn’t call yesterday because I wanted to check with your college. I got through to them this morning. They assured me you graduated from there in good standing. The job is yours.”
“Oh, thank you very much, sir. I really appreciate that.”
“Your voice sounds worse. Are you sure you feel like working?”
“Yes, it's just my voice. I feel fine. When should I come to work?”
“Can you come in tomorrow?”
“Yes, I certainly can. What time?”
“In the morning at seven-thirty.”
“I will. Thank you again.” I hung up the phone. Candy had a big smile on her face.
“You got the job!” She hopped up and down.
“Yes, I did.” I held my arms open to give her a hug. She let me, but she held her arms together and turned her head away.
I showed up to work at seven-thirty in the misty dawn. Ron took me back into the warehouse to show me his equipment. He had three vans with the trademarked ServiceMaster logo and a signature shade of yellow. Two of the vans had top-of-the-line truck mounted steam cleaners.
“Ron, these are magnificent machines. I had one just like them in Sheridan. I can’t wait to work with them.” I patted the machine on the side as if reassuring a horse.
“Yes, we do excellent work with excellent tools.” 
I recalled the dinky carpet cleaning machines we hauled inside when I was working at Genie Carpet Cleaning. This was the Olympics for carpet cleaning. A good start for my new job. I admired Ron for having top-notch equipment. He was a true professional.
“I’m working with you today to watch you run the machine,” Ron said.
“Yes sir, good idea.” We loaded up supplies in the van. I got on the passenger side and Ron drove toward our first cleaning job. He had Christian music playing on the radio. Gag.
At the end of the day, Ron said, “Okay, Tim, tomorrow I’m sending you out by yourself. You’re doing an outstanding job.”
“Thank you, sir. I’ll make sure I do excellent work for you.”
“Oh, we have up-sale items I want to show you. They are home spot cleaning kits. You get twenty percent if you sell them. But there’s no pressure. I don’t want my customers feeling uneasy.” 
“That’s great, Ron. I’m happy to hear that. High-pressure sales are not something I believe in. I’ll only sell it to the people that want it.” Again, Ron was showing his professionalism about his concern to the customers.
Each day, I cleaned carpets. My voice wasn’t improving; however my state of mind was. The monster of depression was crawling away from me. I was free to plan for a better future while I cleaned the carpets. 
The next day, I pulled the hose from the van into a customer’s house and connected the wand. I set the wand to my upper left and pulled the trigger to shoot a hot cleaning solution into the carpet. I loved the low hissing sound and steam that rose into my nostrils as I dragged the wand toward me. 
I placed the wand to the right of where I started and pulled again. Woosh, steam, drag, stop, over and over in a meticulous pattern. This was Zen. My mind entered a safe, creative world, free of encumbrance. In this world, I’d plan my future. Among the hissing of the steam, I heard Sheena’s sweet voice reassuring me while in my Zen state. Sheena told me hope was coming in the dim light.
Monday morning, I saw a man with a gray ponytail working in the dim light of the warehouse, cleaning kitchen items.
“Hi, I’m Tim,” I said. He set up straight.
“Hi, I’m Sean.”
“Are you a Sculptor?”
“Why yes, how’d you know?”
“The marble dust on your clothes. I used to get that when I was filing sculptures.”
At that, he stood up and stuck his hand out. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
“Why do you still have your sculpting clothes on?”
“I work on my sculptures before I come here. I don’t want to take time to change clothes.”
“That makes sense. Why are you working here?
“I ran out of cash. I’m fifty years old and I’ve been sculpting since I was twenty-two. Never had to worry about money. Always he had a sculpture commissioned. There’s one downtown that the city hired me to do – paid me $50,000. Lasted me an entire year. But now? Nothing. No one wants to buy, and I’m out of money.”
“Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry. This must be torture for you.”
“Yes, it is. I’m stuck out here alone in this warehouse cleaning all this shit.”
“Are these boxes from a smoke job?”
“Yeah, someone’s kitchen caught on fire, so I went in and packed up everything in the cupboards and brought it here to clean.”
“I used to do that in my business. I love disaster restoration.”
“Well, I wish I was doing what you’re doing. You see people when you’re working. Plus, I’m not even making minimum wage. Ron is paying me $300 for this job. It has taken me two weeks and I still have more to do.”
“That’s ironic. I prefer to be alone, so I can think.”
“I wish we could trade jobs.”
“I’d be willing to do that. I’ll talk to Ron and see what he says, okay?”
“Yeah, that’d be great, thank you.”
I went to Ron’s office. I bet his desk would make the CEO of General Electric envious.
“Ron, Sean would like to switch jobs with me. I love disaster restoration and he would like to clean carpets. He’s a social person and would enjoy being in a customer's home.”
Ron shut his middle desk drawer and scooted his chair back.
“If I switch you to disaster restoration, I can’t guarantee you a salary. Don’t you need that for your family?”
“I can’t live on the guarantee. How much do you pay for disaster restoration?”
“Fifty percent of the job, but I repeat, there’s no guarantee.” Ron flipped his hair over the top of his head.
“How many jobs have you had this year?” I asked.
“We’ve had three jobs. It takes a month to do one job.” 
I knew that most jobs took three days. To restore an entire house takes two-weeks. Sean’s kitchen job should have been one day, not the two weeks he already had into it. To my advantage, Ron didn’t understand how to systemize disaster restoration.
In Sheridan, I made $1,000 a day four or five days out of the year for smoke jobs. In Denver, there must be enough jobs to keep me busy year-round. Fifty percent is a lot of money if you do the job right. And I knew how to do the job right. 
“How often do I get paid?”
“Weekly. Are you sure you want a job with no guarantee of income?” Ron pushed back from his chair and stood.
“Yes, I do. I’ll take that deal.” I took a deep breath. I hoped this wasn't a big mistake.




Chapter 11


The next morning, I came into the warehouse and set up two tables. I searched for the reason for the dim lights and found a switch taped over. Ron must have been saving money by depressing poor Sean. I pulled off the tape and turned on the lights. I coordinated the contents Sean had left by the type of cleaning solutions and techniques that I needed to use. At a time, I worked on one technique. By lunchtime, I had wrapped up the job. After packing them in fresh boxes, leaving the tops open, I went to fetch Ron.
“Ron, I’m ready for inspection,” I said as I walked into his office. Ron came and dug through the boxes.
“This is excellent work, everything is perfect,” Ron said.
“Ron, what do you do for the clothing on smoke jobs?”
“We have a dry cleaner pick them up at the damaged house and dry-clean them. Then he brings them here and we hang them in a tent with this commercial strength negative ionizer. That eliminates the smoke smell.”
I picked up the negative ionizer, which weighed fifty pounds. “This is excellent, Ron.”
He then showed me another device. “Oh my gosh, Ron, a jet engine fogger. I’ve read about these, but I’ve never seen one.”
Ron beamed, proud of his tools. “Put a solution here and start the engine. You fog the entire house. You must have all surfaces cleaned first. It’ll get rid of the smoke smell in every crack, cranny, and surface in the house. But follow this chart. If you run it too long, the house becomes a bomb.”
“That is freaking cool. Well, not the bomb part. You have some great toys, Ron.” He smiled and handed me the four foot long, gold, cone shaped fogger.
“Ron, I finished my job for the day. Should I go home?”
“Yes. I’ll call the insurance agent now and let him know. He’ll have another one for us to do soon. Take the kitchen contents to the client tomorrow and make sure she is happy.”
“No problem, sounds good, see you tomorrow.”
The next day, I drove the cleaned items to the client’s house. My job was to drop off the boxes and leave. However, I knew better than that.
“Ma’am, would you like me to unpack the boxes? You can inspect to make sure everything is in excellent condition. I’ll even help put them away.”
“That’s a good idea,” she said. So, I opened the first box and showed her each item. I had categorized the boxes by inventory. This one was silverware. We moved on to the next box.
“Oh, this is my plate collection,” she said. I handed the first to her. She held it up to look. “I thought you would never restore this. It got the worst of the smoke damage.”
“We have a solvent that works well on ceramics. Before I cleaned it, I made sure the artist glazed it. If she painted it, I may not have saved it for you.”
“What do you mean by glazed?” She asked. She flipped the plate over.
“Ceramic pieces have a mixture painted on it while it is bisque. The mixture is a solution of ground glass and chemicals, called glaze. When the artist fires it in the kiln, it melts and bonds with the bisque.”
“That’s interesting. How did you know that?”
“I was a potter. I worked with clay, ceramics, glazes, etc.”
“Well, let’s get this done. I’m sure you need to leave.” She picked up the next plate.
“Ma’am, I have all the time in the world for you,” I said. She smiled. In a short time, we had everything unpacked.
“I’ll pack up these boxes and get them out of your house. Is there anything else I can do for you before I leave?”
“No, Tim. Thank you. You’ve made this a pleasant task.”
“You’re very welcome.”
I traveled back to the warehouse. Ron was cleaning a van. He plunged a long-handled brush into a bucket overflowing with suds. They spilled over the floor as he moved the brush on the side of the vehicle.
“Ron, I completed the job.”
“Ok Tim, I’ll call the insurance company.”
“Ron, I’ll come in at seven AM in case we have a new job, okay?”
“That’s fine, Tim.” I left while Ron whistled a tune. 
Colin ran to me when I reached home. I picked him up and hugged him.
“Why are you home early?” Candy asked. She brushed her blonde hair out of her frowning eyes.
“I finished the smoke job. Ron will call the insurance agent and see when I get the next job.”
“How much will you get paid?” Candy wiped her palms on her apron. She and Colin had been making cookies when I arrived.
“A lot. Not much today, because I finished Sean’s job. But I’m sure I’ll make at least $200 per day.”
“In just one day?”
“Yes. I get fifty percent of the job. Most of these insurance jobs are $5,000 to $25,000.”
“That’s great, Tim! So, we’ll have a good Christmas?”
“Yes, Honey, I get paid every week. We’ll have plenty to have a perfect Christmas.”
“Okay.” Candy wiped tears with her towel from her eyes.
“I’m sorry we’ve had such a hard time. Things are better now, okay, Candy?” I walked over and put my hand on her shoulder. She nodded and blotted more tears. I wanted to hug her, but she turned away from me.
The next day at seven AM, I walked into Ron’s office.
“I heard from the insurance company,” Ron said.
“What’d they say?”
“They called our client. They said she was one-hundred percent satisfied and overjoyed at the quality of service. The insurance agent stated he seldom gets an excellent report like that, so he gave us another job today.”
“Well, that’s splendid news. How much is the job?”
“Fifteen thousand. It’s a big one. Here’s the address for the job. Meet the owner there at ten AM. You need a U-Haul. Pack everything in the kitchen, living room, dining room, and both bedrooms, except the furniture. There was a grease fire on the kitchen stove. The clothing has to be cleaned; my dry cleaner will pick them up. He’ll bring them to the warehouse after he finishes. Put them into the tent and run the negative ionizer.”
“All right, I’m on the job. Where do I get the U-Haul?”
“Here’s the address. I have a deal with this U-Haul dealer. Get a twenty-four-foot truck. The truck may be bigger than we need, but we can eliminate unnecessary trips.”
“Thanks Ron, that’s smart.”
I picked up the U-Haul and went to the house. Our client was standing outside.
“Hello, I’m Tim with ServiceMaster.”
“Hello Tim, I’m Bernice. I was waiting for you to arrive. We’re staying in a hotel because of the smoke damage.” She wore a white cotton untucked shirt and women’s jeans. Her white sneakers were dirty with soot.
“I hope I didn’t keep you waiting?”
“No, you’re early. Thank you. So here are the keys. The insurance agent said we may be in the hotel for a month. Does that sound right to you?” Her eyes were wide, and she gritted her teeth.
“Let me go inside and look, ma’am. I’ll give you an idea.”
I walked in and looked around. I’d have to clean the walls, contents, furniture and carpets. The fogger and negative ionizer were required. There wasn’t any needed construction. The contents would only fill half the truck. I could get this finished in three weeks if I did it by myself. I went back outside to the lady.
“Okay, Ma’am. I have a question. Do you want to return home when the house and furniture are clean? Or do you prefer to wait until I have all the contents returned?”
“We’ll come back as soon as you make it livable, before you return the contents.”
“In that case, ma’am, I believe I can have you back here within five days. This certainly will not take a month.”
“Oh my God, that would be incredible. Please call me Bernice.”
“Okay, Bernice. It’ll be another three or four days to return your clothing and contents.”
“That’s fine with me. Here’s the hotel where we’re staying. Would you call us as soon as you’re ready to have us come back?”
“Yes, Bernice, I will. This is your phone number on the invoice?”
“Yes, it is.”
“Then I’ll call and ask for you. Here’s ServiceMaster’s card. You can call our office if you have questions. They can get a message to me.”
“Thank you so much, you’ve made my day. This has been such a hard situation.” She put both her hands on her cheeks and took a massive sigh.
“Yes, Bernice, I understand. I’m glad that the fire didn’t hurt anyone.”
“Yes, that’s the bright side.” She put her bags into the car and backed out of the driveway.
I backed the U-Haul up to the front door and carried in used folded boxes. I packed everything that I needed to handle at the warehouse. At six PM I finished and drove the truck back to the warehouse and unloaded it. I then returned the truck to U-Haul and picked up my car at nine PM. I had called Candy to tell her I was working late and apologized, but told her I was making $7,500 on this job. She squealed and told me she would make a special dinner when I got home.
The next morning, I arrived at work at seven-thirty AM. Ron was already in the warehouse. He gave me one of the steam mounted vans. I told him I was going to clean the carpets, furniture, and walls. I would probably return after dark.
When I got to the house, I cleaned the walls with treated sponges and towels on trowels. Ron had top-notch chemicals for cleaning smoke and soot. He had the best tools and performed quality service. He did not, however, understand how to be the most efficient. I systemized everything to speed up the process. That was my advantage over Ron.
The cleaning company I built in Sheridan required eighteen employees. This was Ron’s first business, and he had only two cleaning employees. I assumed he had not learned to delegate and create systems yet.
Next, I steam cleaned the furniture and carpets. It was dark when I returned to the warehouse at nine PM. I called Candy to let her know I was on the way. When I arrived home, Candy was waiting for me in the living room. She jumped up as soon as I came in. I was shocked with what I saw in her hands.
“Tim, I bought a bottle of eggnog for us, the adult version.” She winked at me, then walked into the kitchen. “I also got some for Colin, non-alcoholic.”
My heart skipped a beat. Candy was giving me attention. Affection even. I exhaled when I realized I had stopped breathing. 
“Cool. That is really nice. Thank you, Candy.” I wanted to shout for joy, but I remained calm.
“I wanted to do something festive and to let you know I appreciate you saving Christmas.” Candy brought over two glasses and sat on the couch. “Sit with me,” she said.
I sat, and she passed me the bottle. I poured it into the two glasses. She gave me one glass, which I raised. “To a good family holiday,” I said.
“To a wonderful family holiday,” she said.
Back at work the next day, the third day of the job, I cleaned the woodwork, shelves, cabinets, porcelain, and stainless-steel fixtures. Last, I fogged the house with the jet engine, locked up and left.
The next morning, the fourth day, I went to the customer’s house. There was no smoke smell. To be thorough, I placed the negative ionizer, then made a call to the clients at their hotel.
“Bernice, your home is ready. There's furniture and beds, but no bedding, kitchen stuff or clothing. I eliminated the smoke smell, and everything is clean. The other contents will be to you within three days. Would you like to return to the house tomorrow?”
“Yes,” she said. “We’ll pick up extra bedding, pillows, and groceries. Thank you so much, Tim. You brought us home in five days. That’s just amazing.”
“You’re welcome, Bernice.”
I went back to the warehouse. Next, I organized the contents on six tables and counted the items. I finished by three PM and left to spend time with my family.
The next morning, I showed up at the warehouse at six AM. Ron had not yet arrived, but I had a key. Ron had mentioned he had an account at a temporary labor agency, BESTCO. I called and ordered six workers. By seven-thirty, all six were in the warehouse.
With my system, no one needed to be an expert at cleaning. They simply did one technique each. I had items categorized on the tables depending on what type of cleaning they needed. I lined up the tables in one long row so I could stand at one end and watch everybody’s hands.
“What’s your name?” I asked one worker.
“Olivia.”
“Okay, Olivia, the items on this table are yours. Take this chemical, dab a little onto this towel. Then rub each item until you remove the black soot. Easy, right?”
“Yes.”
“Okay, go to it.”
I instructed each of the other workers. I stood at the end of the row of tables. As each person finished their section, I told them they could take a paid break. After two hours, everyone had finished.
“Everybody, you’re welcome to go outside and have your smoke if you need them. I’ll let you know when I want you back here. Don’t worry, you’re still getting paid for the break.”
While they were outside, I recounted the items. Even though I watched, sneaky people can steal things.
As I inspected each item to make sure they restored it properly, I packed them into a clean box. Forty-five minutes later, I called everyone back in from break. The rest of the items were bigger and easier to guard.
At one PM Ron walked into the warehouse. His mouth wide open, his eyes bulging, he grabbed his chest, as if having a heart attack. He pointed at my crew of six and stuttered, “Tim, what is this? We can’t have this many people working for us.”
This confirmed my suspicion. Ron was not comfortable managing over two employees. He did not know how to create a system to speed up disaster restoration. Ron needed me; he couldn’t do what I was doing. I could make him a lot of money by completing twenty times as many jobs as he had been doing. 
But was he going to fire me? 
I hadn’t asked permission to hire workers. Maybe I should have. 
Oh my God, I thought, did I just lose another job?




Chapter 12


“Why not?” I asked Ron.
“I can’t afford to have all these people working.”
“Ron, yes, you can. Their pay comes out of my fifty percent commission.”
Ron’s tightened face softened as quickly as cockroaches running from the light. He put his arm down and smiled.
“Okay,” he said, and went to his office. I didn’t expect such a quick resolution.
We finished up all the contents that day and loaded them onto the U-Haul. Next, I made a call to the client.
“Bernice, this is Tim,” I said as she answered the phone.
“Hello Tim, how are you?”
“I’m good, Bernice, thank you. I’m bringing your stuff in the morning. How early should I arrive?”
“Oh, Tim, as early as possible. I can’t wait to finish!”
“I can be there at eight AM. How’s that?”
“That works great. Should I have my friends come help?”
“No, Bernice. We’ll do it for you. Besides guiding us, I want you to relax and have your morning coffee while you watch us underlings.”
“Tim, you’re funny. I’ll see you in the morning.”
“Yes, in the morning, bye.”
At six the next morning, I called the temp agency and ordered two workers. I stood outside the warehouse and leaned against the yellow tin wall. At seven AM, a blue Toyota Corona came into the parking lot. The rear window had duct tape holding plastic over it. There were two men inside. 
“Hi, I’m Tim,” I said as the workers got out of their car.
“I’m Greg, this is Tolbert.” They shook my hand.
“Aren’t you afraid you’ll get pulled over with that broken window?” I asked. They laughed. 
“Not in our neighborhood,” Tolbert said.
“Okay, there may be times today you’re not working, but I’m starting the clock now. You’ll get paid all day, including breaks. However, when we’re unloading the U-Haul, I expect a concerted effort, okay?” I asked.
“Yes,” they both said.
“How about a McDonald’s breakfast to go, my treat?”
“Sure thing,” Greg said. He pushed his dreadlocks that hung to his waist behind him. He had tied them into a ponytail.
“Wow, that’s great, thank you,” Tolbert said. Tolbert had a tattoo on his arm, proclaiming his devotion to Jodie.
We crawled into the truck and stopped at McDonald’s. We had time to sit and eat our sandwiches. Afterwards, we arrived at eight at Bernice’s house. Her yard was golf-course green, with a sharp trim around the flower gardens. A white picket fence guarded it. 
“Hello Bernice, are you ready for us?”
“Of course, Tim.”
“Bernice, this is Greg and Tolbert. Men, this is our lovely client, Bernice.”
“Hello Ma’am,” Greg said.
“Hello Ms. Bernice,” Tolbert said.
“Hello boys, thank you for helping today,” Bernice blushed. I noticed she had new white sneakers. She was wearing a yellow button up cotton shirt and blue jeans.
“Bernice, I have boxes for each room marked. We’ll haul the boxes to the proper rooms and when we’ve finished unloading, we’ll unpack one room at a time. Then we have all your clothes.”
“Tim, if you place the boxes in the rooms, I can do the rest.”
“Okay Bernice, let’s see how the day goes. Okay guys, let’s get this unloaded.” By noon, we had moved all the boxes to their destination rooms. The stacked boxes and hung clothing warmed the house. It finally looked like a home.
“Bernice, we’re going to take a lunch break. May we sit on your patio furniture?”
“Yes, Tim. Please do.”
“Greg, Tolbert, let's take a break.” We all wandered out to the patio after grabbing our lunches from the U-Haul. I picked a wicker chair in the shade and groaned as I sat. “Guys, let's take an hour. You’re getting paid for break time, you did a good job.”
“Thanks, Boss,” Tolbert said. He strode out into the grass and lit a cigarette.
“Can I borrow a smoke?” Greg said as he followed Tolbert onto the lawn.
“Sure.” Tolbert held his pack out to Greg. Greg patted the pack on the side of his hand. Tolbert handed him the lighter. 
I stretched my legs and put my hands behind my head. The wicker chair was comfortable. Bernice had a large fountain on the patio, surrounded by various levels of stone and gravel. No water was running. There was a brick barbeque ten feet from the fountain. The builder had artistic talents. Maybe he was a sculptor that ran out of money. We rested for an hour.
“Okay guys, let's get this finished,” I said. We went into the house.
“Bernice, we’d like to help unpack now. The heaviest stuff is in the living room. How about we start there?”
“Okay, Tim,” Bernice said. The living room was two stories high, with a railed walkway on the second floor. Windows from the floor to the ceiling brought the joy of the sun inside. She showed us where to place items as we unpacked them. We finished the living room, dining room, and kitchen.
“Bernice, it’s four PM. Greg and Tolbert’s workday is over. I’ll come out alone tomorrow to help, okay?”
“Are you sure, Tim? I don’t mind finishing alone.”
“Bernice, I want to help make this a peaceful process for you. I’ll see you in the morning. Is ten AM good?”
“Yes, see you tomorrow.” On the way home, I handed Greg and Tolbert twenty-dollars' cash each as a tip and added an extra two hours to their work report. It felt good. I was making good money, I could share.
For the next three days, I walked around Bernice’s house, pretending to be busy. Bernice and her family unpacked their bedrooms without me. Three times, Bernice found something that I needed to restore, and I took care of it.
The primary reason I was there was to make sure Bernice was one-hundred percent satisfied. I preferred she report something to me instead of the insurance agent. After the third day, everything was in its proper place. Bernice was one-hundred percent happy with the job.
I completed the job in nine days. The contract price for this job was $15,000. I got half minus the temporary labor I hired. My profit on the job was $6,800, an average of $755 per day.
Ron’s profit was the same, or more. My job was to make a profit for the owner. In the last nine days, Ron probably made $4,500 profit from his and Sean’s work. That logic assumed they each worked eighty hours. They did not.
Ron worked at least eighty hours for that $4,500 profit.
He worked zero hours for the $6,800 profit I created for him, except an hour talking to the insurance agent and submitting the bill.
I knew I could make much more money for Ron and myself if the insurance agent kept giving us work. If I kept the customers happy, I was sure he would.
These profits should thrill Ron. He should love me. He can’t do it himself.
Sheena earlier had said I’d find hope in the dim light. That same day I met Sean, working on a smoke job, in the dim light of the warehouse. Sean and I both got the job we wanted, and I had found hope.
“Thank you, Sheena, thank you ghosts, thank you, God,” I whispered.
The next day, I went into Ron’s office. “Ron, I finished that job yesterday.” He was standing on a stool, digging through the top drawer of his file cabinet. 
“Yes, I know,” Ron said. “The insurance agent called me this morning and said the client contacted him.” He pulled out a file and stepped off the stool.
“What did the client say?”
“They were ecstatic.They were back in the house within five days and within nine days it was as if the fire had never happened. They had been expecting to have their life disrupted for a month.”
“Well, that’s good news.”
“Yes. He gave us another job. This one is big, $30,000. We’re going to have construction on this one. He wants us to start on it tomorrow.” Ron was looking at the job order with a big, toothy grin. I waited for him to tell me I did a good job. 
“No problem, I can handle it.” I knew I could complete that job again in ten days by hiring more workers. This would double the daily profit for Ron and me from the previous job. Ron would need more teeth for a much bigger grin. Heck, maybe he could afford a hairpiece. A good one, even.
“All right, be gentle with the family. They lost their dog in the fire.” 
“That’s so sad.”
“Yes.”
I stood still, waiting for an attaboy. 




Chapter 13


After standing for two minutes waiting for kudos from Ron, none came.
“Ron, I’m going home. I’ll start on that new job in the morning.”
“See you tomorrow, Tim.”
When I got home, Candy and Colin were outside with Marsha. I waved as I pulled up to park at the curb. I got out and walked over to pick Colin up.
“Candy, we got another job today, twice as big as the last one.”
“That’s great, Tim.” I leaned over to give her a peck on the cheek and put my arm around her waist. Marsha smiled at Candy. Candy stepped away from me. 
“Tim, I want to move to a house. I want a nicer place and a yard for Colin.”
“Candy, I understand. Let’s go inside and talk.”
“Okay, see you later, Marsha,” Candy said.
“You too, Love,” Marsha said.
We went inside and I sat at the dinner table. Candy went into the kitchen to brew coffee for us. She was wearing cute tight blue jeans and a flowery top that showed off her ample breasts. Her hair was in a French braid, which aroused me. She was beautiful. My body burned for her. I wanted to make love to her.
“Elmer called. They’re moving and need someone to take over their lease. It’s a ranch-style house with a quarter acre yard,” Candy said.
“Well, how much is the rent?”
“He said it’s $1,200 per month. He said we don’t have to reimburse him for the $1,200 deposit.”
“We’re only paying $300 per month right now. If we moved, that is another $850 per month plus gas, water, and electricity. We’re doing well, but I worry I might not have smoke-jobs every month.”
“I could start a home daycare to help.”
“That’s a good idea. Parents pay $150 per week per child.”
“I’d be happy to do that.”
“What about Marsha? Won’t she be sad if you quit doing Tupperware with her?”
“We talked about that already.” Candy opened a Popsicle for her and Colin.
“So, you had this evil plan figured out before I even knew?” I laughed.
“Yes. I’m so evil, you know. Marsha and I can do Tupperware parties in the new house. She’s very excited to bring her son over to play with Colin in the yard.”
“Okay, I’ll call and talk to Elmer.”
Candy sat, and we sipped our coffee and chatted. I loved our time together. I called Elmer and agreed to take over the lease. Candy was squirming in her chair with excitement. I loved to see her happy. Two weeks later, we started our move to the house.
“Oh, Tim, this house is so nice!” Candy twirled in the empty living room. She walked through the hallway which had doors to four bedrooms. She darted into the one at the end of the hall. “This is the master bedroom,” she shouted. I could hear an echo as she stood in the bathroom. Then she came back into the kitchen.
“Look at these cupboards. There’s so much space here. And a built-in oven.” Candy opened every cupboard and cabinet. I stepped out onto the concrete patio through the kitchen sliding glass doors. Candy followed me.
“Look at this big yard. Colin will love this,” Candy said.
“Yeah, and I’ll love mowing it.”
“Don’t be grumpy.”
“I’m just kidding. It’s a grand house.”
“Can we get patio furniture?”
“Of course. And a grill.” Candy squealed and danced back into the house. I stared at the lawn. There was something weird about it. I went back into the house where Candy was chasing a giggling Colin. I walked down the stairs to check out the basement. The finished room felt like a cocoon. The carpet was thick as a bed, hushing the sound. I could meditate here in quiet darkness. Colin came running down the stairs, Candy right behind him.
“Candy, I could use this room for my business. The finished walls and cabinets are perfect.” She stopped and became silent.
“Tim, I thought you were keeping your job?”
“I am Candy, but I want something part-time, just in case.” I walked to the unfinished part of the basement. There was concrete flooring, pipes, and the furnace. Strangely, it was cooler near the furnace.
We moved everything into the house over the next week. I placed an ad in the Sunday newspapers for daycare. Within two weeks, we had three children. On Monday, it was time to start my work week again.
“Candy, I’m heading to work. I can stop by at lunchtime to help with lunch for the kids.” 
“That’d be nice, thank you.” Candy had the children sitting at a two-foot-tall table on kiddie chairs. They were having scrambled eggs and sausage. Candy sat on the floor at the table to help them. Colin was eating with his fingers.
I went to the warehouse to get my van and supplies. When I drove away, I turned on the radio. Christian music blared out of the speakers. The radio had five buttons, one for each preset station. I pushed a button to escape that nonsense. Same station. Someone had set every button to the same Christian station. Yesterday, I had set each button on my favorite stations, none of which were Christian. Ron must have changed them. Why would he do that? He never uses this van. I’m the only one. He would have to take unnecessary effort to reset stations.
I stopped by the house in the ServiceMaster van at lunchtime. I helped Candy prepare lunch for the kids and then cleaned up afterwards. While I cleaned, Candy took the children out to play in the yard. Colin was playing chase with the other children. I stopped to watch Candy and Colin laughing and playing. I smiled.
“Candy, I’ll be home at five o’clock.”
“Okay, Tim, see you later.”
When I returned to the warehouse, Ron was throwing towels into the washer with his back to me. Wisps of hair used to cover his bald head were hanging over his ear.
“Hey Ron, are you the one that keeps changing the radio stations in the van?”
“Yes, you tuned them to rock stations. I don’t want that being played in my van. That music is of the devil.”
“No one else listens to that radio. Why does it matter?”
“It’s my van, my rules. I thought you were a minister. Why are you listening to rock ‘n’ roll?” Ron shut the washer lid and turned to look at me.
“I used to be a minister. I’m not anymore. I want nothing to do with the church.” Ron’s mouth shut tight, and he glared at me.
“Don’t mess with the buttons,” he said. He turned back around to the washing machine and I walked away. That knot in my stomach, the one I had at Angel-Wise, returned. 
Ron was professional in his conduct towards me until now. I had respect for his commitment to providing quality service with top-notch tools. Would his behavior toward me change now because of religious differences?
The next day, I was working with a four-person crew in the warehouse. I was standing at the end of the table, packing and inspecting, and one worker, Bobbie, was talking to her friend.
“I just don’t know what to do. I’m sure he’s cheating on me, but I can’t prove it and he keeps saying he’s not. But inside, I feel I can’t trust him. What should I do?” Bobbie said.
“He acts sneaky when I see him, but you don’t have proof. What can you do?” her friend Kim said.
“What would you do?” Bobbie asked me.
“About your fiancé?”
“Yes.”
I paused for a minute and whispered, “Sheena, what should she do?”
“Tell her to check the trunk of his car,” Sheena whispered back.
“If I were you, I’d check the trunk of his car,” I said to Bobbie.
“Why should I do that?”
“I have a spirit, a ghost. She tells me things sometimes, and she just told me that.”
“Weird. Okay, I’ll check. Can I work here tomorrow so I can tell you what happened?”
“Sure, but if you don’t get assigned to me, I can give you my phone number.”
“Thank you.”
The next day, Bobbie was in the crew from the temp agency. She ran over to me as soon as they arrived.
“Oh my God, your advice was spot on,” Bobbie spat out. “I now know for a fact he’s cheating on me. Thank you so much.”
“Wow, what’d you find in his trunk?”
“I found Polaroid pictures in his backpack of a naked woman. He was naked with her in ten of them. She’s one of his coworkers.”
“Well, I’m glad you found out. How’d you get into his trunk?”
“He has a trunk release lever by the front seat. While we were getting gas, I popped it open and walked to the trunk. I saw the backpack and immediately picked it up. He about shit his pants. Can I ask you more questions?”
“Well, no, that was a onetime thing.”
“I’d like to know his plans for this weekend. He claims he’s leaving town for work.”
“I’m sorry. I don’t want to be rude to Sheena. She’s my ghost and my friend. She’s kind enough to give me advice sometimes and I’m happy about that. But I feel if I ask her too many questions, I’m being selfish.”
“Okay, I guess I understand that. At least I know the truth now.”
“Yes, I’m glad you do.”
After work, I went home to relax. Just as I pulled into our driveway, Paul was picking up his child. Paul was a trim and muscular construction worker. He constantly showed up in short-cut jeans and no shirt. He could’ve been Tom Selleck. I watched Candy staring at him several times with her mouth open. A look she never gave me. Today, she was standing in the doorway talking to him. Paul was holding the hand of his two-year-old.
“Hello Paul,” I said as I walked up to the door.
“Hello Tim, just picking up my son. Guess I’ll see you all tomorrow, bye.”
“Bye, Paul,” Candy and I said.
Candy remained with a flushed face, watching him walk away.
“Candy, I can’t believe you do that right in front of me.”
“What?”
“Eye-fuck that guy. Every day. Right in front of me.”
“Well, he’s hot.”
“Obviously. I just think you’re being rude to do it without concern about how it makes me feel. I wish you’d look at me like that.”
Candy squinted at me, then went back into the house. I sat on the porch with a beer to calm my anger. Colin was flying around the yard screaming. That kid had a lot of energy.
Just before sunset, I saw twelve transparent figures of people, like fluid glass. Glass people. They were moving around our backyard. They reminded me of my ghosts.
The ghosts were in the basement. I no longer was afraid of them. I knew that one of them was Sheena. What I saw in the yard was not my ghosts. 
“Candy, please come out here.”
Candy stepped out onto the porch with a wine cooler in her hand.
“Candy, do you see transparent people walking around?”
Candy looked around the yard. “All I see is Colin screaming and running.”
“I swear I can see people, like a window, into another dimension. Maybe I’m going crazy.”
“Maybe,” Candy said.




Chapter 14


The morning chill brushed my face in the morning darkness. I pushed the door into the ServiceMaster warehouse before the sun had risen. I needed to start at six AM to clean contents from a smoke job that took two twenty-four-foot U-Hauls to bring in. The job was for $40,000. I had called at five AM for ten workers from the temp Agency.
At six-thirty AM the workers arrived. I took a quick look for anyone familiar, but everyone was new. I seldom got repeat workers, which was the nature of hiring temporary workers.
“Hello everyone, I’m Tim. As you can see, I have five rows of tables lined out with material. I’m going to assign two of you to each row. Each row has unique work to do. I’ll show you how to do your job. We’ll take breaks and you’ll get paid for the breaks.” Four workers looked very sleepy. I matched them with more vigorous workers, hoping their energy may rub off on them. 
One worker caught my eye. She was a charming young lady with dark long hair. She wore a tattered vest over a pink collared shirt that was unbuttoned, revealing a white undergarment decorated with lace. A wide pink belt around her narrow waist held up blue jeans covered with hand-painted designs from her hips to feet. Round wire-rimmed glasses rested on her nose, perfectly proportioned in her symmetric face. My breath stopped for a few seconds and then I swallowed hard. I felt an instant attraction to her. I reminded myself I was a married man and to put those thoughts away.
I instructed each set of workers on how to do their particular cleaning task. The last two workers included the lady dressed like Madonna.
“Okay, you two, let me show you what to do. What are your names?”
“I’m Joelle,” said the sleepy worker. 
“I’m Heather,” the Material Girl said. 
“Okay, Joelle and Heather, this table is full of items that need a solvent. Here are gloves to protect your hands. Use very little on this white rag. Dab it into a solvent like this.” Heather watched me closely as I cleaned one piece. “You must wipe each piece until you get rid of the soot. If you get faint from too many fumes, stop and take a break. Got it?”
“Got it”, they said.
I walked around the tables, monitoring everybody’s work. I stole glances of Heather. When she cleaned a piece, she intently observed it as if nothing else in the world mattered. She pursed her lips and closed one eye when she had a particularly tough piece to work on. She made me smile.
“You’re doing an excellent job,” I said to Heather as I was inspecting her cleaned pieces.
“Thank you,” she said.
“I think you’re the most intense worker I have here. You’re really putting yourself into this. What work do you normally do?”
“I’m an artist. I do this for food. Also, for gas to get to the next town.”
“Oh, so you’re a traveling artist?”
“When I can be.” She picked up another piece and closed one eye.
“I’m an artist as well. I only do this so my family doesn’t die from starvation.”
Heather looked at me and chuckled. I walked on to inspect the next table. Several times when I looked toward Heather, she was already looking at me, and she darted her eyes back to her work.
“Everyone take a twenty-minute break,” I said. “If you need to smoke, walk outside.” Most walked outside, three sat on chairs in the warehouse and propped their feet up to take a quick nap. Heather picked up a bag she had carried in with her and sat cross-legged on the floor, took out a sketchpad and started drawing.
I sat where I could monitor the contents on the tables. It was my job to return everything safely to the homeowner.
After the break and working another two hours, I told everybody to take a half hour lunch break outside. I wanted to eat my lunch also, and I didn’t want to watch the contents while doing so. My lunch was in my car. I opened the door and sat sideways with my feet out to enjoy it. The air was nippy, but the sun was bright. The others were standing in the sun or had crawled back into their cars.
Heather walked over to me. “May I sit in your car with you?”
“Sure, get on the passenger side.” She crawled in and pulled a Tupperware box container out of her bag. Her legs formed a table as she pushed her toes on the floor, setting the box with care on her knees. She started at the corner of the square lid and pulled the top off to reveal her lunch of carrots, celery, colby cheese cubes, and brown crackers. The position of her legs and body stirred a restlessness deep inside me that wanted to pull her to me, hold her tight, and kiss her neck.
“So, what kind of artist are you?” Heather asked me. Her voice brought me back to our moment in reality.
“Oh, uh, I do sculptures in clay, pen and ink, charcoal, pencil, and pottery. What do you do?”
“Pen and ink and pencil drawings, mostly. If I have a place to stay awhile, I’ll sculpt from scraps I find.”
“I’d like to see one. Where are they?”
“Well, I travel a lot, so I may keep it in my car for a while. But I end up giving it to somebody or leaving it somewhere. I’d like to see yours. Where are they?”
“I have some at my house. I have little time for art. Most of my time off, I spend with my wife and son. I spend two hours a week in the basement alone, thinking and sometimes drawing.”
We chatted for the rest of the lunchtime. Heather would smile at me as she listened to what I had to say. It felt good to have a lovely young lady giving me attention. I never got that from Candy. After lunch, we finished the day out with one more break, Heather again coming to talk to me.
“Heather, I’m hiring a temp crew again tomorrow. You do outstanding work; I can request your office to send you back. If you like.”
“Yes, Tim, I’d like to,” Heather said. She smiled and looked into my eyes. My heart fluttered.
Before sunrise the next morning, I pushed my cold key into the lock and entered the warehouse. I was looking forward to seeing Heather again. I would do nothing to jeopardize my marriage, but I couldn’t deny that I relished having Heather around. I hoped she would return that day.
As the workers crawled out of their cars, I stood outside and watched each person exit their car and felt my heart jump when Heather was among them.
“Good morning, Heather.”
“Good morning, Tim.” She twirled around like a giddy, carefree spirit. Her eyes had more sparkle in them that morning. I went through my instructions, showing everybody what to do.
“Heather, would you prefer a different job from yesterday?” I asked.
“No, I’m getting the hang of it. I enjoy cleaning these plastic pieces. It's so cool that the soot wipes off clean with that chemical,” Heather said.
“Yes, I get that feeling.”
At lunch, Heather came to sit in my car again. My heart increased its beats, and I had a smile so big it hurt.
“Which town are you going to after you finish this city?” I asked her.
“I want to see Dallas. There’s a large art district there. I’ll dance around and wear my fringes and meet other artists.”
“I’d love to do that. When I was young, I dreamed of being a full-time artist and showing my art at festivals.”
“Why don’t you come with me?” She bit into her sandwich, chewed, then looked at me with her big soft eyes. My heart melted.




Chapter 15


“I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t afford to take my family, and they’d want to come.”
“Your wife must make you happy.” Heather pulled out a crisp white napkin and wiped her mouth.
“No. She doesn’t. I try to spark romance between us, but she wants nothing to do with it. She’s been that way since she got pregnant with our son. Well, actually she’s been that way ever since I married her, except for a short period.”
“And what period was that?”
“She’d gone home to live with her parents after a big argument we had. We’d married a year earlier, and it wasn’t a good year. After a month, I agreed to let her come back. When she did, she was very affectionate. I thought we’d fixed things between us.”
“What was the big argument about?” Heather asked.
“Before we got married, I told her I wanted no children for five years. I also told her she could choose to be a full-time homemaker or she could get a job and help pay the bills. If she got a job, then we would split the chores at home. It was her choice.” I looked at Heather.
“She agreed to this before we married. But after we married, she did nothing to help with the household chores. The house became a wicked mess, and I had to do all the cleaning, so I started complaining. Finally, she decided she’d rather get a job instead of doing housework. So, she became a waitress at the Sheridan inn.”
“What’s the Sheridan Inn?” Heather squinted at me.
“It’s a famous hotel in Sheridan that used to be owned by Buffalo Bill. It has a top-notch restaurant.”
“Oh, I see,” Heather said.
“So anyway, I had a janitorial and carpet cleaning company. Every day on my break, I’d stop by for coffee or pie and sit at her table. It was nice to see her for a few minutes. One day, the hostess seated me at a table near the kitchen door. When the door swung open, I saw the kitchen. Waiters and waitresses were going through it every few minutes.” I looked out the window.
“Often, I could see Candy in the kitchen picking up food. One time, however, when the door swung open, I saw Candy pressed against the chef. The chef was an attractive young man, and he was leaning against the table. She had her arms around his neck and her face was only ten inches from his. My heart sank. Candy hadn’t seen me yet. I got up and left.” Recalling the memory, I winced.
“After Candy came home that day, I brought this up to her. She denied it. I told her I saw it. There’s nothing to deny. We ended up getting into a big argument about that.”
“So that’s the big argument that sent her to her parents’ house?” Heather watched me as she bit into a carrot stick.
“Not actually. We moved beyond it. I never forgot it, and it took a long time for my hurt feelings to subside.”
“So then, what was the big argument?”
“Well, Candy got fired from the Sheridan Inn. While she was working, I did one-hundred percent of the housework. After she got fired, I told her she had to do the housework. I needed extra time to work and make money. But each day the house grew messier. We ended up getting into big arguments about that.” I opened my cup of fruit.
“So that’s when she went to her parents, right?”
“No, one day I came home, and she was paralyzed.”
“What?” Heather stopped eating.
“Right. Paralyzed. She told me her legs wouldn’t work. Of course, I thought she was faking it. I took her to the doctor to call her bluff. I lifted her and carried her to the car and drove her to the emergency room. I figured she’d give up the gig by the time we got there, but she didn’t. We checked her in. The doctor examined her. Surely, I thought, the doctor would see the scam. But she didn’t.”
“Wow. She was bold,” Heather said. 
“Yep. Candy didn’t hear me, but I told the doctor I was sure Candy was faking this. The doctor said Candy’s legs responded to stimuli, but that was not infallible proof she could walk. There was no way to know."
“The doctor sent her home. With a wheelchair.” I looked at Heather and shook my head. “I was on the verge of having a nervous breakdown. I was working seventy hours a week running my company. I had to do the housecleaning, laundry, and cooking. On top of that, I had to care for an invalid wife.”
“Oh my God, you must’ve been freaking out,” Heather said.
“Yes, I was. I didn’t think I could handle it. I’d go to work, then come home and prepare for lunch. Go back to work. Then come home and prepare for dinner. Then clean the house, do laundry, and help her go to the bathroom. Before I went insane, I prepared lunch in the morning. Then I’d come home to prepare dinner. I told her to call me if she needed to go to the bathroom and I’d run home. I made sure she had television, beverages, and everything she needed by the bed.”
“How long did this go on?” Heather picked up a celery stick.
“A month, a long freaking month,” I said. 
“So, when was the argument that sent her home to mom and dad?”
“Well, a week after I stopped coming home for lunch, I thought of something.”
“What?” Heather asked. Her eyes were wide.
“I realized that for a week, Candy never called me during the day to help her use the bathroom. I wondered if she was holding it all day. So, I went home at lunchtime. When I walked in the front door, she was walking around.”
“Oh my God.” Heather’s mouth and eyes were wide open.
“No shit. We had an enormous argument. That’s when she wanted to go home to mom and dad. That’s when I threw everything in her suitcases and drove her 365 miles to her house, dropped her off, then returned to Sheridan.”
“But you’re with her now. How did she come back?”
“Well, I resigned myself to being alone and sexless for the rest of my life. Our church didn’t believe in divorce or sex outside of marriage. Not that it mattered much, since we seldom had sex.” This made me blush. I looked away from Heather.
“The only time in many months we had sex was while she was faking her illness. One night, she wanted to make love to me. I didn’t want to since she was paralyzed, but she insisted there was no pain and she’d enjoy it. I don’t know why. Maybe she was thinking of the chef while she made love to me.”
“What does this have to do with her coming back?” Heather put her hand on my shoulder.
“Well, after she was away for two weeks, she started asking to come home, but I always told her no. I think she recalled how hard it was living on a farm. I asked her if her father was touching her. She said he wasn’t. She’s pretty sure I scared him enough to never touch her again.”
“Wait, what’s this about touching her?” Heather raised one eyebrow. 
“That’s a whole other thing. I found out her father was molesting her before we married. I threatened him and he stopped. Anyway, after she called me several times a week for four weeks, she told me she was pregnant.”
“Pregnant?” Heather took her hand off my shoulder and turned toward me, folding her leg onto the seat.
“Yes. Pregnant. The only time we had sex was seven weeks earlier. We used protection, but I guess it didn’t work and she got pregnant. I would never abandon a child, so I brought her home.”
Heather was silent, and she furloughed her eyebrows. She looked right, then left. “So that’s when she became affectionate, right?”
“Yes. I’m impressed you kept that train of thought.”
“I suppose she wanted to make love every day, right?”
“Yes, that’s right. It thrilled me. I thought finally we fixed our marriage.”
“And she told you she loved you often.”
“Yes.”
“Well, it makes sense that she would do that. You’re not very smart about things pertaining to women, are you?” Heather put her hand back on my shoulder and looked into my eyes.
“Why do you say that?”
“You dummy. When she came back home, that’s when she got pregnant.”
“What?” I thought about it for a minute. “Oh, my God. I never considered that. On every visit, I argued with the doctor. I knew exactly how old the baby was because there’s only one day he could’ve been conceived. The doctor was always measuring the head and saying I was wrong, that the baby was about seven to eight weeks younger than I thought.”
“And that wasn’t a clue?” Heather smiled.
“No. I guess I’m pretty stupid,” I said. Heather laughed.
“Oh my God.” I shook my head. “So anyway, once Candy was pregnant, she lost all interest in me again. The doctor explained it was from hormones. And then after the pregnancy, it was because of postpartum depression. But it’s been two years now and I still get no affection. But she sure gets hot for Paul.”
“Paul?” Heather’s eyes lit up.
“Candy takes care of his child in her home daycare. He’s mostly naked, muscular, rides a horse bareback on a beach, his hair flowing in the sea wind.”
“I see. Well see, you should just come with me. I’ll give you all the love, attention, and affection you want.” Heather smiled and squeezed my shoulder.
“Oh my God,” I gasped. I looked to see if she was serious. She held my gaze with her eyes.
She was a rare woman. Her artistic spirit was buoyant. She gave me attention. I had feelings like when I first met Kimberly on that Christmas break during college.
I wanted love.
I wanted attention.
I wanted affection.
I wanted romance.
I wanted Heather.




Chapter 16


“I can’t,” I stuttered, “but my God, I want to. With everything that is in me, I want to. But I can’t. I have a son and there’s no way I’d abandon him.”
“Maybe you could bring your son with you?” Heather touched my hand, her six bracelets jingled.
“I wouldn’t take him away from his mother,” I looked at Heather’s hand touching mine and held it.
“Heather, would you stay in Denver?”
“Oh, Tim,” she sighed. We sat quietly, looking at each other for a minute. “Tim, I’m not ready to commit to one place yet, but I’m ready to commit to you.” She smiled.
“I understand. I can’t ask you to give up your dreams of travel and art. You shouldn’t let anyone take your dreams away.”
“The offer stands if you change your mind.” She squeezed my hand.
“Thank you, Heather.” I turned my head away. I didn’t want her to see the tears welling into my eyes. “Thank you very much.”
We finished our workday and the BESTCO crew signed out and returned to their office. I watched Heather’s car pull away. I watched until long after she drove out of sight. The smoggy orange Denver sunset mirrored my broken heart.
Within ten days, I wrapped up the $40,000 job. It left a profit of $17,000 for Ron and $17,000 for me, after expenses.
Even though Ron never told me, I suspected he danced on his battleship-sized desk when he was alone because of the ton of cash I made for him. I bet he danced so hard his belly jiggled and his hair flung around like Flashdance. I mean, come on, $17,000 in ten days for doing almost nothing? I was sure he planned to have a banquet to celebrate and thank me soon. Very soon. Soon, he would thank me.
The insurance agent was happy because our clients were happy. Ron told me how much he praised our work. We were the first he called for smoke jobs. The agent gave us all we could handle. I could handle it all.
I was getting complacent, and I stopped dreaming about establishing my own business. Maybe Candy was right. Maybe it wasn’t a good idea to start my own business. I was comfortable. This had never happened to me before, relying on someone else for my income. But what could go wrong?
My voice came back after several months. I could take on a sales job if I wanted to, but I enjoyed having a regular paycheck.
Ron called me into his office when I arrived at eight-thirty AM, the week after I finished the $40,000 job. That was it. Finally, Ron would give me kudos. Maybe that day I’d get to dance on his desk while he threw roses at my feet. And to be gracious, I’d give him a gift certificate for the ultimate toupee.
“Tim, I’ve been looking at how much money you earn and you’re making more than me and my wife put together,” Ron said.
What a queer way to start a celebration, I thought.
“That’s impossible. You get fifty percent of the jobs. The labor costs come out of my half. Your profit is equal to mine, if not more,” I said.
“True, but it’s not right that you make this much money.”
“How much are you and your wife making?”
“Between the two of us, we pay ourselves $2,000 per month.”
“What happens to the rest of the money I make for you?”
“It stays in the bank.”
“Well, why don’t you just give yourself a raise, then you’ll be making more than me?”
“That’s not how things work. You’re just making way too much money. I’m cutting your commission in half.”
“So, you're cutting my $17,000 commission I just earned to $8,500?”
“Yes. But it’s less than $8,500.”
“How does that math work?”
“One fourth of the job is $10,000. After you take out the $3,000 in labor, you get $7,000.”
“You just stole $10,000 from me.” I threw my hands in the air.
“I’m a Christian. I don’t steal.”
“Would you like a two-week notice, or should I just leave now?”
“What? I don’t need a notice.” Ron’s breath rate escalated, and he clutched his desk. I recognized panic, pride, and stubbornness.
Immediately, I turned and walked briskly toward the exit door.
“Where are you going to go?” he hollered at me. I turned and saw his head looking sideways at me, peeking out his office door, as he lay on top of his enormous desk. He was so panicked he didn’t go around it; he went over it. “There are no jobs out there. We’re in the middle of a big recession,” his voice squeaked with desperation.
“I don’t know. I'll find something to sell.” And I left. Ron didn’t know how to make the big money with disaster restoration. He didn’t learn how to handle large crews of people to get jobs done fast. He didn’t know my secret to getting clients to give rave reviews to the insurance agent. He’d have to creep along as he used to. Clients will complain, he’ll take too long to do those smoke jobs, he’ll lose those insurance contracts. That idiot lost a lot of money by cutting me out of mine.
Well gee, I guess I got the entire day off. I swung by the house first to talk to Candy. 
“Hey Candy, I’m home.” Candy was bending over, changing the diaper on the two-year-old. The other four were sitting at the knee-high table, ready for breakfast.
“Your home early. What happened?” She looked over her shoulder at me. 
“I quit ServiceMaster.”
“What? Why?”
“Ron cut my pay in half, so I asked if he wanted a two-week notice. He said he didn’t need one, so I left.”
“What will we do for money?”
“I have my voice back; I can make sales now. Plus, I’m going to get back on starting my own business. I should’ve never stopped doing that. Working for ServiceMaster made me soft. I’m going to see my old boss at USA Today. He may let me work from home. Do you need help from me before I leave?”
“No, I’d rather you get a job.” Candy stood to look at me.
“Okay Candy, see you later.” I reached to brush her hair over her ear. She looked at me from the corner of her eye.
“I really do love you, Candy.”
“I love you too,” Candy said.
I drove to the USA Today's office building and walked through the familiar hallway to Trevor’s office, my old chief. As usual, he was playing solitaire on the computer.
His exterior office wall was glass, providing a view of a half-acre pond. White ducks bobbed their heads into the water.
“Hey Trevor, how’s it going?”
Trevor looked up. “Hey Tim, long time no see. What are you doing here? Do you want your job back? I hear you got your voice back.” Trevor pulled on his goatee.
“Yeah, I’m doing great now. It took six months. Strep throat is dreadful for me. I almost died from it one time. I was coming in to get work, but I have an idea. Could I work from home?”
“Well, you’re an outstanding salesperson. I think I could trust you to do that, but I couldn’t pay you by the hour or give you a guarantee. I could give you four dollars per subscription. I have a few other people doing it that way from their homes.” Trevor turned his chair and stood to shake my hand. His purple flowered silk shirt contrasted with his beads draped around his neck.
“Man, that would be fantastic. I don’t need a guarantee, I produce, you know that.”
“Yeah, man, I know.” Trevor bobbed his head.
“How often do you want me to bring in the sales? Do you still want me to use the same blue slips we used before?”
“Bring them to me on Mondays. Payroll will mail your check on the following payday. And yes, grab a stack of blue sale slips out in the salesroom. Man, it’s sure nice to see you again.”
“Yeah, Trevor, it’s great to see you. I forgot about the real world, but I’m back.” I grabbed a bunch of paper sales slips and headed back to the house.
“Did you get the job?” Candy asked me, as I put my hands on her shoulders. “I didn’t even hear you come in the door.”
“I wanted to sneak up and get a hug.” Colin ran up and grabbed my leg. I lifted my leg to give him a ride.
“Did you get the job?”
“Do I get a hug?” Candy squinted at me, but then gave me a hug.
“Yes, I got the job. I get to work from home.”
“Are you sure you can do it from home with screaming kids?”
“Not a problem. I’ll work in the basement. It’s a silent place and I’ll be around a lot more to help you. And I’ve got plans to make more money. I’m going to get started on them now in the basement. I’ll come up and help clean the house after the parents pick up the kids.”
I loved our basement. It had four-inch-thick carpeting, shelves, and cupboards. It swallowed me in isolation, minimizing distractions. In the quiet darkness, I often felt and saw my three ghosts. They were watching and encouraging me.
I used one shelf in the corner to hold a secret machine. The machine was new to the world. Less than 1,000 people owned one. I bought it when I was running my carpet cleaning business in Sheridan. When I learned of this secret machine, I financed my car to buy it for $1,200. I made my money back within six months.
This machine was a computer with a dialer and tapes. It called people on the phone and played them a pre-recorded message. After many hours of listening to prospects answer the phone, I wrote the perfect script. People believed they were talking to a human.
I set up the machine to sell for USA Today. Immediately, it was bringing in fifteen subscriptions per day. The machine sat in the corner; its green blinking lights added ambience to my office. The dial tones and recorded script were a symphony of pleasure.
Leads are valuable to salespeople. My plan was to offer business opportunity leads to salespeople in multilevel or network marketing businesses. People in those games are entertaining. They came up with all kinds of schemes to disguise their business. They seemed ashamed.
They needed a constant influx of prospects for success.
I could provide a stream of people for them.
I picked up Sunday’s newspaper and called the first advertisement in the business opportunity section.
“Hello, this is Fran.” Fran’s advertisement claimed I could make $50,000 per month doing nothing. Why did she need me then?
“Hi Fran, this is Tim. I saw your ad in the newspaper.”
“Yes, this is history’s best opportunity. You will be on the ground floor.” She rattled on for three-minutes. Finally, when she took a breath, I spoke.
“Fran, I don’t want to join your business. I want to bring prospects to you.”
“Well, why would you do that?” Fran asked. “If you sign them up yourself, you’ll get rich.”
“Are you rich, Fran?”
“I’m on the way.”
“Have you made a thousand dollars yet?”
“No.”
“Fran, I can help you. I’m a professional telemarketer and I’ll find people that are interested in your opportunity.”
“You should just sign them up yourself.”
“Ok Fran, sorry to waste your time. I’ll give these leads to someone else.”
“No, wait,” Fran said, “tell me more.”
“Well, it’s simple, I call people and ask if they want a business opportunity. If they do, I get their information and tell them a person will call. That person will be you.”
“Well, how much does this cost me?”
“I charge seven dollars per prospect.”
“What if they’re not any good?”
“Then I’ll refund your money and stop working with you. But I want to make sure they’re good for you, otherwise, I won’t keep getting paid. I assume you’ll keep buying them from me if they’re good, right?”
“Yes, of course. I still don’t understand why you just don’t recruit them yourself.”
“Fran, what does your business sell?”
“I can’t tell you until I give you a presentation.”
“Why?”
“My sponsor said so.”
“Is your sponsor a cult leader?”
“No.”
“Sun Myung Moon maybe?”
“Who’s that?”
“Never mind. Fran, I love getting leads, that’s all I want to do. If you want to give me a tip when you’re making $50,000 per month, that would be fine.”
“OK, so what do I do next?”
“How about we meet for coffee tomorrow? That will give me some time to get your first leads?”
“That sounds great. Let's meet at Dunkin’ Donuts at three o’clock tomorrow. I’d really love to get going on these leads.”
I called more ads and got three more people interested. After I met with all four of them, two of them gave me a handshake to go ahead. I told them they could pay me when I delivered the leads. 
I rotated the secret machine between my two new clients and USA Today. On the following Monday, I took in eighty leads to Trevor at USA Today. That was a $320 paycheck for doing nothing.
I decided Mondays were a good day to deliver leads. Andy, my client, wanted to meet me in a parking lot.
“Andy, why are we in a parking lot?”
“I’m just being safe.”
“How does this keep you safe?”
“I don’t like people in restaurants listening to me.”
“Andy, I feel you should say, ‘Where’s the stuff, man?’”
“I don’t get it.”
“You know, Cheech and Chong.”
“I still don’t get it.”
“It feels like we’re doing a drug deal.” Andy just stared at me. “Never mind, Andy. Here’re your leads.”
“Thanks, here’s your check.”
“I really prefer cash. It doesn’t bounce.”
“My corporate accountant says I have to use checks for tax purposes.”
"Seriously?”
“Yes.”
“Hey, Andy, do you meet your business prospects in parking lots, or just me?”
“Yes, everyone.”
“How’s that going for you?”
“Not too good. They’ve been lousy prospects. I hope yours is better.”
“Andy, if you meet them in a parking lot, I doubt it.”
“Ok, I have to go,” Andy said. He scuttled back to wherever he came from.
Once I had five clients for business opportunity leads, it maxed my secret machine out. I couldn’t handle any more clients. But I hadn’t maxed my time out. I went to DialAmerica to apply for a telemarketing job. This was a national company. They offered health insurance, which I needed for my family.
DialAmerica was in a brand new seven story office building with a thirty-foot-high fountain in the lobby. I wore my suit and tie for the interview. The work room was a hundred feet by fifty. There were sixty desks in the room. A gigantic whiteboard was on the front wall. Twelve people were working at the desks and a man was writing numbers on the whiteboard. He had dress slacks and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He saw me and came to greet me.
“Hi, I’m Tim Drobnick. I'm here for the job interview.”
“You’re twenty minutes early.”
“Sorry.”
“That’s fine. I can take you now. Follow me to my office.” His office housed a massive desk. There must have been a management seminar in Denver about oversized desks. He eased into his chair with a protracted groan. “My name is Brad. I’m the daytime supervisor here.”
“It’s great to meet you, Brad. I have a question before we continue, if you don’t mind.”
“Sure, go ahead.”
“How much does your top salesperson make?”
“Why do you need to know that?”
“Because it tells me how much I’ll make.”
“Well, not everybody makes as much as Zack.”
“Yes, I realize that. But I will.”
“Well, Zack is making $1,000 per week, on average.”
“Okay, that’s very good. We can continue with the interview.”
“Okay. Tell me about your skills.”
“I’m very good at telemarketing. I get along well with coworkers. I’m a reliable family man.”
“Why do you want to work here?”
“Number one, I need health insurance for my family, and two, I like money.”
“Ok. Let’s try you on the phone. I’ll have you call for thirty minutes. We don’t pay for this time, it’s part of the interview.”
“What if you give me lousy leads to call? How will you know what I can do within thirty minutes?”
"I’ll know.”
“Okay.” It’s do or die, I thought.




Chapter 17


“No problem. Give me the script,” I said.
I dialed for twenty minutes and sold two magazine subscriptions. I picked up the phone to dial another, but Brad interrupted me.
“Okay, Tim. You can stop now. You’re hired.”
“Thanks, Brad.”
“Be in at five PM for your first shift.”
“Thanks, Brad.” I went back home to check on the secret machine.
“Candy, I’m home again. I got another job.”
“Really? Doing what?”
“Selling magazine subscriptions at a national company at the DialAmerica office. I have to work in their office, but in three months, I can buy into their group health coverage for us.”
“Thank you, Tim.” Candy turned back to the children.
I went downstairs to check the secret machine. My three ghosts were standing next to it, watching it. Sheena turned to look at me. She looked different from my dreams. In my dreams, she was solid as a human. Here she was in a mist. The other two were male ghosts with brown suits, one seven foot tall, the other five foot. They too looked like mists of vapor. 
“Hello Ghosts,” I said. They didn’t answer, but looked at me. I walked toward the machine and the air became cooler near my ghosts. They stood aside. I supposed I could have walked through them, but I didn’t wish to be rude. When I saw the machine had plenty of tape for recording messages, I left.
Later, when I arrived back at DialAmerica, there were twenty people working among a forest of conduits rising from the desks to the ceiling. The workers wore jeans and t-shirts except for two people. Coffee percolated on a table. Coffee is a staple of telemarketing rooms. I walked over to the table to pour a cup.
“Hello Tim, do you need a spoon to stir the cream?” Brad said, as he walked to me.
“Hi Brad, no, I just pour the cream in before the coffee and that stirs it up fine. I’m ready to get started.”
“Okay, pick a desk.”
“Which one is Zack?”
“He’s the one in the gray sweater.” I sat next to Zack. Brad went to the ten-foot-wide white board to record sales.
Zack was sitting, but I could tell he was a tall man. His legs stuck out past the front of the two-foot by three-foot desk. He arched over while studying his notes. On the whiteboard, he had thirty sales. No one else had over seven.
I sold my first magazine subscription within twenty minutes. Brad put my name on the board. Within two hours, I was the number three salesperson on the board with ten sales. Zach was still number one with fifty sales. What Louisiana Voodoo was he using? 
The next best salesperson sat across the room. He and I were the only ones wearing suits. He got a sale and Brad wrote it on the line for Phil.
I leaned closer to Zack to hear what he was doing. He was speaking so low I couldn’t understand him. I kept dialing.
Soon, Phil and I tied for second place. He stood. I stood. He looked at me and I took my two fingers, pointed to my eyes, and then pointed at him as if I’m keeping my eye on you. He smiled. Then he grabbed another sale. It was like tennis. He bats a sale at me, boom; I return.
Phil was six foot four inches tall. He was slender with dark hair. He kept a smile.
I crawled under my desk so I could focus and listen to people on the phone and plugged my other ear. I got another sale and came out from underneath my desk. Phil was ahead of me.
Okay, that does it. I crawled up on top of my desk and stood there as I dialed and talked to customers. I caught up to him. He stood on his desk as well. I liked this guy. He was crazy. We battled it out till the end of the shift.
After the shift, he walked over to me and stuck out his hand. “Hi, I’m Phil. Nice to meet you.”
“Hi, I’m Tim. You’re a hell of a salesperson, hard to beat.”
“Thank you. Same to you. What say let’s get coffee at Denny’s?” Phil shook my hand. His face was clean shaven, and his abundant head of hair clipped and combed.
“That sounds great. Let's go.” We met at Denny’s and ordered coffee and pie. We were alone on the non-smoking side. The dark yellow vinyl seats squeaked when we moved.
“So, Phil, what’s your last name?”
“Vegas.”
“Really, Vegas?”
“Yes.”
“What nationality is that?”
“Spanish.”
“Well, that’s a cool name. So, Phil, is DialAmerica your only job?”
“Oh, no. I have a janitorial company. I’m at DialAmerica for health insurance for my wife and I.”
“Yeah, that’s the same reason I’m here. I’m building a lead business.”
“Well, that’s interesting.”
“Janitorial sales is why I came to Denver. I owned a cleaning company in Wyoming. But that didn’t work out. How do you get your contracts?”
“I solicit contracts business to business.”
“That’s what I did in Sheridan. The guy I worked for here said I was bringing in too many contracts.”
“That’s just crazy.”
“I know, right?”
“And I pissed off the last guy because I made him too much money.”
“Wow.”
“So, explain your lead business to me.”
“I’ve got this machine that does telemarketing. It’s brand new, few people know about them. I figure I have three to four years before everybody figures it out and kills the opportunity by misusing it."
“I am telemarketing to get subscriptions for USA Today. I get paid four bucks each. In addition, I sell business opportunity leads for multi-level marketing people.”
“That’s amazing. I like how your mind thinks. I want to give you a personality test at my house. I bet I know what type you are.”
“What type is that?”
“I won’t tell you until you take the test.”
“Okay.”
“So, how many leads can you sell?”
“Well, I’m maxed out right now. I’ve got my machine busy full time. I have another one. As soon as I get a second phone line, I'll hook it up.
“Dang, that is interesting. Why not get a bunch more machines?”
“I don’t have enough money. The two machines I have now cost me $1,200 each. But the best machines are $6,000. They’re IBM with Swiss heads.”
“May I watch the machine dialing?”
“Sure, come over to my house tomorrow. It’s fun to listen, people don’t know they’re talking to a machine. I had to keep listening and testing, but I finally got the perfect script."
“Phil, it’s been great visiting. I have to get home. See you tomorrow.”
“See you, Tim.” I went home to my family. We spent the evening together and then went to bed. 
“Candy, time to get up,” I said the next morning. I sat on the side of our bed.
“I feel sick,” she said.
“Oh, is it bad?”
“Just queasy.”
“You stay in bed. I’ll greet the kids and get their breakfast.”
“Ok, thank you.”
Colin was sleeping, so I let him continue. I showered and shaved and went to greet the parents. The first was Paul.
“Hi, Paul,” I said. Paul always arrived clad in work boots with a narrow band of Levi shorts that revealed his butt cheeks. He had the body for it. I smelled expensive cologne on him. He was trimmed and showered.
“Hi, Tim. Is Candy here today?” Paul asked.
“Yes, she’ll be up soon. She’s feeling sick this morning. I let her sleep.”
“Candy is sick? Is it bad?” Paul frowned.
“She said she’s just queasy.”
“Does she need me to help her?”
“No. I’ll take care of her,” I glared. “Paul, aren’t you concerned you’ll get skin cancer building houses in the sun while naked?”
“I wear a sunblock.”
“Wouldn’t it be easier just to put on a shirt?”
“Oh, I enjoy working this way.”
“I’d appreciate it, Paul, if you put a shirt on when you drop off your child.”
“Oh Okay, why is that?”
“Honestly, I’m uncomfortable when you meet my wife like this. Other parents have complained also, albeit not the mothers.”
“Oh Okay. Well, I don’t want to cause any trouble.”
“Thanks.”
“Please tell Candy I said to get well quickly.” Paul inhaled with his nose crinkled and a frown. He looked worried. I didn’t respond.
After the kids were having breakfast at the tot table, I checked on Candy. She was getting dressed.
“How are you feeling, Candy?”
“I feel queasy, but I’m better.”
“Well, if you’re too sick, you can stay in bed. I'll care for the kids.”
“No, I’ll be fine. I’m getting up. I’ll come in and help.”
“Paul said to get well soon.”
“Oh, was he worried?” Candy’s eyes expanded.
“No, he was naked. I told him he needed to wear a shirt when he came here.”
“It’s no big deal, Tim.”
“I disagree.”
“Don’t be a prude.” 
“My new friend Phil, who works with me at DialAmerica, is coming by soon. I’m going to show my telemarketing machine in the basement to him.”
“Okay, I’ll be out shortly.”
Phil showed, just as Candy came out to relieve me.
“Hi Phil. This is my wife, Candy. Candy, this is Phil, my new acquaintance from DialAmerica.” They exchanged greetings, then Phil and I went to the basement.
“This is my telemarketing machine.” The machine was dialing, tape whirring and lights blinking in the dark. I turned on the lamp.
“Listen to how people talk to the machine. They think it's human.” I turned up the volume so we could hear both sides of the conversation.
“The way you’ve written the script is genius, Tim,” Phil said.
“Thanks, Phil.”
“I have an idea of getting more machines,” Phil said.
“Oh, how is that?”
“We advertise to find other machine owners. I bet they haven’t figured out how to make money with them. We could offer to lease them. That’d solve your problem of not having the capital to buy them.”
“Wow, good idea. I’ll place an ad.”
The following week, a man, Gerald, responded to my advertisement. He lived in Broomfield, just south of Denver. He had six IBM telemarketing machines, just the kind I wanted. I gave Phil a call.
“Hey Phil, got a hit on six IBM machines in Broomfield. Do you want to ride with me?”
“Certainly.”
We drove to Broomfield. As we got closer to Gerald’s address, the houses became sparse. They had bare wood poking through the worn paint on the siding. Cars that had been rusting since the great war adorned the front yards, covered by weeds and dust. Barbed wire fences held threatening signs, “Trespassers will be shot,” or “This property protected by Smith & Wesson.”
“Phil, this is not a good area.”
“You never know,” Phil said.
We arrived at Gerald's old farmhouse with a wraparound porch. The yard comprised three-foot high weeds except for the clearings that the twelve chickens and two roosters pecked clean, looking for grain. Phil and I, in our fancy three-piece suits, could not have been farther out of place.
“Phil, this guy claims to have six of these IBM machines. That’s $36,000 worth of machines. No one living here could afford that.”
“You never know, knock,” Phil said. My new friend was braver than me.
I pulled the flimsy screen door open. The door spring sang and popped. I knocked on the door. I heard stomping across a hard floor. The door opened, revealing a four-foot-tall girl with braces and boy’s boots covered in chicken dung. Her hair was an abused straw broom with fibers sticking every which way. Her arms, legs and face were streaked with mud.
My heart stopped. I wanted to run.




Chapter 18


“Uh,” I stuttered, then swallowed.
“Hello, little girl, is your father here?” I asked.
“Daaaad!” she screamed as she ran away. A man wearing stained jeans and a wife-beater T-shirt spattered with something red appeared. His belly hung over his belt.
“Hi, I’m Tim, this is Phil. We spoke with you on the phone about the telemarketing machines. Are you Gerald?”
“You got me, come on in here,” he said. We stepped inside.
“What’cha boys gonna do with these machines?”
“I’m selling leads to salespeople.”
“I hope you can make money with ‘em. I never figured out how.”
“I’m making $500 per week with the machine I have.”
“Good Lord, son. Hang on that bull and ride.”
“Thank you, sir. These things are expensive, how'd you afford them?”
“Oh, I got a good deal on them,” he winked, “call me Gerald.”
“Yes sir, I mean, Gerald.”
“Well, we’d like to lease these from you, or you can take a percentage of the sales, whichever you’d prefer.”
“Lease. I like guaranteed money.”
Phil pulled out lease papers he’d put together and reviewed them with Gerald. While they talked, I walked out onto the porch and looked around his farm. I guess you’d call it a farm. It wasn't a yard. There wasn’t another house in sight, just acres of two-foot-high brown grass waving in the breeze which carried the sweet smell of milkweed. Locusts were calling, “cricket, cricket, cricket,” without ceasing. After thirty minutes, Phil called me back into the room. Gerald and I signed the lease papers.
“We’re all set,” Phil said.
“Thank you very much, Gerald,” I said. “What else are you doing for business nowadays?”
“Furr one thing, I’m building vending machines in my barn outback.”
“Interesting,” I said, “what kind of vending machines?”
“To dispense condoms.”
“I’ve never seen vending machines that sell condoms.”
“There aren’t any I know of. We want to place these in bars and truck stop bathrooms. I need salespeople, you boys interested?” Phil and I looked at each other.
“Maybe,” we both said.
“Let’s look at the machines,” Phil said. Gerald led us out to the barn and showed us his manufacturing area. The floor was dirt. Two goats meandered around, and chickens nested on bales of hay. On a roughhewn, wooden, twenty-foot bench was the manufacturing line.
“The parts are in these bins.” He tapped plastic tubs with his finger. “Here’s the inside of a machine. I have a shop that fabricates the shell. I can assemble a machine in less than an hour. So, you boys interested?”
“What do you think, Phil?” I asked.
“How much would you pay us?” Phil asked.
“I’ll give you seventy-five dollars for every machine you place,” Gerald said.
“I think I’d rather do it for a percentage of revenue,” I said.
“I think getting paid for placement would help our cash flow. We have several commission streams,” Phil said.
“Well, that makes sense. Okay Gerald, we’re in. Is there a limit on machine placements?”
“You boys place ‘em I’ll make ‘em. I can keep up with you.”
“Are you sure? I already had one job I had to walk away from because I was getting too many janitorial contracts.”
“Hell, son. I already said I could,” Gerald said.
“Okay, deal,” Phil said. We shook Gerald’s hand.
“We have to go, Gerald. Here’s our phone numbers. We’ll keep you updated.” We loaded the telemarketing machines in the car and headed to my house and arranged them in the basement. I returned voicemail messages from my newspaper ads.
“Phil, we got four more machines. Also, it’s time to deliver leads, want to come?”
“Sure,” Phil said.
We went to meet my multilevel marketing client, Fran, for the second time. Fran liked Dunkin’ Donuts as a meeting place. I liked their coffee and donuts.
“Hey Fran,” I said. I scooted onto the vinyl round seat next to her. Phil sat and waved his hand at the server.
“So, Fran, how were the leads?” The server set two mugs of coffee on the counter in front of Phil. He slid one over to me.
“They worked. I got more money back than I spent on your leads. I got two good recruits,” Fran said.
“That’s what I like to hear. I assume you make money when your recruits sell whatever you sell?”
“Yes.” Fran turned the metal topped glass sugar jar to pour an avalanche into her coffee.
“Then it would help if you had your recruits buy leads from me, right?”
“Yes, that makes sense.” She tinged the sides of her coffee mug with the spoon as she stirred the sugar.
“If you refer people to me, I’ll give you ten percent of what they pay me.”
“From what I see so far, my team will keep you busy.” She sipped her coffee, holding it with both hands. She closed her eyes and inhaled the aroma.
“Fran, I have fifty leads. I need to split them between you and four other people. How many should I leave you?”
“Let me look through them.” Fran held her hand out. I pulled the list out of my briefcase. She scanned each line, looking back and forth for five minutes. Was she memorizing them? “I’ll take them all,” Fran said.
“The most I can offer you today is twenty. I can get you more next time. How many do you want next Monday?”
“I’ll take fifty.”
“OK, great, we have to hook up more phone lines. If I can’t get you fifty by Monday, I’ll bring you twenty, but have fifty for you the following Monday, Okay?”
“Yes, that’s fine.” She set her brown leather luggage sized purse on the counter. She dug inside, pulled out lipstick, notepads, pencils, and brochures and set them on the counter. After she found the checkbook, she held the purse next to the counter and scooped the pile back in. She wrote out a check and handed it to me.
“Thank you, Fran. Fran, are you ever going to tell me what you sell?”
“Not until I give you a demonstration.”
“Can you tell me the name of your company?”
“Yes, after the presentation.”
“I was just curious. Do you believe you can’t sell the product if someone knows the name of the company?”
“My sponsor says it deprives you. You may have preconceived notions about the company and not learn it’s true nature.”
“I see.” I looked at Phil. Phil rolled his eyes. I stifled a laugh. Fran and I chatted for twenty minutes. “Fran, we have to go. I’ll see you next week.”
“Yes, I will see you next week,” Fran said. She popped off the stool to leave. 
“Let’s go to the Peppermill for lunch,” Phil said.
“Sounds good.” I was riding with Phil. I opened the door and climbed into his eight-year-old 1976 Plymouth Sport Fury with a four-barrel carburetor and 318 cubic inch engine. The paint sparkled, the interior seats were showroom floor bright and clean, and it had that new car smell. At the Peppermill, we moved to the counter. The low light level, plush carpeting, indoor trees, and luxurious furniture relaxed my mind. The lady server poured water for us and took our order.
“I’m going to contact this week’s batch of business opportunity people in the Sunday newspapers,” I said between bites of my BLT. The chef added avocado, so maybe it was a BLTA. “I’ve already got a route of five people to visit on Mondays.”
“You should get clients from another industry. Just to be safe,” Phil said. Phil had a vegetable plate the diameter of a basketball. He used the heavy silver fork to stab a piece of cauliflower.
“These multi-level marketing people are low hanging fruit. Easy to get. I just call their numbers in the business opportunity section,” I said.
“I know,” Phil raised his finger to hold that thought while he chewed his veggie, “but what if they’re not consistent customers? That industry has a high turnover rate.” Phil stabbed a piece of broccoli. He looked ahead as he chewed. When he finished chewing, he held his fork, letting it hang, but kept looking ahead.
“You okay, Phil?”
“Oh, yeah, I was just thinking.”
“You’re probably right. It wouldn’t hurt to find some clients from another industry. I’ll put my mind on that.”
“Good.” 
After Phil and I finished lunch, he dropped me off at my house. I stopped to pull open our black tin mailbox and grabbed ten pieces of mail. Seven of them were from my bank. I walked inside the house to see Candy. 
“Hi Candy, I’m home. Do you need help?”
“Hi Tim. Yes, dishes please.”
“Let me look at this mail first.” I sat down at the dining table to rip open the envelopes. Colin had run over and jumped onto my lap, so I had him help rip them open. That kid loved to tear things up. 
“Oh my God,” I said. 
“What’s wrong?” Candy asked.
“Bounced checks. Lots of them.” I sorted them out on the table. “Every check I received from my clients for leads has bounced.” I let out a big breath of air. And pushed my chair backward. “This sucks.” I could feel panic approaching. I took a long slow breath to ward it off. It didn’t work. 
“Why’d they bounce checks on you?”
“I don’t know. In all the years I ran my cleaning company, no one bounced a check on me.”
“Denver’s a lot different from Sheridan,” Candy said.
“Yes, it is. Shit. This is something I have to figure out. I’ll get those dishes washed first.” I walked into the kitchen. As I washed dishes, I stared out the window above the kitchen sink at the clear sky, looking for a solution. Dishwashing was Zen. It helped me calm down. I couldn’t let panic send me into a deep depression. There is a line that I cross where it is hard to find my way back to sanity.
The phone rang, and I picked it up. 
“Hello, this is Tim Drobnick.”
“Mr. Drobnick, this is Buster McCade. I was your insurance agent for disaster restoration at ServiceMaster.”
“Yes, I remember. We only talked twice.”
“Yes, Ron was my key contact. I’m happy I had written down your phone number at one point. I almost lost it. It took me the last week to figure out where I had it.” Three of our kids screamed.
“I’m sorry for the noise, Mr. McCade. We have a home daycare here.”
“That’s not a problem. Call me Buster.”
“Yes sir, Buster. Call me Tim. I'm not working for Ron anymore, so I can’t help you with the insurance claims.”
“Yes, I found that out when the last job I gave Ron two months ago is still not completed. I called and grilled him. He told me he was going through personnel changes. I’m going to assume that you were the head man in charge when you worked for him?”
“Yes, I was the only man. I hired temporary labor as I needed it. I had a system to do the jobs quickly and make sure the customers were 100% satisfied. Ron had no clue on how I did that.” I chuckled.
“That’s obvious to me now. What can I do to get you to take some of my insurance claims? You made my life so easy. This current customer Ron is handling is angry and has already contacted my supervisor. My ass is in a sling.”
“I don’t have the capital right now to take any jobs. My plan is to come up with $50,000 to start my own company. I’d love to work with you as soon as I do.”
“That would be wonderful. Please, save my number, 555-9382.”
“Hold on, let me grab a pen.” I laid the phone down to search through a drawer. “Ok, repeat that to me again, please.”
“555-9382.”
“Ok, thank you. I really appreciate your call. Would you like my pager number?”
“Yes, please.”
“555-2945.”
“Ok, Tim.  Please get to work so you can make my life easier again. I cannot give any more jobs to Ron. Can I ask why you left?”
“Mostly because he cut my pay in half.”
“What an idiot,” Buster sighed.
“I don’t know how long it will take me to get my hands on $50,000, but I’ll do my best.”
“Thank you, Tim. Call me anytime.”
“You are welcome sir, I mean, Buster. Talk to you later.”
I hung up the phone. Hope had come to me at the perfect time. I needed hope to keep the panic away. I was certain that Sheena prompted Buster to call me. She probably helped him find my number.
“Thank you, Sheena. Thank you, ghosts. Thank you, God,” I whispered.
The following Monday, at nine AM, I stood in a Denny’s parking lot leaning against my car. I had parked in the shade under three story high, thick-leaved trees. This Denny’s was next to Colfax Avenue, which invariably was a Rubik’s Cube of traffic. I watched as a blue sedan squeezed into the only open space into the lane to his left. The Ford truck he was intruding on lay on his horn. 
I glanced up at the trees. Even though the traffic racket assaulted these mighty organic structures of shelter, they were at peace. I watched leaves flitter as light sprinkled through. I inhaled and closed my eyes, trying to absorb their steady composure.
“Hi Tim.” I opened my eyes to see Andy walking toward me. 
“Hi Andy, where’s your car?”
“I parked it somewhere else and walked here.”
“Why?”
“I told you before, I don’t like people watching what I’m doing.”
“You said you don’t like people listening to you.”
“That too.”
“Andy, should I be expecting a black van full of agents in black suits, dark sunglasses, and wires attached to their ear plugs?”
“My God, I hope not. Why would you expect that?”
“It’s a joke, Andy.” Andy glared at me. 
“So, I have a complaint about your leads,” Andy said. “I want you to replace them for free with better leads.”
“What’s your complaint?”
“They were asking lots of questions. I got this vibe that they didn’t trust me. They kept looking around like someone was after them. I think they were crooks. I don’t want to deal with crooks. Get me good people.”
“Andy, did you meet these individuals in a parking lot?”
“Of course.”
“Andy, it’s not the leads. It’s very odd that you meet people in a parking lot. They probably thought you were the crook.”'
“That's ridiculous.”
“Ok.”
“Do you have my leads?”
“Andy, I can’t give you more leads until you pay me. Both checks you gave me for the last two batches bounced. I need the money for those, plus my overdraft fees. And if you want more leads today, I need cash.”
“I told you, my corporate accountant said I had to use checks.” Andy placed his hands on his hips and glared at me.
“Did he mention having actual money in the bank to cover them?”
“I don’t have money to cover it right now. Give me leads and I’ll get some sales. I can bring you the money next time.”
“No deal. Cash now or no leads.”
“You’re not being fair.” He clamped his teeth and squinted at me.
“No cash, no leads.”
“Well screw you then. I want a refund.”
“You never paid me anything. There’s nothing to refund.”
“Then I’m going to stop payment on your checks.”
“That’s pointless. They bounced.”
“You might try to run them through again.” He pointed his finger at me.
“What’s wrong with you? Do you actually believe you’ll get ahead in business by acting like this?”
“I would if people treated me nicer.”
“Oh my God, Andy. I’m leaving now.” I opened my car door to get in. When I looked back, Andy had left. He can scuttle fast. My next stop was to meet Fran. This time she wanted to meet at Shari’s restaurant. It’s like a fancy Denny's. Shari’s had upgraded prices along with the upgraded decor. I arrived at Shari’s and found Fran in a booth. 
“Hi Fran.”
“Hi, Tim.”
“No Dunkin’ Donuts today?”
“Oh Tim, I’m celebrating. My business has been growing since I started using your leads. I have five good recruits working for me and I got a nice commission payment from the company.”
“Great, that’s good news! Does that mean you’re buying me lunch?”
“Oh, no. I just have enough for myself.”
“Did you blow your entire commission on lunch?” I smiled.
“I filled my car up with gas.” Fran frowned at me.
“It’s okay Fran, I’m just kidding you. I need to talk to you about payment.” The server came to the booth. 
“Hi, I’m Cindy, your server. Do you want a lunch menu?”
“Hi Cindy, just coffee and cream, please.”
“I’ll get that for you.” Cindy walked away.
“So, Tim, what’s this about payment?” Fran asked.
“Fran, both of the checks you gave me bounced. I need cash to cover them, plus my overdraft fees.”
“Oh, that can’t be right.” Fran stirred her coffee and looked out the window.  
“I have the returned checks with me. It’s right.” I showed the checks to her.
“Well…,” Fran kept looking out the window, “I can’t pay you now.”
“Then I’m not giving you more leads.”
“That’s not fair.” Fran stared at me and frowned.
“Fran, it’s not fair you didn't pay me.”
“Well, I’m sure you’re rich as you get seven dollars a lead. You can spare some money.”
“What’s in the water in this town?”
“What do you mean?”
“Something is making everyone in Denver crazy.”
“Are you going to give me my leads? I need them.” Fran placed her hands on the table and leaned toward me.
“Are you going to pay me?”
“I can give you a check.” Fran plucked her purse from the floor and set it on the table.
“No, Fran. No cash, no leads.”
“Wow, I’m going to tell everyone about the dirty way you do business.” Fran slammed her checkbook on the table.
“Fran, guess what? You’re paying for my coffee.” I got up and walked over to our server, Cindy.
“Cindy, I’m leaving, but here’s a ten-dollar tip. I have a feeling that the cranky lady in the booth won’t leave one for you.”
“Thank you,” Cindy said, with a puzzled look.  
I went to my car and sat, gripping the steering wheel. I was panting and perspiring. My heart beat against my chest. I closed my eyes and inhaled to ward off a panic attack. What was I going to do? I had signed a lease to pay Gerald for those six machines. I had ordered more phone lines. 
How will I pay for that? Had my plan to sell leads failed?
Did I make a mistake when I left ServiceMaster?
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I needed an alternative plan. Fortunately, I had arranged to meet Phil for lunch at the Peppermill. Phil would help me brainstorm for ideas. Phil was a good friend and knew I needed reassurance to calm down and avoid panic. Even though we were new friends, I had already shared with him my chronic problem with depression.
Phil was at the counter when I entered the restaurant. I stopped to look at the round peat moss beds hung by chains. Ferns poured out of them. It was a nice greeting for the entrance. As I strolled to the counter, I could see the cooks in the kitchen. I heard sizzling coming from the grill. As I got closer, I saw the fire licking steaks that sent steaming aroma throughout the dining room.
“Hi, Phil.”
“Oh, hey, buddy. How’re you doing?”
“Not good. My clients suck.”
“What happened?”
“Their checks bounced. Every one of them. I tried to collect from them today, but none of them had the money or the inclination to pay me.”
"That does suck. Have you considered another industry that would buy leads?”
“No. Not yet. I figured we could brainstorm together.” The server brought me coffee. I poured in the cream. I didn’t use a spoon to stir, as I preferred to watch it swirl on its own.
“Well, Tim, do you know Joe Girard?”
“No.”
“He wrote a book called, ‘How to Sell Anything to Anybody.’ He was a car salesman.”
"Interesting.”
“He called customers on the phone instead of waiting for them to show up. He claims he was the best car salesman in the world.”
“Are you saying we should sell leads to car salespeople?”
“Maybe.” Phil leaned back and interlaced his fingers, stretching.
“It may be difficult to get car sales leads. I could try it.” I looked up as I pondered the idea.
“You could charge more for them.”
“Yeah, maybe.” I lifted my water glass and took a big draw on the straw. We sat saying nothing for five minutes, staring into the hypnotic fire on the grill.
“Insurance,” Phil said.
“Right. I know those people buy leads.”
“You could get more than seven dollars for them. A lot more.”
“Yes, and I bet their checks won’t bounce.”
“But they will be more discerning than the multi-level salespeople. A harder sale.”
“Right, not the low hanging fruit.” Again, we sat silent for five minutes.
“I could offer them a free trial,” I said.
“Have them pay after they test them. I don’t think you need to give them away.”
“Right. They only pay if they’re happy. But I won’t give them more leads if they don’t pay.”
“Yes. That sounds good. But maybe just three to start with.”
“Good idea. I could have leads with me when I visited the agents. If they are willing, I’ll give them three leads immediately.”
“I think you could sell that, Tim, all day long.”
“Buddy, I think you’re right.” I could feel my panic melting away. Hope returned. My connection with Phil was lifesaving.
“Tim, you need to go home. Now,” Sheena said. I sat straight up and gripped the counter's edge. Her tone was urgent.
“Phil, did you hear that?”
“Hear what?”
“That female voice?”
“No.”
“I have to go home. Here’s cash for lunch. Could you pay for me?”
“Sure. Everything ok?”
“I don’t know. I’ll page you later.” I trotted out to my car and jumped behind the wheel. My heart was racing. The freeway was light traffic before the rush hour. I sped five miles over the limit. I would have gone faster, but I might have got pulled over.
The empty highway suddenly became a traffic jam. Emergency vehicles slowed traffic to a crawl. I moved to the left lane, squeezing in front of other people who assaulted me with their horns. I needed to get home. As we inched along, I squeezed my steering wheel and leaned forward, hoping to make traffic move faster. After twenty minutes, the traffic flowed again, and I reached full speed until I hit my exit. Traffic moved at forty-five miles an hour along Colorado Blvd to my house.
Paul’s pickup truck was in our driveway. Why the Hell was he there? It was three hours before it was time to pick up his child. I had to park on the street. When I rushed into the house, five kids were running around. Candy was nowhere to be seen. I went into the kitchen and saw Colin standing precariously on the tray of his highchair.
“Colin, hold still!” One more inch and the chair would tip and Colin would fall four feet to the floor. I ran to the chair and grabbed Colin.
“Colin, what are you doing? That’s dangerous!” My heart was pounding from the close call.
Where was Candy? These kids were unsupervised. Why did she leave Colin alone in a highchair?
“Colin, where’s Mommy?” He pointed at the hallway.
I walked down the hallway, opening each bedroom door. The last door, our master bedroom, was open six inches. I stopped before entering as a sight froze me in my tracks. Candy was naked. She was on our marriage bed, on her hands and knees. Behind her was Paul, also naked and on his knees, holding onto her hips and thrusting.
Blood rushed to my head, I lost my balance and grabbed onto the wall to steady myself. I wanted to scream, but that would traumatize the kids. With great restraint, I pulled the door shut, making no sound. Then I thought, Oh my God, had the kids seen this?
I went back to the living room to clean the children up from lunch, then gave them a puzzle at the kiddie table. I walked back to our master bedroom and opened the door. Candy was sitting on the bed with a sheet wrapped around her, still naked. I heard our shower running. Her eyes were wide open.
“I saw what you were doing, Candy,” I said. I clamped my mouth and squinted, staring at her.
“Nothing happened, nothing happened,” Candy said.
“Candy, I saw you and Paul fucking. Who’s in the shower?”
“No one.”
“So, who left it running?” Candy cried. “Candy, I saw you.”
“Ok, I wanted him. I wondered how he felt.”
“This is crazy, Candy.” I shut the door to go care for the kids. After fifteen minutes, Paul came down the hallway in his short shorts, no shirt. His hair was still wet from the shower. Why did he wait fifteen minutes? They probably fucked again.
“Hey man, are we okay?” Paul asked.
“No man, we are not okay. You need to take your son and leave. Never come back here.”
“I didn’t mean to cause any problems.”
“What are you, twelve? You need to leave now.”
Paul picked up his son and left. Twenty minutes later, Candy came to the living room.
“Candy, when I came home Colin was standing on his highchair tray. He could've been hurt really bad. You’re unbelievable.”
“I’m sorry.”
“I kind of doubt that. I’m going downstairs to work.”
When I entered my basement office, I fell to my knees on the thick carpeting and covered my mouth as my body convulsed with sobs. Tears flooded over my hand. I fell forward with my forehead leaning on the floor. 
I felt a presence and sat back up. In the darkness, I could see Sheena standing, smiling, but with a sympathetic look. I burst into tears again, covering my mouth to conceal the sound.
“What am I going to do, Sheena?” My sobbing made my speech erratic.
Sheena sat next to me but said nothing.
“Why is there so much deceit? Why are people so cruel?” 
Sheena looked at me with soft eyes and touched my shoulder. I cried until I had no more tears, then fell asleep on the floor. 
The next morning, Candy was sick again. I opened the daycare and fixed breakfast for the kids. At ten AM, Candy came into the kitchen.
“Do you feel okay, Candy?” I wanted to confront her, but I needed to wait until we were alone.
“Yes, I feel better now. I can take care of the kids. Thank you for letting me rest.”
“Candy, do you think we should go to the doctor? You’ve been sick every morning.”
“No, I’ll be okay.”
“All right. I’m going to check out some vending machines. I’ll check in with you this afternoon, okay?” My blood pressure raised as I suppressed my desire to scream at her. I wanted her to convulse with sobs as I had and understand how hurt I was. But I couldn’t do that in front of the children. 
“Yes, okay.”
The previous Sunday, I’d seen an ad from a man that was selling fifty vending machines. They were breathalyzers to check alcohol content. I wanted to get into the vending business to supplement my lead sales. The man advertising the machines was a doctor. He’d purchased them as a side investment, but it wasn’t working for him. I met him at the storage unit.
“Hello, are you Dr. Furman?” I asked the man standing by the storage unit in a khaki trench coat with shiny black shoes peeking out.
“Yes, I am. Are you Tim?”
“Yes, sir.” The doctor rolled the storage door open, disturbing a large spider web. As he waved the web away, he reached to pull the string on a dusty light bulb to reveal fifty six-foot tall vending machines. The factory had covered them with bright orange Formica.
“Doctor, these are brand new. Didn’t you place any of them?”
“I bought them from a man who said he’d place them for me. He never did, so they’ve just been sitting here in storage.” The doctor shrugged, holding his hands in his coat pockets.
“What if I place and maintain them and we split the revenue?”
“That’s a good idea. I haven’t been able to sell them outright.”
“What do you need from me?” I pulled out my billfold to show him my driver’s license.
“Do you have references?”
“Yes, I have very good ones.” I went to my car and wrote my contacts on paper.
“Here you go, sir.”
“Thank you. Come to my office tomorrow and pick up the storage key after I contact these references.”
“Yes, sir, thank you for the opportunity. I’ll do a good job for us.”
“You’re welcome. See you tomorrow.” The doctor locked up the storage unit, got in his black Lincoln Town Car, and left.
Would this be my big break in Denver? Finally?
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I had a lunch appointment at the Peppermill with Phil which was the soonest I could tell him about the new vending machine deal. Pagers were nice, but it would’ve been easier to have a Dick Tracy watch or a James Bond phone in a briefcase. Heck, even a Maxwell Smart shoe phone would’ve been great. At least I had the modern pager that let me send a digital ten-word message. If I was near a phone, which I wasn’t.
Phil was sitting at the counter reading the newspaper when I arrived for lunch.
“Hi Phil.”
“Good afternoon, Mr. Drobnick.”
“Anything good in the paper?”
“Nope.”
“I got something. A doctor is letting me place his breathalyzer vending machines for half the revenue. He has fifty of them.”
“In bars?”
“Yeah, to place in bars, lounges, etc.”
“Do they sit on a counter? Bar owners don’t give up counter space.”
“No, they are free-standing, six-foot tall. There’s a holder for straws and a small trash receptacle. You plug them in and wait for the money to come in.”
“Why would people pay to get their breath tested?”
“I don’t know. Why do people do a lot of things they do?”
“True. I’m curious if people will actually pay for that,” Phil said.
“It costs me nothing to find out, except my time. While you are out selling to businesses, if you find a bar that wants one, I will maintain it and give you half of my half of the revenue.”
“Okay.” Phil flipped the newspaper to the classifieds.
“Coffee?” the lady server asked.
“Yes, thank you.” I unrolled my silverware from the napkin as she poured the steaming drink into my mug.
“Phil, this afternoon I’m visiting insurance agents. I have thirty leads to distribute. At three per agent, I can get ten of them to try out my service.”
“Good luck. I have new janitorial contracts to sign,” Phil said.
“Good luck to you too, Phil.” Phil lifted his coffee mug, “Cheers.”
I’d made a list of life insurance agents from the Yellow Pages. I organized them by area to make my soliciting more efficient. The first building was five stories high with marble floors in the entry. My first prospect was on the fifth floor, a Mr. Roger Germain. My assumption was if Mr. Germain could afford office space in this building, he could afford to buy my leads.
I stepped into the elevator onto thick oriental designed carpeting. A bouquet of cedar greeted me as I pressed the button for the fifth floor. The stainless steel around the control buttons gleamed. I listened to the ding of each floor, finally arriving at the top, where the doors slid open with a sound of honed machinery. Yes, anyone who could rent space there could afford my leads.
I found the door at five-thirty-two, framed in shining mahogany and accented with polished brass hardware. The weight of the door slowed its opening and protected a successful agent. A young man dressed in a blue woolen suit sat at a desk.
“Hello, you must be Mr. Germain?” I asked. The man smiled and sat his pen down.
“No, I’m Tom, Roger’s assistant. How may I serve you?”
“I’d like to have a word with Mr. Germain. Is he available?”
“Do you need insurance? I can get you started.” Tom picked up a yellow pad and pen.
“No, the policy isn’t for me. I have several clients who need them.”
“Oh? Who?” Tom sat the pad back on the desk.
“I’d like to speak with Mr. Germain about that, please.” Tom looked at me for thirty seconds, pondering, I assumed. He stood and left the room.
“Go on in. Roger will see you,” Tom said as he returned.
“Thank you, Tom.” I strolled into the office. There was a man in a Brooks Brothers suit behind a mahogany desk. A master had carved and polished the edges and legs. There were no drawers or sides to hide a mess or mismatched socks. The design, I’m sure, was to impress visitors with the success of Mr. Germain.
“Hello, I’m Roger Germain. What can I do for you?” Roger stood and extended his hand. His hair showed sparse gray on the temples. I guessed him to be fifty years old.
“Thank you for seeing me, Mr. Germain.” I shook his hand.
“Please, call me Roger.”
“Yes sir, I mean, Roger.”
“I have prospects from telemarketing that want to buy a life insurance policy. I’m offering you three leads to try out. If you’re pleased with them, then give me twenty-five dollars per lead. If not, you owe me nothing.”
“Tim, have a seat.” Roger gestured to the guest chair with his palm up. I sat. Roger eased back into his leather chair.
“Tim, I applaud you for your industry. Few individuals would do this.”
“Thank you, sir, I mean, Roger.”
“Tim, tell me about yourself.”
“Oh, uh,” I paused to think, “what do you want to know?”
“Why are you in the lead business?” Roger rested his elbows on the chair arms and pressed his fingertips together. The leather chair squeaked.
“I used to live in Sheridan, Wyoming. I used telemarketing to get appointments for my carpet cleaning company. When I came to Denver, I decided I could use my skill to generate leads.”
“When did you arrive in Denver?” Roger asked.
“About two years ago. I’d still be in Sheridan, but the coal mines shut down. That hurt many businesses.
“So, you came to Denver and started generating leads?”
“Well, not right away. First, I was selling janitorial contracts for Genie Carpet Cleaning. I’m sure you’ve seen their full-page ads.”
“Yes, I have.”
“Well, I sold too many contracts. Curtis, the owner, said he couldn’t handle it. Then he lied about my commissions. I left.”
“Too many contracts? That would be a good problem.”
“Yes, that’s what I thought. I even offered to help manage his janitors, but he refused. Then I sold Angel-Wise Security systems to businesses. Well, I only sold one. I felt so guilty about it, I tore up the contract and quit. That machine would not provide security. It was a joke.”
“I see. Is that when you started your lead business?” Roger asked. It seemed strange to me he was so interested in this. I wondered what he was up to.
“No, after that I went to telemarketing for USA Today but then I lost my voice, so I went to ServiceMaster and built his disaster restoration department.”
“Are you still there?”
“No. Before I arrived, he was making $2,000 a month in disaster restoration. In less than a year, I built it up to $5,000 per day. When I started, he agreed to pay me fifty percent of the revenue. He would deduct the temporary labor costs from my half.”
“That sounds marvelous. You were succeeding. Why didn’t you remain?”
“The owner, Ron, cut my commission in half because he said I was making too much money. He broke our deal. Where I come from, a deal’s a deal. So, I left.”
“Interesting,” Roger said as he turned in his chair to look out the window.
“Sir, I don’t mean to be rude, but it seems odd to me you are so interested in what I do. May I ask why?” Roger turned back to face me.
“Tim, from our brief exchange, I perceive you to be loyal, hard-working, honest, productive, and ambitious. I was like that when I arrived in Denver. I want to help you, but I can’t buy your leads.”
“Oh, okay. Why not, may I ask?”
“If I’d met you when I first started selling insurance, we would have done much business together. Back then, I needed leads. As I got clients, I treated them well. I did as much as I could to please my clients.”
“My dad told me to do more than I get paid for,” I said.
“Sage advice. Your dad is wise. As I was saying, my clients have been so delighted with my performance that they refer friends to me. I receive so many referrals, it takes all my time. That’s why I can’t accept your leads.”
“Oh, I see. Congratulations on your success, Roger.”
“Thank you. I have guidance for you. You don’t want to sell leads to agents like myself who have an established client base, unless, of course, they provide terrible customer service. You need to approach agents just starting out. They need leads.”
“Thank you, Roger. I appreciate your advice. It’s nice to meet an honest man in Denver.”
“You’re welcome. Tell you what, I’m going to write a letter you can show to your prospects. Wait here.” Roger walked out, and I heard him talking to Tom. After twenty minutes, he returned.
“Here you are, Tim. I created twenty copies to get you started. The letter states that I interviewed you and my opinion is that agents should work with you. I hope this will help.” Roger handed me the papers. I stared at them with my mouth open.
“Roger, thank you so much. If there’s ever anything I can do for you, please let me know.”
“Tim, yes, there is something you can do for me.” Roger looked at me over his gold, wire-rimmed glasses.
“What’s that, sir?”
“Whenever you meet someone that needs help with their new career, if you can help them, do it.”
“I will, sir.” I gulped back tears and wanted to hug the man, but I restrained myself. “Have a nice day, sir. Thank you so much for your help.” I shook Roger’s hand, and I left.
When I got back into my car, I picked up the Yellow Pages. I’d need poorer prospects for insurance clients. How odd to think that. I looked at the Mutual of Omaha letterhead on Roger’s recommendation letter. It would make sense to contact other salespeople that worked for Mutual of Omaha because they may know Roger.
The Mutual of Omaha listings in the Yellow Pages covered three pages. I ran my finger over the paper, looking for a poorer area. I found one and started my car. Denver was easy to navigate. They mapped the entire city, including the metro areas, on a grid. You only needed two numbers, latitude and longitude. As I drove, I left the clean, green, suburban business area and entered the world of dusty asphalt and concrete. As I approached my destination, I saw it shared the same parking lot as a restaurant with faded fruit paintings on the walls and twenty bikers in the parking lot.
I parked in front of a Spanish style one story office building. The exterior was stucco. The builders paved the entrance with slate. As I stepped inside, a sweet-smelling mist from a terracotta pot greeted me. The tan, plastered walls were trimmed with dark wood baseboards and crown molding. I followed the slate floored hallway to the office one-fifty-two. A small brass plate announced the office of Marc Walby. I opened the door to a man sitting at a lone desk.
“Hello, my name is Tim. I’m here to see Mr. Marc Walby,” I said.
“Yes, hello. I’m Marc.” He stood and stepped toward me to shake my hand.
“Mr. Walby, I’ve obtained prospects with telemarketing that are interested in buying a life insurance policy. I’d like to offer you three leads to test. If you’re happy with them, then pay me twenty-five dollars per lead. If not, you owe me nothing.”
“Well, you get right to business, don’t you?” Marc smiled, “Call me Marc.”
“Yes sir, I mean, Marc. I didn’t mean to be pushy.”
“No, no, you weren’t. Sit.” I sat in the guest chair and Marc sat behind his desk. “Tell me more about your leads.”
“I’m very good at telemarketing. I’ve called local people to find those ready to shop for life insurance. I have their telephone numbers and addresses. You don't know me from Adam, so I offer a free look. I believe you’ll like the leads and we’ll have a long and prosperous relationship.”
“I see. Do you have other agents buying your leads?”
“No, net yet, sir. It’s my belief I can produce enough for five agents, and I just started searching for agents today.”
“Well, I prefer not to be a guinea pig. I realize you’re offering me to try for free, but it’s still my time, and time is valuable.” Marc leaned forward with his elbows on his desk, holding a pencil between both hands.
“I understand that. Mr. Roger Germain, another Mutual of Omaha agent, told me about the value of time.”
“Oh, you know Roger?” Marc laid the pencil down and sat up in his chair.
“I met him today. We had a wonderful talk for half an hour.”
“Did he agree to buy leads from you?” Marc leaned forward four inches, placing his hands on the chair armrest.
“No,” I said.
“Oh,” Marc said as he leaned back in the chair again.
“But he gave me a letter of recommendation.” I pulled out a copy of Roger’s letter and handed it to Marc. Marc read the paper, taking the time to soak it all in.
“Well, this is high praise from Roger. Did you know he’s one of the company’s top salespersons?”
“He didn’t mention that.”
“He wouldn’t. He’s as gracious as he is successful.”
“I picked up on that. He’s a very kind man.”
We both sat in silence for one minute. He was looking up at nothing, thinking. Would he take my offer?




Chapter 21


“Yes. Okay. let's see those leads.”
“I have them here.” I pulled out three leads. “These are in Englewood, will that work?”
“Yes, very good. So, if they don’t buy, I don’t pay for them, right?”
“The deal is, if you like them, you pay me for all three and we continue in business. If not, then we stop. I can’t promise all three will buy. You know better than I, the value of a sale. It's worth paying for all three if only one buys a policy,” I said. Marc leaned back with his hand on his chin.
“Ok. How about I call them now?” Marc asked.
“Sure. I’ll be happy to wait.” Marc picked up the phone. The first two leads didn’t answer the phone, but the third agreed to meet him.
“Well, Tim. This is very promising. May I have a few days to decide?”
“Yes, Marc. This is my pager number. Page me when you decide.”
“I will, Tim. Thank you for coming to see me.”
“You’re very welcome, Marc.” We shook hands, and I left.
Within seven days I got five insurance agents to try my leads and had placed vending machines in five bars. On Monday, I went to claim the booty of quarters from the machines. The bar owners got half, leaving the other half to split between the doctor and me.
Quarters jingled in the collection box as I removed it from the first vending machine and placed it on the bar counter. The clinking music from that change gave me a smile and a tingle in my chest. I slid the coins one by one over the smooth varnished wood, into two piles, one for me, one for the owner. The bartender watched, wiping a glass with a bleached white towel. There were seven dollars each, I expected more. The tingle in my chest stopped.
I spun to look at the machine. The lights were off. I checked behind the machine and saw that someone had unplugged it. That would explain the low money intake. I plugged it back in and walked back to the bar.
“Hey, I’m Tim,” I said to the bartender.
“Hi, I’m Brian, ready for a drink?”
“No, not now. Did you see who unplugged that vending machine?”
“No, the place gets pretty busy. Hard to see everything.”
“I get it. Thanks. Here’s half the money for your boss. I’ll check in next week.”
“Be safe out there,” Brian said. He stretched to hang a wine goblet on a wooden rack.
When I stepped into the next bar, I noticed the lights were out on my machine again. I scooted the machine out one foot from the wall and saw someone had unplugged it. Whoever did it had to move the machine to unplug it. It could not have been an accident. Then, I noticed someone had opened the change box, busting the lock and bending the metal container. It was empty.
“Is the owner here?” I asked the bartender.
“Yes, she’s in the office,” he said, and pointed. I walked back and found the office door open. The owner was inside at her desk.
“Hi Julie,” I said.
“Hello,” she said as she leaned back to look at me.
“I’m the guy that put the breathalyzer machine by the bar.”
“Oh, yes, I remember you.”
“Someone broke into the cash box. Do you know what happened?”
“No, I didn’t even realize someone did that.”
“Do you want me to replace the machine?”
“Sure, go ahead.”
“I will. Thanks.” I took the unit to storage in my hatchback. I returned to the bar with a new machine. After I set it up, I went into the owner's office. 
“Julie, I put in a new machine. I set it closer to the bartender. Maybe that will protect it.”
“Ok, thanks for doing that.”
“You’re welcome, bye Julie.”
The three machines in the other bars had less than twenty-five dollars combined in the cash box. Someone had unplugged them. One faced the wall. None of the bartenders or owners knew what had happened.
I waited at a traffic light to exit the last shopping center. These events were unexpected. My dream was to take a heavy bag of coins back to split with the doctor.
“Hey buddy, move your ass,” a loud voice said. I looked in my rear-view mirror and saw a man in a rusty dented Ford truck behind me leaning out the window holding his middle finger up. What did he expect me to do? The light was red. He revved up his engine, then pulled up beside me, flipped me off again and ran the red light. Denver people were a lot different from Sheridan's people.
I remembered laying on a park table in Sheridan, looking at Entrepreneur magazine. It was full of dreams. It had stories of profitable vending businesses. You placed the machines, then collected the money. Easy. They forgot to include the part of the story where people stole your money and beat up your machines. But it was a wonderful dream. I’d closed my eyes, envisioning a network of snack machines just waiting for me to come harvest quarters in their golden boxes. Like a pasture of cows, vomiting money when I patted them.
The light turned green, and I drove into traffic. At the next red light, I looked at the restaurant with stucco siding. Faded paintings of blue, red, and yellow fruit decorated the side facing the street. In the gravel parking lot sat thirty Harley-Davidson motorcycles. One leathered man was on his bike, revving the engine. It hurt my ears. This was the parking lot with Marc Walby’s office.
The traffic lunged forward as the light turned green. Exhaust from the truck in front of me filled my nostrils. I coughed and moved over a lane to avoid his smoke. Asphalt and concrete covered the earth. I felt it sucking my life into the ground. I thought of the mountain drives I could take on a whim in Sheridan. Rivers, trees, and streams surrounded the town, and seven minutes away were the Big Horn mountains. The country and mountains gave me life force, the opposite of what this asphalt and concrete was doing to me.
As I approached home, the dust and heat of the city relaxed into trees and green lawns. I took a deep breath of the sweet air and let it out slowly. The suburban area and the quarter acre yard at our house was an oasis from the harsh, smoggy, downtown Denver.
“Candy, I’m home. How’re you feeling?”
“I feel good.”
“Good. I’m going to call the doctor with a report of his vending machines.” Again, I suppressed my urge to scream at her. I picked up the telephone and dialed his office. The secretary answered.
“This is Tim Drobnick. May I speak with Dr. Furman?”
“He’s with patients right now.”
“Ok, could you tell him I called, and if he wants an update on our vending machines to ring me back on my home phone number?”
“Yes, I will.”
“Thank you.” I hung up the phone and opened the refrigerator, putting my fingers around a cold beer. I went to the porch and eased into a chair. Looking at our yard, sitting on our porch, was excellent therapy. The daycare children were gone. Colin was jumping on me in between cheetah laps around the yard.
“Candy, would you like to sit on the porch with me?” I wanted to talk to Candy about my feelings about her being with Paul. It had been a week, and if I didn’t talk about it soon, I would explode.
“I’ll come out after a while.”
As I watched the yard, I saw glass people in the yard again. They looked the same as the ones I’d seen before. I watched them moving around and not doing anything in particular. It was bizarre. Were these people in another dimension? Were they ghosts? After half an hour, Candy came out and sat on a lawn chair.
“Candy, do you see glass people moving around the yard?”
“I can’t. Are these the ones you saw before?”
“I assume so.”
“Well, I wish I could look at them. It sounds really cool. I wish I could see your ghosts. I wish I had ghosts of my own I could see.”
“I’m sure you have your own. I’m sure everyone does. Why would I be the only one?”
“Then why don’t I see or hear them?”
“I don’t know. Are you still feeling sick?”
“I feel fine now.”
“Candy, you broke my heart when I caught you having sex with Paul,” I said. Tears came to my eyes. Letting these words slip out was starting an avalanche of feelings again. Candy lifted her wine cooler to her lips and took a drink. She said nothing. “Do you understand you hurt me? I cried for hours and now I have bad dreams about it.” 
“I just wanted to try it.”
“How would you feel if I had sex with somebody else? Wouldn’t that make you feel bad?”
“I don’t know. Maybe.” Candy watched Colin, never looking at me. I clenched my fists and set my jaw. I needed to control my temper. If Colin wasn’t around, perhaps I’d stand and scream and throw my beer on the patio, smashing it to pieces. Oh God, so much, I wanted that relief. 
“It also hurts that you refuse to have sex with me, ever. You won’t touch me or kiss me. I was trying to be patient, assuming you still had postpartum depression, but then, you had sex with Paul. So, you do want sex. But not with me. That tears me up inside.” Again, Candy sat without responding or looking at me.
“Candy?” I asked with an exasperated tone.  She let out a sigh.
“Well, you’re the only person I ever had sex with. You had sex with other people. I think it’s only fair I get to have sex with somebody else.”
“What people are you talking about? I haven’t had sex with anybody since I married you.”
“You did with Kimberly.”
“That was long before I met you. And she is the only other one besides you. I was engaged to marry her. Long before I dated you, I broke up with her. I’ve always been faithful to you. I’ve never cheated on you.”
“Well, I just think it’s fair.”
I quit talking. This conversation wouldn’t be of any benefit to me. A river of rage flowed through me. I sat silently and watched the glass people until after dark when they left.
The following day, I made my rounds to drop off leads for my five life insurance agents. They were happy to have them, and their checks didn’t bounce. Phil and I went to visit Gerald to get paid for the condom vending machines we’d placed, and to pay him for the lease on his telemarketing machines. On Friday, I went to visit the five vending machines I had placed. 
I walked into the first bar and saw the lights off on my machine. Crap, I thought. I looked behind the machine. Someone had severed the cord. I rubbed my chin and held my breath. This was crazy. I drove to a hardware store and returned with electrician's tape to repair the cord. At least the money box was intact. I counted fifteen dollars, a good income for one day. Not for an entire week. I didn’t know how many days the machine was plugged in. Someone also cut the cords at the second and third bar. I repaired them and moved on.
On the fourth bar, I paused at the entrance. A breeze flowed into the room because the three front doors were open. The flooring was tan ceramic tile. The bar was empty except for one man sitting at the counter. With the daylight, the bar showed to be cheery. It would have been cheerier if my machine lights were on. I walked over and pulled it away from the wall. Someone had cut the cord.
“Son of a bitch,” burst out of my mouth. The man turned to look at me. “I’m sorry, that wasn’t professional,” I said. He turned back to his beer. I repaired the wire and plugged the machine back into the wall.
“Have a nice day sir, sorry about the cussing,” I said as I left.
“Young man, come here,” he said. I looked at him. His dark eyes were intimidating. He was broad with dark, well-groomed hair, slicked back with hair gel. I walked over to him.
“Yes sir,” I said. His large gold rings on his thick fingers tapped the bar as he sat his beer on the counter.
“You look like you could use a drink. Let me buy you one,” he said. I had a feeling I shouldn’t refuse the offer.
“Thank you very much sir, I’m having a tough day. I’d appreciate a Coors Light.”
“I’m Tony,” he said. Tony signaled the bartender to bring a beer for me.
“I’m Tim.”
“You’ve placed five machines, haven’t you?” He lifted his beer and took a long drink. Oh crap, how did this guy know I had five machines in five different bars? Electricity shot to my brain and my breathing quickened.
“Uh, yes sir,” I said.
“You’re an ambitious man. Few people will place machines anymore. It’s a tough field to be in.”
“I’m finding that out. Are you in the vending business?” The bartender sat my beer in front of me.
“I have some interest in it.”
“I only have five machines. Someone has unplugged them or cut the wires or busted into the change box. I can’t make a profit if this keeps up.”
“Yes, that can be a problem in this town. It’s a competitive business.” Tony drank the last of his beer. The bartender promptly replaced it with another, without even a signal from Tony. I noticed heavy gold chains around Tony’s neck and a President’s Diamond Rolex watch on his wrist.
“I don’t do this often,” Tony said, “but I like you. You’re a hustler. I have vending machines you could service for me. I’d give you a cut of the cash you collect.”
“Tony, sir, don’t you have a problem with the machines being vandalized?”
“Nah, I have an established business. It’s not a problem for me. As a bonus, your machine problems would go away.”
Oh Hell, I thought. Am I messing with the mafia? I about shit my pants.




Chapter 22


“Well, I appreciate that, sir. But I just now concluded I’m pulling out of vending,” I said.
“That’s too bad. Somebody with your ambition could make good money. You just need a little insurance.”
“I appreciate the compliment, sir. But I figure it’s best to find a new career.”
“All right. If you ever change your mind, you can find me here,” Tony said.
“Thank you very much, Mr. Tony, sir. And thank you for the beer. Maybe I’ll see you around.”
“Ciao.” Tony raised his beer to me.
I rested in my car with my heart pumping so strongly I felt it in my temples. The mafia was cutting the cords on my machines. Then I remembered Gerald’s condom vending machines. We never had trouble placing them. No one damaged them. Then the scene flashed back to when I asked Gerald how he could afford six IBM machines. His answer was that he got a good discount and then winked at me. Maybe Phil and I were already in business with the mafia. I needed to tell Phil.
In the meantime, I’d find a buyer for the doctor’s machines. I felt bad for him. Maybe he’d pay me a commission. I opened the yellow pages to vending. One of the first listings was a full-page advertisement for AAA OK Vending Services. A full-page ad in Denver demanded $10,000 per month. This guy had money.
I dog-eared the page and sat the book on the seat. I drove to a warehouse district where AAA OK was situated. The front door was open when I found the building. No one was in sight. You could have placed a jet plane inside that building. There were vending machines and parts stacked high everywhere. I smelled oiled metal and dust as I weaved on a path through the machinery and parts until I found a man near the back.
“Hello, are you the owner?”
“Yes, Jake's my name.” Jake’s head was inside a cola vending machine.
“I have machines for sale.”
“What type of machines?” Jake started hitting something in the machine with a hammer. Pieces of metal shot past me and I dashed behind a three-story tall post for shelter. I looked at the roof where the post supported it. I waited until he quit.
“Breathalyzer machines. People blow into a straw to test their blood alcohol level,” I said.
“How many you got?” Jake stood and turned toward me. His hair was dusty, he had a three-day-old beard, and his mustache hid his top lip.
“Fifty of them. They’re free-standing, six-foot tall, and brand new.”
“Couldn’t place them, huh?” He grinned.
“I could place them. I couldn’t protect them.”
“Well, you got further than most. The most I’d give you is a hundred each.”
“The doctor that owns them paid $1,500 each for them. Is that the best you can do?”
“Yep.” Jake stuck his head back into the cola machine.
“I’ll ask him if wants to sell. Hey, do you have machines placed?”
“Some.” Jake started pounding with his hammer again. I waited till he finished.
“How do you stop people from cutting the cords?” I asked. Jake stood again and laughed.
“Denver’s not an easy game. You discovered who controls the vending, didn’t you?”
“Yes. A guy named Tony talked to me. He was sitting at Jolson’s Pub. Big guy, lots of gold jewelry.”
“Yaaaa,” Jake drawled. “I know Tony. He lets me have fifty machines out there. They give me a pass since they need me for supplies and fixin’ their boxes when they break. But they’d have words with me if I placed more.”
“Wow. That confirms my suspicion. Thanks for your time. I’ll ask the good doctor if he wants to sell,” I said. I reached to shake his greasy hand.
“Not a problem, son. What’s your name?”
“Tim Drobnick.”
“Your ambitious. You’ll find somethin’ to do in Denver.”
“Yes, sir. Thank you. Have a nice day.” I left the building and drove home. I called Dr. Furman from my basement office. He answered the phone.
“Hello Dr. Furman, this is Tim.”
“Good day, Tim.”
“Answering your own phone today?”
“Sometimes I do. What can I do for you?”
“Well, sir, they cut all the cords on the five machines I placed. You remember last week I told you they were all unplugged?”
“Yes. That’s unfortunate.”
“It is. A man named Tony at the bar offered us protection. I don’t want mafia support.”
“The other man placing them mentioned the mafia.”
“That would’ve been good to know.”
“I assumed he was making excuses for his failure. But this verifies the situation.”
“I drove to see Jake, the owner at AAA Ok Vending Services. He said he’d give you one-hundred dollars per machine. I informed him you paid $1,500, but that’s his best offer.”
“Thank you, Tim. You have gone the extra mile for me. I’ll think about the offer,” he said.
“I appreciate you offering me an opportunity. I’m very sorry it didn’t work out.”
“I understand.”
“Goodbye, Dr. Furman.”
“Farewell, Tim.” I hung up the phone and sat in my chair. I let out an enormous sigh of relief. That was a close one that day. The phone rang.
“Hello, this is Tim.”
“Hi this is Bobbie. I was one of your temporary workers at ServiceMaster. You advised me to check my boyfriend’s car trunk, and I found Polaroid pictures of him cheating.”
“Oh yes, I remember. So what’s up?”
“I have a friend that needs help. I was wondering if you could meet her.”
“If it’s about asking Sheena for help, it’s rude for me to ask her too many questions.”
“This is important. Please come see us?”
“Can I just talk to her on the telephone?”
“She’d be more comfortable if we could meet you in person. These things spook her.”
“If she’s uncomfortable, then we shouldn’t do it.”
“She wants to. She’s just skittish. But she wants help.”
“Okay. I can’t promise I’m going to ask Sheena any questions, but we can meet at Denny’s on Colorado Boulevard.”
“What time can we do that?”
“Daytime is better. It looks suspicious if I’m going out at night to meet women. I’m a married man, after all.” I thought about that. In the bright afternoon, Candy met and fucked a man. Maybe the time of day shouldn’t be an issue. The thought gave me a pain in my stomach.
“How about this afternoon at two?” Bobbie asked.
“Yes, that’s fine.” I hung up and climbed the stairs.
“Candy, a lady that worked for me at ServiceMaster, has a friend that wishes to talk. I’m leaving to meet them at Denny’s at two. Is that okay with you?”
“That’s fine with me,” Candy said. I think Candy wouldn’t have cared what I did. I wished she did, though.
I went to Denny’s. Bobbie was there with her friend who had a pink scarf tying up her dark hair. Three beaded necklaces hung around her neck. I walked to their booth.
“Tim, this is my friend Cyndi,” Bobbie said.
“Nice to meet you, Cyndi,” I reached my hand out. She took it gently.
“Hi Tim, nice to meet you. Thank you for coming.” The family in the next booth had piled napkins and plates on the table. The man was stacking jelly packets. Their three-year-old boy was smearing chocolate pudding into his mouth. Most was on his face. Mom had her face in a book.
“How can I help you, Cyndi?”
“I can’t pay for my third year of college. Like, I need help to get the money.”
“Cindy, that’s not something I can help you with. Everybody has challenges like that. It’s a part of our life and it gives us learning experiences.”
“But I can’t drop out. Like, isn’t there a way you can help me?”
“If Sheena gave me money whenever I asked, I could make everybody a millionaire, but it’s never worked that way. I mean, there’s been times when I was desperate and a fifty-dollar bill appeared in my billfold. But I don’t think an entire year’s college funding is something I’d be given.”
“There must be something you can do?”
Without even asking, Sheena whispered, “Ask about her grandfather.”
“Cyndi, have you talked to your grandfather lately?”
Cyndi looked at me with her mouth partly open. “I only have one grandfather that’s alive and we haven’t spoken in over five years. But I know he doesn’t have any money. Like, he’s way poor.”
“I wasn’t suggesting asking him for money. Sheena told me to ask about him. Why haven’t you seen him in five years?”
“We had a tremendous fight. I called him some nasty names, and I felt so bad I’ve never contacted him again.” The boy in the next booth blasted a tremendous scream. Three other parties in our section stared at the parents and shook their heads. The boy’s mother looked up from her book.
“Danny, sit down,” the boy’s mother said. Danny didn’t sit down, instead he howled like a wolf. The mother went back to her book. 
I shook my head, then turned back to Cyndi. “Has he tried to contact you?”
“I don’t know. Like, he wouldn’t be able to reach me. I don’t have a phone number listed. I only use the college dorm pay phone. Like, he may not even know I’m in college.”
“Wouldn’t your parents tell him you were in college?”
“Maybe. They’re not in touch very much.”
“I think Sheena wants you to get in contact with him right away.”
“Is he dying? Is something wrong?” Cyndi leaned forward and stared at me with wide eyes.




Chapter 23


“I don’t know, Cyndi. But I believe it’s urgent that you repair your relationship with your grandfather. Maybe that damage is hurting you in more ways than you realize. I’m sorry I couldn’t be of more help to you ladies. I’m taking off now. Good luck to you, Cyndi.”
“Bye, Tim,” they said in unison. The child screamed.
The next day, I was in my basement office, with the lights out, lying on the thick carpet, meditating. I was trying to calm the rage that kept popping up inside me every time I remembered Candy naked on her knees with Paul. The phone rang. I had it beside me and picked it up. It was Bobbie.
“Tim, Cyndi wants to chat, is that okay?” Bobbie asked.
“Sure,” I said.
“Hi Tim, this is Cyndi. Thank you so much for your time yesterday. I wanted you to know I called my grandfather, and he asked me to come over to his house. Like, we cried for like an hour. It felt so good to repair our relationship. I apologized for all the terrible things I said to him. He told me he loved me and he had no misgivings about me, even during these last five years. He missed me and wished I’d come back to him.”
“Well, I’m happy for you, Cyndi. Things like this hurt us. I know this from personal experience.”
“My grandfather asked me how I was doing, and I told him about college, but I didn’t mention I was going to drop out. Like I didn’t ask him about money. Then he offered to pay for my schooling until I graduate.“
“Well, that’s wonderful news. I'm glad to hear that.”
“I didn’t know he could pay for college. He’s always lived like a pauper, but he explained that he’s been saving up, like, since I was a baby.”
“I’m glad that worked out for you Cyndi, I’m thrilled for you.”
“Thank you again, very much Tim. Goodbye.”
“Goodbye Cyndi.” I set the phone on the receiver.
“Tim, could you please come up here?” Candy asked me in a high-pitched voice. I walked up the stairs. She was standing at the top with a furrowed brow.
“What’s up Candy?”
“I was just in the bathroom using the toilet and I was bleeding.”
“Is it time for your period?”
“No, this isn’t my period. I’m scared. I think we should go to the hospital.” Candy hugged herself, looking at the floor.
“Okay. You sit and rest. I’ll get Colin ready.” Luckily, the kids had gone home from our daycare. 
I scurried to get Colin and a bag ready. We rushed to the emergency room and checked Candy in. The nurse took her to an exam room. Since I had Colin with me, I couldn’t go back with Candy. Colin saw the vending machines, which he understood spit out tasty treats.
“Treat, treat?” Colin asked. We walked over to the row of colorful boxes. I saw them from a different point of view now, realizing who was in control.
“Which one do you want?” I asked. He pointed at the animal crackers. The coins clinked, and the crackers dropped. Colin pushed the tiny door open to grab them. Then we rested in the hard plastic rounded chairs. Well, I did. Colin imitated a Mexican jumping bean. I picked him up and walked through the hallway. 
“Colin, look at that light. It says Exit. E X I T,” I spelled.
“Exit!” Colin yelled. I covered his mouth.
“Shhhhh.”  
“Tim Drobnick, please come to the nurses’ station,” I heard over the loudspeaker. I walked to the nurse.
“I’m Tim Drobnick.”
“Please have a chair. The doctor wants to talk to you,” she pointed to a private room.
“Thank you, ma’am.” Colin and I sat in the room with four red padded chairs. Colin performed a circus act, climbing on and off chairs. The doctor came in ten minutes later.
“Are you Tim Drobnick?” The doctor asked.
“Yes, Doctor,” I said.
“I’m sorry to tell you that your wife has lost the baby. Examined her with a sonogram. The fetus was two months along, but it’s no longer alive. She needs a DNC from her OB/GYN this week.”
“Pregnant? I didn’t even know she was pregnant.”
“I don’t believe your wife knew either. Anyway, please follow up with her OB/GYN for the DNC.”
“Thank you, Doctor.”
“Your wife is very upset. I’m going to allow you to go back and see her.”
I followed the doctor, carrying Colin, to Candy’s exam room. The lights and shiny equipment entertained Colin. I saw Candy in her bed, her eyes were red.
“Are you okay, Candy?” I asked. She nodded, but started blubbering again. I handed tissues to her so she could wipe her tears and nose.
“The doctor said you need to visit the OB/GYN this week. Are you ready to go home?” Candy nodded. I helped her get up, then she dressed herself. As we left the hospital, I had questions for Candy, but I wouldn’t ask now. I wasn’t the father. Again, the image of her naked with Paul flashed in my mind. My blood boiled.
I called Candy’s OB/GYN and made an appointment for two days later, the first opening they had.
“Candy, you’re seeing the OB/GYN on Saturday at two PM. I’ll drive you, okay?”
“Yes,” Candy said.
“Candy, I need to ask, who got you pregnant?”
“What do you mean, who got me pregnant? Who else would it be besides you?” Her mouth was open, feigning shock.
“It can’t be me. We never have sex.”
“I can’t believe you’re asking me something like this. Of course, it was you.”
“The only person I know about you having sex with is Paul. Was it his baby?”
“I’m not talking about this anymore.” She stalked off to the bedroom. I clenched my fists and pressed my lips shut.
Saturday, I drove candy to the OB/GYN with Colin in tow. Colin and I remained in the waiting room, where he tried every chair. The receptionist smiled at me as I followed Colin. An hour later, the doctor came out to see me. 
“Are you Tim Drobnick?” she asked.
“Yes, Doctor.”
“The procedure went well. I’m prescribing no sex for two weeks. She mustn’t get pregnant for three months.”
“That won’t be a problem on my part. Thank you, Doctor.” Candy came out, and we went home.
At home, Candy took a long nap, and I played with Colin outside. As The orange sky darkened, I heard the phone ringing in the house. I took Colin inside and answered.
“Hello?”
“Is this Tim?” a squeaky voice asked.
“Yes, it is.”
“A friend of mine gave me your number. She said you could help people with psychic things. I wanted to know if you could help me?”
“I’m not a psychic. Sometimes my ghost tells me things. What is it you need help with?”
“I’d rather describe it to you in person.”
“Well, I was considering taking my wife and child out to Denny’s for dinner. How about we meet there?”
“That’d be great. Which one?”
“The one on Colorado Boulevard. We’ll be there at seven PM. I have a blue shirt on and will be with my wife and son. He’ll be in a highchair.”
“Okay, thank you. I’ll see you there.” I hung up the phone and walked to our bedroom.
“Candy?” I was quiet and pushed the door open. “Do you feel like going to Denny’s?”
“That sounds good. I'm hungry.”
“All right, I’ll be in the living room when you’re ready. A lady called, wanting help. I told her she could meet us at Denny’s and I’d talk to her. I hope that’s okay with you?”
“Yes, that’s fine.”
We rode in the car in silence. I had to keep quiet so I wouldn’t explode about my feelings for Paul and Candy. Candy looked out the window. Colorado Blvd had lots of trees, which was unusual. Most of Denver was brown. The mountains were visible, twenty miles away, as we approached Denny’s. All my life, I could see mountains on the horizon. The only exception was my two years of college in North Dakota. I remembered losing my breath seeing the flat skyline. Mountains comforted me. We parked and went inside the restaurant. The server led us to a booth. A lady in her early twenties came up to us.
“Are you Tim?”
“Yes, I am. Are you the lady I talked to on the phone?”
“Yeppers.”
“Have a seat,” I pointed to the bench. Candy scooted over to let her in.
“This is my wife, Candy, and my son, Colin. What’s your name?”
“Ginger.”
“That’s a great name. I bet your parents are red-haired also?”
“Yes. They are. They have quite the humor naming me Ginger.” She smiled.
“Yes, I can see that,” I chuckled. “What can I do for you, Ginger?”
Ginger looked at Colin and then lowered her head to the table and whispered, “I’m nervous about my fiancé, Jeremy. I feel like maybe it’s cheating on me.”
I put my hands over Colin’s ears. “Why do you think he’s cheating on you?”
“It’s just a feeling.” She sat back against the booth. I uncovered Colin’s ears. 
“Feels good just to say that. It’s been festering inside me for so long. I feel like there’s nobody I can talk to because everyone loves him. They’d think I was foolish if I accused him. I have no reason to think he would cheat on me except this dreadful feeling.”
“Ginger, it’s my belief we all have guardian angels. I call mine ghosts because that’s what they look like to me. Different people call them different things. I bet you have one that’s trying to tell you something. That’s the feeling in your stomach.”
“But how do I know I’m not just anxious and worrying?”
“Yes, that’s very tough to know.”
“Would you ask your ghost for me what she thinks?”
“Okay.” I sat quietly for thirty seconds. Then I said, “Sheena, if it’s not too much trouble, could you tell me something about Ginger’s situation?”
Sheena whispered to me, “He’s cheating with Alice Sibford.”
“Ginger, Sheena tells me that your fiancé is cheating with a woman by the name of Alice Sibford.” Ginger's freckled face whitened. She grabbed the edge of the table and gasped. 
“Oh, my God. That’s one of Jeremy’s coworkers.”
Candy reached over and took Ginger’s hand, “Oh sweetie, I’m so sorry for you.”
Ginger turned and pushed her face against Candy's shoulder and started sobbing. Candy put her arm around her and held her. I waited ten minutes before I spoke again.
“Ginger, it’s possible this isn’t true. Before you make any major decisions, you need to make sure it’s true.”
“It makes sense when I think about it,” Ginger said, wiping her tears with a napkin.
“Ginger, would you like to have dinner with us?” Candy asked. 
“Yes, I could sit with comforting friends. Thank you.” 
Candy handed her a menu. We sat in silence, looking at the menus. The server came to our table to take our orders. After, she walked to the kitchen holding the menus.
Ginger watched the window for thirty seconds and then broke the silence. “Sometimes I’d go visit Jeremy at work. One time he was talking with Alice. He hadn’t seen me yet. It seemed intimate, the way he was looking at her. But I just brushed it off as nothing. Other times when I’ve been to his work, I’ve noticed she’d look at him while I was talking to him.”
I wiped my mouth with a napkin. “There’s a lot of information we get besides our five senses. I think sometimes it’s telepathic or sometimes it’s one of our spirits or ghosts talking to us.”
“I don’t want to accuse him without knowing for sure,” Ginger said.
“Sheena says he stops at a bar on the way home, is that right?” I asked.
“Yes, he stops off for a drink before he comes home. He comes home sober. I think he just needs to release his tension from the office.”
“Sheena says to make a surprise visit to the bar.”
“Okay. Thank you,” Ginger said.
“That’ll shock him,” Candy giggled. 
We clanked our plates with our forks and knives. Candy confided in Ginger about her miscarriage. They both cried about that too. I was glad they could heal each other, but I was having a hard time suppressing anger about the unassisted pregnancy. It seemed ironic that Candy was comforting Ginger because she was being cheated on, yet she considered it no big deal to cheat on me.
We finished our dinner and said goodbye. Candy asked Ginger to call her with updates.
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“Hi Tim,” Ginger said with a bounce of her curled red hair. She greeted me at the door as I walked into our house. It was afternoon and two days since we had met Ginger at Denny’s.
“What a surprise, Ginger, what are you doing here?”
“I called to leave a message for you and Candy answered the phone. She invited me to visit. I’ve been helping her with the daycare, and we’ve had fun talking.”
“Well, that’s good, you seem in a good mood.”
“I wasn’t when I got here. Candy cheered me up. I have to tell you what happened on my surprise visit to the bar. Let’s step outside. I don’t want the kids to hear this.”
“I walked out into the driveway down two steps and Ginger followed me.”
“So, what happened?” I asked.
“When I first came into the bar, I didn’t see Jeremy or Alice. I ordered a drink and waited. After my eyes adjusted to the dark, I noticed Jeremy and Alice in the corner booth. He had his arm around her, and they were kissing. It shocked me. I sat there for thirty minutes just watching. Now I know they are having an affair.” Ginger clasped her hands and looked at her black T-strap sandals, her hair falling forward to hide her eyes.
“Oh Ginger, I’m so sorry.”
“Thank you, Tim. I was contemplating if I should go over and surprise them, or should I keep it to myself? I figured if I confronted them, I might start a fight. They would deny having an affair, I assumed, but I saw what I saw. In the end, I walked over and confronted them. When Alice saw me, she pushed Jeremy away and accidentally knocked his drink into his lap. I said nothing, I just stared for a minute then left.”
“Well, you know the truth now. That’s a good takeaway.”
“Yes, I do. I was in a foul mood when I got to your house. Candy has been sweet to me.”
“That’s good.” I wondered why Candy wasn’t sweet to me. How could she sympathize with Ginger when she had done the same thing to me? My blood pressure rose. I took a long breath. “I think Candy misses having the friends we left in Sheridan. She made one here at our apartment, but she does not come over often. It’s a long drive.”
“Well, we hit it off, I bet we’re going to be friends. I’m going to help Candy with the kids now. Thanks for your help, Tim.”
“You’re welcome, Ginger.” I watched her dress swish back and forth as she walked into the house. My watch told me it was time for work. I went in and told Candy goodbye and then drove to the DialAmerica office. Phil was getting coffee.
“How’s it going, buddy?” I asked.
“Pretty good. I got three new janitorial contracts today.”
“Good job. Do you have enough employees?”
“Yeah, I keep everybody part-time. When I get new contracts, I give them extra hours until I can hire more people.”
“That’s smart.”
“How’s it going with you?” Phil asked. He leaned back on the wall and sipped his coffee.
“Well, you remember I told you about catching Candy fucking Paul. I’m having a hard time dealing with it. But the lead business is working. I have five repeat agents buying insurance leads. On average, they’re taking ten per week. So, I’m banging out $1,200 per week.”
“I’m sorry about Candy. But it’s excellent you’re selling leads. Are you going to find more clients?”
“Yes, I’ve ordered more phone lines. The AT&T guy asked why I needed so many phone lines in a house. Not sure how many phone lines I can buy.” I poured coffee into my cup over the cream. 
“What’d you say?”
“I said I host lots of parties and I want to make sure my guests have plenty of phones to use.”
“That's funny,” Phil laughed.
Our manager, Brad, was handing out papers to everybody. Brad shoved one at me as I wrinkled my nose at the taste of burned java. The paper showed a new policy for employee benefits.
“Brad, wait, this says we can’t get health insurance now unless we are full time and we’ve been here a year, is this right?” I asked.
“Yes, that’s the new policy.” Brad kept shuffling out the flyers.
“The only reason I’m here is for health insurance for my family. You said if we paid the entire premium, part-time employees could get insurance.”
“I’m sorry, it’s out of my control.”
“Well, in that case, I guess I won’t be working here anymore.”
“Wait, don’t you need a paycheck?” Brad stopped to look at me, holding a flyer in mid-flight.
“No, I don’t. Phil, how about you?”
“Nope.” Phil said.
“Wait guys, we need you, you’re our top salespeople.” Brad held his palms toward us. 
“The hourly pay is low. I was here for health insurance. I can make more money with my time elsewhere.”
“Okay, I'll miss you guys. Come back anytime,” Brad said.
“Thanks bro, we know it’s not your fault. See you later.” Phil and I sauntered into the building’s common area.
“Well, Phil, guess I need to sell more leads.” I sat on the marble wall surrounding the fountain’s pool. Phil sat, and we listened to the shush of the water falling for five minutes. There were tall ferns covering the walk areas, an oasis from the office stresses.
“I’ll look into other ways we can get health insurance for our family,” Phil said.
“Let's brainstorm at the Peppermill, then I’m going home.” I stood and followed Phil to our cars. I’d miss sitting in that atrium. AT nine PM I got home. Ginger was visiting Candy and another lady had joined them. They were giggling and chatting on the porch.
“Hello everybody, having a good time?” I asked. Ginger looked at me and giggled again.
“Are you ladies talking about me?” I smiled.
“Oh no,” Candy said, “just girl talk.”
“Tim, this is my friend Audrey,” Ginger said.
“Hi Audrey, nice to meet you.”
“Audrey wants to know if you can help her?” Candy asked me. I raised my eyebrows.
“About what?”
“She wants you to ask Sheena if her boyfriend is cheating on her.”
“I won’t treat Sheena like a private detective. I think it’s rude to keep asking her questions.”
“Oh, Paleeeese,” Ginger said.
“I don’t want to be rude to Sheena, no. I don’t mind helping Audrey and I don’t think Sheena minds either. But I’m going to draw the line at the detective agency.”
“Well, what can you help her with?” Ginger asked
“Yes, what could you help me with?” Audrey said as she stood up to face me. 
“Come inside and sit at the table,” I said. Audrey stepped from the dark porch into the light of the kitchen. The light showed her sheer chiffon top and pleated skirt that exposed half of her thighs. I averted my eyes because I didn’t want to stare, but damn, her sexy look excited me. We sat at the dining room table. 
“Are you happy?” I asked her.
“Yes, mostly. I have these wicked dreams at night that scare me. I wake up screaming.” Audrey leaned forward against the table. Her alluring black lingerie teased me through her sheer low-cut top.
“What happens in your dreams?” 
“I never remember them. I just remember I was afraid.”
“Do you live with your boyfriend?”
“No, we live in separate apartments. But we stay overnight often with each other.” She leaned back in the chair when Candy and Ginger burst out in laughter. Their private conversation must have been entertaining.
“Are you comfortable with him?”
“Yes, I am. He’s very sweet, and he treats me well.” She turned her attention back to me.
“Why do you think he’s cheating on you?”
“He hasn’t given me much attention this last month, I thought maybe that’s why.”
“There could be many reasons for that. What do you do for work?” I asked.
“I’m a full-time college student, but I work part time at Skinny’s as a cocktail server.”
The picture came to my mind of darkness embracing Audrey. I took several quick breaths and my heart beat faster. Something felt wrong. I associated it with her being a cocktail server. 
“Do you ever become uncomfortable at work?”
“Well, it’s a rowdy bar, sometimes, but the bouncers protect us.”
In my mind I saw a seated man in a dark corner of the bar wearing a tweed Irish flat cap held over his eyes. The darkness was emanating from him, snuffing out invading light. Audrey was approaching him with a serving tray.
“Have you seen the caps English people wear on TV shows? Flat tweed, got a small bill in the front?” I asked her.
“Yes, I have.” She twirled her blonde hair with her fingers.
“Is there a man at Skinny’s bar wearing one of those?”
“Oh yes. They call him Rocky. He sits in a corner by himself, doesn’t talk to anybody, and orders Glenlivet straight up. He sips it for the longest time.”
“Has he ever asked you for favors? Or to leave the bar with him?”
“No, he says almost nothing to me. He’s a terrible tipper too.”
“Well, there’s something wrong with him. You need to be cautious.”
“He creeps me out.” Audrey said.
“You need to pay attention to those senses of yours. There is darkness in him.” Out of the darkness a bright light was shining on a rising yellow rose. It felt like Audrey's sister.
“Audrey, I’m seeing an image of a yellow rose. Do you have a sister?”
“Yes, Rose. “
“Is she blonde also?”
“Yes.”
“That makes sense. A yellow rose representing your sister. When did you last talk to her?”
“About a month, I’ve been so busy.”
“I think she’s important to you right now. Either that or you’re important to her. More than normal, I mean. You should get in contact with her.”
“Yes, I’ve been meaning to do that. I keep thinking about her and I forget.”
“Well again, that’s one of those instincts you should listen to.”
“I’ll do it.”
“Do it soon. “
“Ok, you’re freaking me out.” She stared at me with wide eyes. Audrey waited for me to respond, holding her breath.
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“I’m sorry, that’s not my intention. I believe everything will be fine. But be cautious of that man, contact your sister soon, and don’t ignore your instincts.”
“Is there anything else?”
“No, nothing else. I’m very sorry.”
“That’s okay. Come have a drink with us. We’re having fun.”
I followed Audrey to the porch. Ginger and Candy were leaning close, whispering and giggling. More girl talk, I suspected.
“So Ginger, how do you know Audrey?” I said as I sat in a lawn chair.
“We went to high school together. We’ve known each other for a long time ever since freshman year.”
“Do you know her sister?”
“Yes, actually, I knew her sister first. That’s how I met Audrey.”
“Are you and her sister still friends?”
“Of course. But we haven’t talked lately. Did Tim help you, Audrey?” Ginger asked.
“I don’t know. He told me to be wary of a creepy bar customer. And to contact my sister.”
“Sorry, I can’t always have profound reveals,” I said.
“That’s okay. We love you anyway,” Ginger said. It felt good to hear that. I sipped on a beer and relaxed while I watched the three ladies giggle and chat. It was nice to see happiness in the house. But my heart hurt. I wished Candy showed me the kindness that she was showing these ladies. The air was crisp and moist, just above a chill. I looked out into the night. It relaxed me. 
The next Monday morning, I was reading the newspaper sitting on the porch watching Colin run around the yard. The sky was partially blue, painted with rolling white clouds. A breeze ruffled my newspaper. On page three, an article said the Attorney General was investigating telemarketing machines. Uh oh. I knew the day would come. Any time new technology comes out, someone abuses it. I figured I’d get in front of this and make a call to the attorney general’s office.
“Attorney General’s office,” the receptionist said.
“I’d like to meet whoever’s investigating the telemarketing machines, please.”
“I can take your number and have somebody call you.”
“Is there someone available now?”
“I’ll send you over to consumer affairs. They might have somebody.”
“Thank you very much.” Soon a stern voiced woman answered. 
“This is Ms. Tammy Walsh; how may I help you?”
“Ms. Walsh, I’m operating telemarketing machines and I wanted to speak to whoever is investigating them.”
“I’m on the team. Why are you calling?”
“I saw your article. I don’t want trouble with the Attorney General. I’d be happy to answer your questions about the machines. And you’re welcome to inspect mine.”
“Yes, I do have concerns. We’ve had complaints that the machines don’t give up the line. It could stop people from using their phones for emergency calls.”
“That would be from low quality machines. I can assure you my machines drop the line as soon as the party hangs up. I’ve monitored thousands of calls.”
“There are complaints of late night or early morning phone calls,” she said.
“That’s wrong, I agree. I never run my machines before nine AM or after nine PM. No one should.”
“We’ve had complaints of machines calling the same number hundreds of times.”
“That would be a lazy operator and a cheap machine. I program in the phone numbers and keep a printout of the numbers called. The abusive operators were not inspecting their reports. The machine may not have created a report.”
“You said you will let us inspect your machines in action?” She asked.
“I will.”
“Alright, give me your name and phone number. I’ll talk to the other team members and we’ll get back with you.”
“Thank you, ma’am. My name is Tim Drobnick. My phone number is 555-7879.”
“I’ll be in contact,” Tammy said. I hung up the phone. Even though there was no law that said they could confiscate my machines, I knew that I was taking a risk. Yet. But I’d rather be on their side than be the ones that they’re hunting.
They called me back the next day with many questions and took me up on my offer to inspect my machines. I gave them my address and set up a time to meet.
The next day at ten AM two male deputies for the attorney general’s office in dark blue suits and ties with white shirts arrived. A lady in a tan suit was with them.
“Hello, I am Ms. Tammy Walsh,” the lady said. She held a clipboard against her buttoned chest.
“Hello, Ms. Walsh, I’m Tim Drobnick. I can take you to my office.”
“Yes, please do.” The male deputies did not introduce themselves, but they followed me to the basement.
In the basement's darkness, the red and green blinking lights on the six telemarketing machines looked like a robot Christmas party. I flipped the light switch, killing the holiday ambience.
“These are the machines,” I said. They were whirring and beeping.
“Can you explain what they’re doing?” Ms. Walsh bent over to look at Fred. I named my machines. Fred was cheeky.
“I’ll turn up the volume on one so you can hear both sides of the conversation.” We could hear the machine dialing, then the phone ringing. A lady answered.
“Hello,” she said.
“Oh, uh Hi. This is Tim,” the machine said.
“Oh, hi Tim.” The lady thought she knew this Tim.
“This may seem out of the blue, but I’m calling you about your life insurance.”
“Oh. I don’t need any insurance.”
“I realize that. Would you like someone to contact you about it?”
“No. Thank you. Goodbye.” The lady hung up, never knowing it was a machine. The machine released the line.
“Tim, does the machine understand what she said?” Ms. Walsh asked. Suddenly my high opinion of the attorney general’s office plummeted.
“No, but if they want to leave answers, the machine knows when they stop talking. It will record their answers.”
“But, the machine said, 'I realize that.'”
“Yes. Wait for the next few calls. You'll see what happens.”
The machine grabbed another prospect.
“Hello,” he said.
“Oh, uh Hi. This is Tim,” the machine said.
“Hey Tim.” The man said.
“This may seem out of the blue, but I’m calling you about your life insurance.”
“Yes, I could use your help.”
“I realize that. Would you like someone to contact you about it?”
“Yes, I would.”
“Ok, I’m going to record your answers for the agent just to be safe. At the beep, please state your name, phone number and address. Here is the beep. Beeeeep.”
“This is Sheldon Crawford, 555-9823 at 392 Beechcroft Av, Englewood, Colorado, 80110.” There was silence for ten seconds, then the machine answered.
“Thank you. We value your time and will get with you within seven days. I hope you have a great day.”
“You’re welcome, goodbye,” Sheldon said. Sheldon hung up and the machine promptly released the line.
“Did he know he was talking to a machine?” Ms. Walsh asked.
“It didn’t sound like he did. He wasn’t angry. Very few people get angry,” I said.
“I’ve had calls from telemarketing machines. None of them sounded like that.” Ms. Walsh crossed her arms and leaned back, looking at the machines. The blue suits stood at attention. Fred was trying to hypnotize them. Naughty Fred.
“My clients tell me they get no complaints when they call these prospects. Everyone is pleased with the process.”
“Are all machines like these?” Ms. Walsh asked.
“I doubt most are high quality like these IBM machines. New, they cost $6,000 each. There are models you can buy for as little as $1,500.”
“I see.” Ms. Walsh wrote on the yellow pad she was carrying. The blue suits grunted. Fred beeped.
“The cheaper machines,” I continued, “do not always sense when people hang up. Here’s the telephone call printout. You can review if any numbers are called over one time.”
“Mr. Drobnick, you have educated us.” Ms. Walsh pulled her spectacles off and pointed at the machines with them. “We see you are not an abusive operator. Thank you very much for contacting us.”
“You’re very welcome. If you need any more help, just contact me.” Ms. Walsh shook my hand, and the blue suits followed her outside, free from Fred’s spell. I guessed I was safe for the time being, but I knew that soon, too many abusers would force the Attorney General to ban telemarketing machines for everyone.
Sure enough, the next Sunday on the front page of the Rocky Mountain news, the headline was, “Attorney General Targets Abusive Telemarketing Machines.” The war was bubbling. Soon it would become a rolling boil. I hoped to avoid a scalding.
Monday, following the news article, I visited my lead clients. The first was Marc Walby.
“Hi Marc, I have your leads for you.” I stretched my arm, holding his paper.
“Hi Tim. Hey, I saw that headline about telemarketing machines. That makes me nervous.”
“I can understand that. The attorney generals, at my invitation, were at my house inspecting my machines this week. They said I wasn’t the abusive operator they were seeking. I showed them how my machines worked and answered their questions.”
“Well, that’s good to know. Do you think you can get a note from them to show me they approve of what you’re doing? I don’t want to lose my insurance license because of a witch hunt.”
“I can ask them.”
“Good.”
“All right, I’ll see you next week with more leads.”
“Please try to get that letter before you see me.”
“Yes, Marc.”
All of my lead customers that day brought up the same concern. I told them I was reaching out to the Attorney General for a letter that I was operating in an approved manner. When I got home, I called the attorney general’s office.
“Hello, may I please speak with Ms. Tammy Walsh?”
“Who may I say is calling, please?”
“Tim Drobnick.”
“Okay, Mr. Drobnick, please hold.” Shortly, Ms. Walsh answered.
“Hello, this is Ms. Tammi Walsh.”
“Hello Ms. Walsh, this is Tim Drobnick. You were at my house looking at my telemarketing machines.”
“Yes, Mr. Drobnick, I remember. What can I do for you?”
“My clients are life insurance salespeople. They’re nervous about the telemarketing machine headlines. They asked if I could get a letter from you stating I was operating without abuse.”
“I’m not allowed to write that letter.”
“I was afraid of that. May I ask why?”
“That’s our policy in matters like this. That’s all I can tell you.”
“Thank you, Ms. Walsh. I appreciate your time.”
I hung up the phone. I realized I was going to lose my income. Again. Panic was waiting for me. I would do my best to keep it at bay.
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It’s time to create a backup plan. I gave Phil a call.
“Hey Phil, I need to brainstorm. Meet me at the Peppermill?”
“Sure,” Phil said. 
“OK, see you there at two.”
Phil and I snatched a seat at the counter. We could see the cooks in the kitchen shaking skillets and hear the pans banging on the stove and tall flames sizzling steaks.
“Phil, I don’t think the telemarketing machines are going to be long term. Either my clients are going to quit because of the attorney general headlines, or the attorney general will just outright ban them.”
“So, what’s your backup plan?”
“When I moved here from Sheridan, it was to start a cleaning company.”
“It’s easy to get janitorial contracts.” Phil slurped his coffee.
“I don’t want janitorial. What I love is carpet cleaning and disaster restoration. I need fifty grand to get a business started. Buster, the insurance agent that I worked with at ServiceMaster has offered me as much work as I can handle. I’d be making double what I did with Ron. I’d get all the money and not have to pay a franchise fee like Ron did.”
“Get a bank loan, maybe?” Phil asked.
“Yeah, maybe. I only need a loan to get the van and truck mounted steam cleaner. I could save the other money needed from a good sales job. But I’d have to sell a product I love. I learned that if I don’t believe in the product, I become a pillar of salt.”
“I’ve gone to some of these telemarketing rooms that offer cash paid daily. A few are legit. You can make good money doing that.”
“Good idea, Phil. I think within a year I could save up enough money to get my cleaning company opened. I’ll head home to help Candy clean up and then I’ll call the telemarketing rooms. Most of them are open in the evening, anyway.”
“Alright buddy, I’ll see you later.”
Phil and I both left. After I helped Candy clean up the house, I went to the basement to call job ads. I paused at the bottom of the stairs and inhaled. The darkness dotted with light from Fred and my other little robot babies invigorated me. Too bad they would all die soon. I flipped on the light switch.
I laid my newspaper on the desk and sat. As I opened the classifieds, my three ghosts appeared next to me. I looked at them.
“Hello ghosts. What's up?” They peered at me. No answer. I called the first advertisement.
“Coupons Unlimited,” the man answered.
“I’m calling about the job in the newspaper for telemarketing.”
“Come on in. I’ll put you to work.”
“Really? You know nothing about me.”
“I give everybody a chance.”
“Well, what are you selling there?”
“Coupon books for thirty-five dollars. You earn a twenty percent commission.”
“How do you determine the numbers for me to call?”
“We’re going street by street in the Haines directory.”
“All right, maybe I’ll call you later.” I hung up the telephone. My interest in selling coupon books was discounted. I called the next one.
“Hello, this is Sunny Solar.”
“Hi, I’m calling about your telemarketing job.”
“You’re welcome to come in for an interview. We do them on Tuesdays.”
“What are you selling?”
“Your job is to get leads for our salespeople in the field that are selling solar panels to residential clients.”
“Do I get paid per lead or by the hour?”
“You get paid per lead.”
“Great, I prefer that. How much do you pay per lead?”
“If the sales representative makes a sale, you get one-hundred bucks.”
“So, if the sales agent is lousy, I don’t make any money?”
“We get rid of lousy salespeople.”
“All right, thank you. I’ll make other calls. I might call you back. Bye.” I hung up the phone. That solar job didn’t seem sunny to me. I went upstairs and joined my family. I’d resume my prospecting in the morning.
The next morning, after I helped Candy with breakfast, I went downstairs to make calls. The first five places I called didn’t impress me. Most of the managers that answered the phone didn’t sound competent. The next ad said telemarketing cash daily. And that’s all it said, short, sweet and bold. I called the number.
As the phone rang, my three ghosts came to me, watching.
“J.T. Marketing, this is Harley,” the man answered. He sounded very confident, happy and authoritative. I admired that.
“Hi Harley, I’m calling about the telemarketing job in the paper. Can you tell me what you’re marketing, please?”
“Oh, we’re full up right now. We’re not hiring anyone.”
“Why’s the ad in the paper?”
“Someone probably forgot to take it out,” Harley said.
“Do you work on a straight commission?”
“Yes, we do. But as I said, we’re full up right now.”
“Well, for when you hire again, can you please tell me what it is you’re selling?”
“We’re selling light bulbs.” Harley spoke in a slow voice now.
“Why wouldn’t people just buy light bulbs at the store?”
“Our light bulbs last ten times as long and use half the electricity.”
“Well, that makes sense. Can I put in an application?”
“We’re not taking applications right now. We’re full up.”
“It doesn’t hurt to take my application, right? I’m an excellent salesman. You want to have me working for you.”
“I’m sorry.” He hung up.
Harley was strange. Most businesses drag all the sales agents in that they can. This one’s turning them away.
“Call him back,” Sheena whispered. I picked up the phone and called again.
“J.T. Marketing, this is Harley.”
“Harley, I just called you. This is Tim. Please give me your address.”
“I told you, we’re not hiring anybody right now.”
“I know. Please give me the address, anyway. I’m coming to see you.” There was a long pause.
“Twelve fifty-seven Yardage Rd. Suite one-nineteen, Arvada. But I told you, we’re not hiring anybody right now.”
“Yes, I know, but you’ll want to hire me. I’ll be in shortly.” I hung up and walked upstairs.
“Candy, I’m going for a job interview. I'll be back soon. I can help you clean up after the kids leave.”
“OK Tim, good luck.” I stopped at the door. I studied Candy, then went over to her.
“Candy, do you think you’d be up for going to a marriage counselor?”
“I don’t know, Tim. Could we talk about it later?”
“OK, Candy.” I left and drove to Arvada and found the address in an office building. I was wearing my Yves Saint Laurent‘s three-piece suit. I found a suite one-one-nine and strolled through the door.
It looked like they set this operation up overnight. Through thick cigarette smoke, I could see folding tables set against the walls with fifteen cheap chairs. Fifteen people sat at the tables, talking on the telephones. They were staring at strips of paper. Most had mugs of coffee or smoldering cigarettes in their hands.
One man had a white T-shirt with an enormous belly. The T-shirt didn’t cover the bottom part of his stomach, and he had stained it with what I suspected was food. It looked like he was using his T-shirt as a napkin. His hair looked like a broom factory explosion. The wardrobe of the others must be from a Salvation Army bin. None had seen the inside of a laundry machine.
I was standing in the inside hall entrance. Another door opposite to where I stood was open to the alley. I could see piles of wooden pallets near the garbage bin.
Three of the telemarketers saw me, smashed their phones down mid-call, and flew out to the alley. This alerted the rest of the room. They looked at me, slammed their phones down, and shot out the back door. The room was empty.
Except, for one big scary looking man. 
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That was a strange stampede. I’d never seen that. I stood there for ten seconds with my mouth open. Only one man remained sitting at a desk. It had three piles of papers and a stack of receipts. Behind him, on the wall, was a map with sticky pins holding receipts. He stood to look at me.
He was six foot tall with a shaved head and goatee. His belly protruded, not enough to hang over his belt, but enough to add formidable heft. I walked over to him.
“Hi, I’m Tim. I called you on the phone earlier.”
“Yes, I remember, I’m Harley.” He tilted his head back and squinted.
“I’ve never seen a room empty so fast. Where’d they go?”
“They left for lunch.”
“Why’d they leave so fast?”
“They were hungry.”
“I see.”
“As I told you on the phone, we aren’t hiring. Our phones are full.” Harley crossed his arms.
“You need to make room for me. I can triple your top telemarketer’s sales,” I looked around the room, “and your room looks empty to me. Plenty of phones to use.”
Harley looked at the idle phones and put his hand on his chin. “They'll be back after lunch. I can’t fit you in.”
“Your phones aren’t making money now, why not let me work until your crew comes back from lunch?” Now I crossed my arms and looked Harley in the eye.
Harley sighed. “It’s impossible to make sales in the afternoon. You’ll be wasting your time.”
“It’s my time to waste,” I said, “and it's a straight commission. The phones are flat fee. You have nothing to lose, right?”
Harley shook his head and sat in his chair. “Ok, I’ll let you try.” He picked up a list of heavily marked up numbers and handed it to me. “Call these numbers. This is our script. I'll show you how to use it.”
“I don’t need you to show me. I’ll follow your script. Where do I sit?” I looked at the dirty tables with piles of paper and coffee mugs. Harley walked over and cleared one area for me.
“Here you go,” he gestured with his open hand toward the chair.
“Thank you, Harley. It’s Harley, right?”
“Yes.” Harley pointed at my list of numbers. “Call the numbers that are not circled or crossed out. If no answer, make a dash on the left. If there’s a dash, make a plus. If you get a sale, circle it with this green pen. And if someone turns you down, cross it out with this black marker.”
“Where do I write up a sale?”
“Fill out one of these slips. Tell them we can deliver it between now and two o’clock. Holler at me and I’ll help you fill it out the first time.” Harley went back to his desk, and I sat at the table.
I picked up the phone and called the first number. A lady answered the phone and I read the script. Of course, I brought the script to life and connected with the prospect. The lady was ready to buy.
“Thank you very much, Eileen. I just need your address,” I said. I wrote it on the receipt as she spoke to me.
“Eileen, we can deliver this before two this afternoon. Is that good?” Eileen agreed.
“Thank you again, Eileen. I know you’ll enjoy these bulbs. Have a great day.” I hung up the phone and walked over to Harley’s desk.
“Got a sale on your first call, eh?” Harley looked at the receipt with one eyebrow raised.
“Yes. I forgot to ask what the commission is.”
“It’s twenty percent.”
“That’s good. Is this the largest pack of bulbs, thirty-five dollars?”
“Yes. The smallest is twenty dollars.”
“Why would anyone sell that one?” I asked. Harley squinted at me. I went back to the table. Within twenty minutes, I had another sale.
“Harley, here you go. She’ll be there till two. Is it ok if I sell more than one pack to the same customer?”
“As long as it delivers, no wood.” Harley put my receipt on top of my other sale. I walked back to the table.
As I sat, I noticed a man walking in the back door. Harley picked up my receipts, talked to him out of my hearing range, and handed them to him. The man left. Harley sat and watched me.
Over the next three hours, I kept making sales. This was easy for me. I believed in this product, Harley paid a good commission, and I was good at telemarketing. I loved this job. I made six sales and earned sixty dollars. Not bad for my first day. I’d get better with practice.
Several other telemarketers had come back from lunch and were sitting at the tables, smoking, drinking coffee, and watching me. Harley called me over to his desk. He had a big grin.
“Tim, everybody’s coming back in, so you gotta quit calling now. I don’t have any chairs tonight, but if you come in tomorrow, you’ve got one.”
“Thank you very much, Harley. Let me ask, how much does your top salesman make?” Harley pointed at the corner. “Stan is our top salesman, he makes $200 per week. Why?”
“That lets me know I can make at least $600 per week.” Harley chuckled.
“We pay at nine PM tonight. No advances.”
“That’s no problem, Harley. I’ll just pick it up tomorrow when I come in, if that’s okay with you?”
“Yes, that’s fine.” Harley looked at me sideways with squinted eyes. He folded his arms over his plump belly and chuckled.
“See you tomorrow, Harley,” I said. I went home to help Candy with the daycare. When I walked in, the kids’ parents were arriving to pick them up.
“Candy, I got the job.”
“Is it a good job?”
“Yes, I get great pay every day. Maybe we can sit and talk tonight. I've got plans.”
“Ginger is coming over tonight to hang out. I don’t know if you’ll be able to do that.” She opened the refrigerator to get a wine cooler. She took a sip. “Ah, like a drink of water in the desert,” Candy said.
“I’m glad you have a good friend. She seems like a lot of fun. I can talk to you about things in front of her.”
“Well, okay. Just not about marriage counseling, okay?”
“Not tonight. I want to talk to you about my plans for building a business. I’ll cook dinner if you want to sit and relax,” I said.
“I’m going to watch Colin play in the yard. I’ll sit on the porch. Thank you for the break. I need it.” 
“Yes, I know. Those kids must wear you out.”
“They do. By the way, three people called today. They want help.” Candy raised her bottle to her lips.
“Oh, my God. This is getting out of hand. I don't have enough energy to help so many people.”
“I don’t know what to tell you. I guess you’re popular.” She stepped out onto the porch, relaxed into a chair, stretched her legs, and closed her eyes. At six, Ginger and Audrey showed up.
“Hi Ginger and Audrey, Candy’s on the porch. There are wine coolers in the fridge if you want one.”
“Thank you, Tim.” Ginger had a big smile on her face, put her arms around me and squeezed.
“What’s that for?” I asked.
“I’m thankful for you. And I love Candy. We’re becoming such good friends. It would never have happened if you hadn’t helped me.”
“Well, you’re welcome. I’m glad you’re happy.” She walked out onto the porch and I heard Candy squeal. Then all three squealed. They were hugging and dancing. I opened the fridge, pulled out a cold beer and popped the top. I tossed it into the trash and went to the porch. I pulled a lawn chair to the edge, the aluminum scraping on the concrete. 
“It’s such a pretty day. Look at the happy clouds. White and puffy among the wide blue sky,” I said. I took a sip of my beer and stared at the clouds, letting my eyes blur just a bit. The clouds lulled me into relaxation.
Then the glass people appeared. I watched them. They seemed like normal people going about their business. I thought this might be another dimension. I saw a female shaped figure sitting at a desk. A glass vase on the desk held a yellow rose, that world’s only color. Everything else was transparent. As I watched the rose, a bud grew on the stem.
“Audrey, where does Rose work?” I asked.
“She works for an insurance agent. She answers his phone and makes appointments.”
“I think Rose is pregnant.”
“Oh my gosh, really? Why do you think that?”
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“Because I saw a bud grow on the stem of a yellow rose. I believe it represents Rose becoming pregnant. Audrey, when’s the last time you talked to Rose?”
“I’ve tried to call her every day. I’ve left messages on her machine, but she hasn’t called back.”
“Did you try calling her at work?”
“No, I didn’t. I’ll try that tomorrow.” Audrey sat without making a sound for five minutes.
“I’m sure she’s fine,” Ginger said. She patted Audrey’s leg. Audrey put her hand on Ginger’s.
“Tim, I told a couple of friends about you. I gave them your number. I hope that’s okay?” Audrey said.
“Audrey, I enjoy helping people, but I’m getting overwhelmed. Three people called and left messages today. It takes a lot of energy.”
“Oh, I’m sorry.”
“That’s okay. Don’t give my number to other people. I’m glad I could help you and Ginger, but I have to take care of my family first.”
“I understand. I appreciate your help.”
“Candy,” I said.
“Yes, Tim,” Candy said.
“I want to start a carpet cleaning and disaster restoration business.”
“But your cleaning business failed. Aren’t you afraid it will fail again?” Candy stood to grab another cooler.
“It failed in Sheridan because there were five companies competing for the same 13,000 people. The customers couldn’t afford us after the mines closed. Denver has two-million people, that’s a big difference.”
“Well, I’m worried. How will you get started?” Candy handed me the bottle so I could unscrew the lid.
“I’ll work hard at my sales job and other projects I have going and save up money. I think within a year, I can get it done.” Candy sat again but didn’t respond. After sitting for five minutes, she and Audrey started chatting. I didn’t think Candy was on board with this idea. I sat listening to the girls talk while I watched the glass people until the last light.
The next morning, I looked in the Denver Post and Rocky Mountain News classified ads for a business opportunity to add to my current income. One piqued my interest, so I called him.
“Hello this is Don,” he answered.
“Hi, this is Tim. I'm calling about your ad in the paper for home cosmetic production.”
“Yes, come to my house. I’ll show you what we’re doing. It’s very exciting. I’ve seen nothing like this before.”
“It must be new; I’ve never heard of getting paid to produce cosmetics at home. What’s your address?” I got his address and drove to his middle-class neighborhood. He had a ranch house with a brick face and gnome-decorated yard. I didn’t even finish knocking before his door swung open. 
“Hi, I’m Don.” A six-foot tall man with a plump belly stuck out his hand. His mustache hid his smile, but his eyes twinkled.
“I’m Tim. I talked to you about home cosmetic production.
“Yes, follow me.” I followed him to a carpeted basement. Denver Broncos memorabilia filled his walls. In his office, he had a wooden desk organized with stinky goo filled jars. Through the door to the unfinished part of the basement, I could see stained concrete blocks. It created a musty smell.
“These jars are money makers.” He picked one up and showed it to me.
“The company, Exotic Beauty International, sends us a package to grow in water. We let it culture for three days. Then we skim the top, put it in an envelope and let it harden. Then we FedEx them to the company.” Don lifted the jar, gazing at it as if it was the new God.
“This is suspicious. Why don’t they use a warehouse?” I covered my nose with my hand. The substance in his hand smelled like dirty socks.
“I had the same question when I started. They explained that there’s a high chance mold can spread. If they have them in one building, it could wipe out their entire inventory. If they get destroyed in our homes, they’ll replace it at no cost. But then it is only one house of cultures. So, it’s for safety.”
“That still makes no sense, but I’ll suspend my critical thought temporarily. Have you actually got paid for doing this?”
“Yes.” He pulled his drawer open and lifted photocopies of six checks. “These are the checks I received in the last six weeks. And they all cleared the bank. I’m going to get a $20,000 loan on my house to get more cultures.”
“Why do you need a loan? Why wouldn’t they just send you the cultures for free if they make money when you grow them?”
“Cultures are expensive. They don’t want people wasting them. They only charge us their cost.” Don slid the checks back into the drawer.
“Makes sense, I guess. How much do the cultures cost?”
“They are twenty dollars each. But after we culture them and mail them in, they pay us one-hundred dollars each. Five times your money in a week’s time.”
“So, you’re going to borrow enough money to buy 1,000 cultures?”
“Yes.”
“That means you’ll make $100,000 in one week?”
“Every week,” he grinned, showing his yellow teeth.
“Don,” I sighed and paused three seconds, “that makes little sense. It would be cheaper for the company to buy houses with employees than to pay commissions. They’d own real estate to boot.”
“Well, I hadn’t thought about that. But I’m getting paid, so as long as they pay me, I’ll keep doing it.” Don crossed his arms. I knew this was a defensive sign.
“Why are you telling me? What’s the advantage to you?” I asked.
“If you do it, I get ten dollars for every culture you give to the company. And then if you get people, they will pay you ten dollars, and me five dollars. That’s called the second level. Then on the third level through the seventh level I get one dollar.”
“So that adds twenty dollars to their cost. They’re paying $120 for every culture produced. That makes my theory that they should buy houses even more valid.”
“Well, I’ll keep going till the money runs out.” He clenched his teeth. I could see I was pushing him too far.
“All right, I’ll try five to see how this goes. I need more information about the company.”
“Here are brochures of the company. See? They have very nice offices.” His voice lightened and his eyes brightened, showing he forgave me of my insolence. “Fill out this order form and I’ll mail it in for you so I get credit.”
“Okay, Don. This’ll be interesting.” I filled out the forms and left Don’s house. What a weird world.
Next week, my five packets arrived in the mail from Exotic Beauty International. I arranged a table in the basement on the ghost side, filled five glasses with water and mixed in the cultures. I walked upstairs.
"Candy, I put an experiment downstairs on a table. I have the door shut, so Colin won’t get into it."
“Okay. What kind of experiment?” Candy crouched at the kid’s table, helping to cut their breakfast into small pieces.
“It’s supposedly a culture that a cosmetic company buys back from me.” I did air quotes with my fingers. “I think it’s a scam. I’ll find out.”
“How much did it cost you?”
“I only put in one-hundred dollars. I’m off to work now.” I walked out to my car and drove to my evening telemarketing shift for Harley. When I arrived, I grabbed my number sheets and sat at the table.
“How’s it going, spiff?” Brett asked. Brett was the man with last week’s meals spread on his thread-bare T-shirt.
“Good Brett, how’s it going with you?” I took a sip of java. Harley kept it flowing to keep us flowing.
“Let me ask you a question.” Brett turned to me. “You’ve been here a week, and every day, you’ve worn a fancy-schmancy suit to work. Do you think you’re better than me?”
“Uh, no, I don’t think I’m better than you. But I have insurance agent clients after my morning shifts that expect me to dress for business.”
“Do you see clients after our night shift?” Brett burped and tapped his chest with his fist.
“Not usually. Sometimes I meet people for other businesses. But after I talk with clients in the afternoon, I come straight here.”
“Ok, professor,” Brett said and turned back to his phone. I guessed “spiff” and “professor” were some kind of joke at my expense. There was a hand on my shoulder. I turned to see Harley.
“Hi, Harley,” I said.
“Hi Tim, how’s my little gold mine?” He patted my shoulder.
“I’m fine. Going to mine for more gold tonight.”
“Good. By the way, I buy beer for the crew on Fridays. It’s a thank you for working hard all week. You’re welcome to stay after we finish our shift.”
“I appreciate that, Harley. I’ll hang out for a while. I can’t stay here too late. I need to get home to my family.”
“Yeah, I understand that.” Harley was handing out repeat customer tickets to salespeople. He had me calling numbers off the sheets. It didn’t matter to me, I liked to keep my frame of mind on the same type of prospect instead of switching back-and-forth.
At nine PM, a four-foot-five-inch-tall blonde lady came in the alley door with a case of beer. She was in her late twenties. She was plump, and her smile was intoxicating. 
“Thanks for bringing the beer, sweetheart,” Harley said to her. He kissed her lips.
“You’re welcome. I’ve got one more in the car.” She grabbed his cheeks and pulled him down for another kiss.
“I’ll get it for you, Honey,” Harley said. He headed out the door.
Everybody turned their chairs around and grabbed a beer. They celebrated Friday night with beer popping and suds. Harley brought the other case in.
“Here you go, Tim,” Harley handed me a beer, “you put in one hell of a week, top salesperson, $1,400 in sales.”
“Thank you, Harley. I’ll get up to $3,000 in sales. I just have to figure out my numbers.”
“What do you mean by numbers?” Harley pulled the tab open on his Coors.
“I count my presentations and sales. That gives me a ratio of how many presentations it takes to make $600 in pay.”
“You’re an odd one, Tim, but you’re making me money, so keep doing whatever you’re doing.” Harley took a big guzzle of his beer and wiped his mouth. Then he looked at me. “I was thinking about your first day. Do you know why I said we had no openings?”
“No, but I’m curious.”
“On the phone, you sounded different from my usual calls.”
“Different how?”
“You sounded very professional. Like a lawyer. Lawyers don’t call here. Anyway, I thought you were the Attorney General inspecting us. That’s why I told you there were no phones open.”
Oh shit, I thought, more Attorney General trouble.
“Harley, why do you worry about the Attorney General? Is your business illegal?”
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“We’re legal. Our license is on the wall.” Harley pointed at a certificate posted with thumbtacks on the nicotine yellowed paint.
“Most of our guys have warrants or someone looking to serve them a subpoena. They work here because we pay cash daily. They can’t cash checks.”
“That makes sense. It was odd you didn’t want to take on an eager salesperson.”
“Yes, and when you called back insisting on getting my address, it shocked the shit out of me. I thought for sure you're the police or attorney general. So, I warned everyone that you were coming. I said you might be a cop. When you appeared wearing a three-piece suit, you scared everyone.”
“Oh, so that’s why everyone cleared out. You told me they left because it was lunchtime. I didn’t believe you.”
“You can understand you appeared to be here to arrest someone or serve papers.”
“I get it now,” I laughed.
“And then you insisted on making sales. Only somebody undercover would want to pretend to be one of us. You confused me. You couldn’t have been undercover. With your three-piece suit, you stuck out like a Southern belle in a biker bar.”
“Yeah, you scared the shit out of me,” Stan said. He had wandered over to join our conversation. “But you're cool, except for taking my Top Gun hat.” Stan pointed at me, but he smiled.
“Well, Stan, take it back,” Harley said.
“Hell, Harley, how am I going to beat this guy in sales? I’ll never get that hat back.”
“You guys are making me feel guilty,” I said.
“Don’t feel guilty. It’s fun to have competition. Maybe I’ll get my hat back.”
“I hope you do, Stan,” I said.
“What’re you talking to the professor about?” Brett joined our group.
“How he scared the Hell out of us the day he arrived,” Stan said.
“Oh, right? I had a heart attack. Never ran so fast,” Brett said.
“Hey Brett, why do you call me the professor?”
“Because you're always in your hoity-toity suit and scratching your numbers.”
“Oh, I get it, hilarious. Maybe I should call you Jackson Pollock.”
“Why’s that?” Brett squeezed his empty beer can and threw it in the trash.
“You know, the famous abstract expressionist?”
“Huh?”
“He did paintings that looked like your shirt.” Harley and Stan cracked up laughing.
“Oh, ha-ha professor,” Brett walked away.
“Sorry Brett, I was kidding.”
“He’ll be ok, don’t worry about him,” Rod said as he joined the group.
“Thanks Rod. I didn’t mean to piss him off.”
“He’s always pissed off,” Rod said. Harley and Stan nodded.
“So, anyway,” Harley said, “since you weren’t under cover and wanted to make sales, I assumed you were a wood artist.”
“What’re you talking about?” Rod asked.
“The day Tim arrived and everyone ran like scared rabbits.”
“Oh right, I remember,” Rod laughed.
“Harley, what’s a wood artist?” I asked.
“Someone who comes in, makes a bunch of fake sales, asks for an advance in cash and disappears. The sale isn’t worth the paper they wrote it on. Paper made of wood. Wood artist.”
“Oh, I get it.”
“And sure enough, you sold your first call. Suspicious. That’s when I felt you had to be a wood artist. I laid your sale on the table and waited for your next piece of wood.”
“When did you decide it wasn’t wood?” I asked.
“I questioned it on your second sale. You were either a talented actor or making legitimate sales. So, I called my driver in and told him to deliver your two sales fast and call me back. Forty minutes later, he called and said they both picked up and paid. Legitimate sales.”
“So that convinced you I was the real deal?”
“Not completely. I thought you might spice the pot with a bunch of fakes after the real sales. Then you’d ask for a bigger advance.”
“And I got four more sales.”
“Yes, you did. The salespeople were coming back, and I told you to give up your phone.”
“But you said I had a phone the next day. You must have thought I was honest at that point? Right?”
“No. But if you were real, I wanted you back. And if you were scamming me, I’d know before the next work shift. I expected at that point for you to ask for an enormous advance.”
“But I didn’t.”
“No, you didn’t. You said you’d pick it up the next day. I laughed, as that was unexpected. Everything about you was unexpected. And that’s when I knew I was wrong. Your other four deliveries picked up and paid. You had 100% delivery. Solid sales. You proved yourself.”
“Well, I’m glad you hired me. I like this work and I like the products we’re selling. I have to believe in the product or I can’t sell it. Hey thanks for the beer. I’m going to head home now. See you guys tomorrow morning.” I tossed my empty can into the overflowing trash can. It bounced onto the floor. 
“Be here before nine. You don’t want to miss one minute between nine AM and noon. You’ll make more than any other eight-hour weekday. And you get paid at one and the weekend off.”
“That sounds great. I'll be here with bells on.”
I went home, spent a good evening with the family. Then we all went to bed.
***I’m downtown on a busy sidewalk near the skyscrapers of Denver. Pedestrians pack the sidewalk, so I give a little jump and float over them.
“Hey, how’d you do that?” A lady in business clothing looks up at me.
“I push up and then I float,” I say.
“Can you show me how to do it?” I land near her. Four other people gather around.
“Just push up slightly and then relax. Let go. You can’t fly by trying. You fly when you don’t try.”
She hops up but lands on the concrete with a thump.
“It’s not working for me.” The four other people hop, but they land back on the earth.
“All I can tell you is after I jump, I quit trying, I relax and then I can fly. Like this.” I hop and float up twelve feet to demonstrate. Now a large crowd has gathered to watch, asking me to show them how. I land again.
“I don’t know what else to tell you except what I’ve been saying. You jump and relax. You let go. If you try to fly, you can’t.” The crowd hops, but no one is flying. I’m getting overwhelmed with the attention. I float up to the top of the skyscraper to escape the crowd. On the roof, Sheena is waiting for me. She gives me a hug.
“Sheena, I’m getting too many requests for help.”
“Tim, your family comes first. If you have extra energy after helping your family, you can help other people.”
“Thank you, Sheena.”
***The next morning, while helping Candy make breakfast for the kids, she asked, “There’s a terrible smell coming from the basement. What is that?”
“Those cosmetic cultures. I’ll put a fan on them and open a window. I’m sorry about the stink.”
“Why are you growing cultures?”
“After five days, I harvest them, let them dry, then mail them to the company. They pay me $500. It’s a $400 profit.”
“Well, more money is good.”
“I’ll try to get that putrid smell out of the house.” When I walked downstairs, I opened the window. I moved the table near it and set a fan to blow it toward the window. My three ghosts were near the furnace.
“Good morning ghosts, thanks for all your help.” I went upstairs and headed to Harley’s telemarketing room for the Saturday morning shift. I arrived at eight-thirty. The telemarketers were walking around with donuts in their hands, talking and laughing.
“Hey Tim, grab a donut,” Rod pointed to the table.
“Thanks Rod, it’s like a party here. What’s up?”
“It’s Saturday.”
“What’s different about Saturday?”
“It’s our best money day of the week. We quit working at noon. Harley pays us at one this afternoon. We have money in our pocket for the weekend.” Rod took a bite of his crueler.
“Harley said we make more this morning than any other full eight-hour day.”
“Yep. He’s right. It’s a great day,” Rod said.
“Hi Tim,” Harley said. He had my number strips in his hand.
“Hi Harley.”
“Okay Tim, here’s what we do on Saturday different from the rest of the week. Call the numbers with two marks on both sides. That means you’ve called them twice in the morning and twice at night. Those are the working people. We can only catch them on Saturday mornings. They are magnificent prospects.”
Harley was right. It was my biggest day of the week. The best part was that I was free to spend the weekend with my family. I didn’t wait until one to get my pay. I told Harley I’d pick it up on Monday.
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On Monday, it was time to mail in the cosmetic cultures. I traveled to the Federal Express office and put them in an envelope.
“Wow, that stinks,” the lady behind the counter said. A jet roared its engine outside on the runway as it took flight.
“I know, sorry. It’s a cosmetic culture. I’m getting paid to grow them at home.”
“We’ve had stacks of these. I was wondering what that smell was.” She scanned my package and tossed it into a bin.
“I’ll wrap it in plastic to keep the smell tighter next time.” The lady smiled. I drove to meet Phil at the Peppermill for lunch. I told him about the cosmetic cultures.
“So let me get this straight, you pay them twenty dollars to get the culture, you grow it, and then they pay you one-hundred dollars?” Phil said. He folded his newspaper and set it on the counter.
“Yes. This guy Don that recruited me is missing a few cards in his deck. I quizzed him about why the company didn’t grow the cultures in a warehouse.”
“That’s an excellent question.” Phil stuck a carrot in his mouth. “What was his answer?”
“That in a warehouse, mold could spread and destroy the entire inventory of cultures. In people's homes, there’s less chance of that and they will cover the cost of replacement if it happens.”
“Well, that has logic, but there are holes in that philosophy.”
“Yes, I agree. I told him that if I owned the company, I’d just buy a bunch of houses instead of paying commissions. And I’d own tons of real estate.”
“What’d he say to that?”
“He said he didn’t have an answer, but he’s going to keep doing it because he was getting paid. He seemed pissed off at my challenges. I asked him why he recruited me. He said he got paid ten dollars for every culture I developed. And then if I recruit somebody, I get ten dollars and he gets five dollars, which they call the second level. And then, he gets paid a dollar on levels four through seven.”
“That is a pyramid scheme,” Phil said. The server poured coffee into my mug. I smiled at her.
“What is that? My dad talked about it once. Somebody at Boyd’s got him into it, and he was so nervous he got right back out. But I didn’t understand what a pyramid scheme was.”
“It’s a Ponzi scheme. During the depression, there was a man named Ponzi. He started taking money from people to invest in foreign stamps. He’d buy the stamps at a low cost from one country and sell it at a higher cost to a different country. In the beginning, it was legitimate. But there’s so many people wanting him to invest their money, he couldn’t buy enough stamps to keep up. So, he started lying that he was buying and selling the stamps, but still gave them a return on their investment.”
“How could he make money doing that?” I picked up the menu. Pictures of avocados made my mouth water.
“Technically, he wasn’t. Let’s say he had ten investors who gave him $1,000 each to invest. In thirty days, they came back because he promised them a return on their investment. He gave each of them $1,200. That’s a twenty percent gain in less than a month. A couple of them may want their money and walk away, but most people’s greed kicked in and told him to keep the $1,200 and invest it again. Some even gave him more money to invest. And then they bragged about it to their friends.” Phil pointed his finger at me, so I didn’t interrupt his thoughts.
“So now, their friends are asking Ponzi to invest their money. Each month, if anybody wants their cash back with the return on investment, he gives it to them, which makes it look genuine. People tell others they invested and got their money back, plus a twenty percent return in just a month. This creates a flood of investors.” Phil turned back to his vegetables.
“During this time, Ponzi was pilfering millions of dollars. This works when most investors don’t want their capital back. In the beginning, that’s usually what happens. But soon, each investor is rich and they want to cash out. That’s when the whole thing crashes. Too many people want their money back.” Phil looked up and waved his fork.
“That’s what a Ponzi scheme is.” Phil put his hands behind his head and leaned back. “It sounds like the cosmetic cultures are Ponzi’s stamps. It helps people believe it’s a legitimate business.”
“Wow, Phil. That makes sense. I mailed in my first cultures. I’ll see if I get my money back, and that’s it for me. This sounds like a pyramid scheme, I agree. I must see pyramid schemes in the paper every day. I went to an interview for one called Forever Living. They sell aloe vera products.”
“I know that company. I do sales for them. That’s a legitimate company. They’re not a pyramid scheme.”
“How do you know?”
“Well, it's true that the company pays out on levels. But the crucial test is if you can make money selling the products without recruiting more salespeople or selling products back to the company. If you can’t, then it’s most likely a pyramid. If you can, there’s a good chance it’s legitimate.
“Forever Living has fantastic products. I make decent money when I sell them. I don’t have to recruit anybody.”
“OK, thanks for the clarification,” I stirred my coffee.
The following Monday, I received a check from Exotic Beauty International for $500. Thanks to my education from Phil Vegas, I chose not to reinvest. I’d wait to see Don’s results.
Monday, I drove my route to drop off leads to the three life insurance clients that were still with me. Headlines every day in the newspaper screamed that the Attorney General was cracking down on automated telemarketing. It made my clients nervous. Two had quit because I couldn’t get a letter from the attorney general’s office saying I was operating in their favor.
“Hi Marc, I’m here with your leads,” I said as I walked into his office.
“Hi Tim. This is the last week I’m taking them. I’m extremely nervous about the attacks by the Attorney General.”
“I understand, Marc. It’s been fantastic working with you.”
“You too, Tim. Good luck to you.” Marc stood and shook my hand. As I left, I stopped to inhale the mist from the terracotta pot. I’d miss this Spanish building. I walked away, my heels clacking on the slate floor.
My other two clients bailed as well. That left only the USA Today contract as income from my machines. My manager didn’t know I was using automated telemarketing. But, because of the current circumstances, I decided I better update them.
“Hello Trevor. Here are your sales orders.”
“Thanks Tim, you’re a good producer for us.”
“You’re welcome. Hey Trevor, with the headlines about automated dialing machines, I should let you know I’m using one to help me get sales for you.”
“I appreciate you letting me know that. Hold on, I need to go talk to my boss about that.”
I sat in his office alone for fifteen minutes. I looked through his wall-sized window. The ducks were swimming in the pond. I wondered, is this the end of Fred and my robot babies?
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“My boss, Andy, is afraid of the Attorney General, so he’d prefer that you not use the machines.” Trevor stood in the doorway with his hands in his pockets.
“I understand. I won’t be doing any more work for you, but I sure appreciate that you gave me a job.” I stood to shake his hand.
“You’re welcome. You’ll be back though, I bet,” he chuckled. Trevor patted me on the back.
“Thanks, Trevor. I guess you never know. Bye.”
I drove to Harley’s telemarketing room to start the five o’clock shift. I grabbed my number sheet and my order forms, then sat on my chair. Bradley sat next to me, leaning back with one arm on the chair, holding a cigarette in his mouth, his pinky extended, and studying me with squinty eyes. Bradley wore parachute pants and told stories that created wild, colorful scenes in your mind.
“Tim, would you like to dial taps? Harley asked me. He handed me used receipts.”
“What are taps?”
“Last year’s customers. Much easier to sell than cold calling.”
“I’ve got my cold calling script perfected and I know exactly how many presentations I have to make. I’d rather just keep doing the cold calls.”
“But your sales on cold calls are triple what others are doing with taps. I’d love to watch what you could do on taps.” Harley lifted his hands palms up.
“Do I have to? I don’t like switching my script. I’ve spent many afternoons writing and testing it. I’m getting one sale out of every three presentations.”
“Jesus Christ, that’s better than the guys selling taps.” The buzz of telemarketers started as prospects came on the phone. It was money making time. I didn’t want to mess up my rhythm.
“Give me until tomorrow. I’d need to write a new script to call repeat customers. Also, I need to prepare mentally. Is that okay?”
“Yes, that’d be fine. I can’t wait to see what you can do.”
“I can start at noon.”
“We call the taps at night or in the morning.”
“All right, tomorrow night.” I worked my shift and left. When I arrived at home, Candy, Audrey, and Ginger were on the porch visiting.
“Hello everybody. How are you tonight?”
“Hello Tim,” Ginger and Audrey said in unison. I stepped onto the porch and smiled at the ladies.
“Hi you two. Candy, do you need me to clean anything?”
“No, Ginger and Audrey helped me finish.”
“Well thank you ladies, I see Candy has served you wine coolers. Help yourself to more, don’t get too drunk to drive.”
“Well, if we do, we’ll stay overnight,” Ginger giggled. She crossed her legs and leaned toward Candy to whisper. Candy giggled.
“Okay.” I sat in a lawn chair. “Audrey, did you get hold of your sister yet?”
“Oh yes, I meant to tell you earlier. I called her at work, and she answered. I asked her why she hadn’t been answering the phone at home and she said she had moved in with her boyfriend.”
“Oh, that’s good. I hope she’s happy?”
“Yes, she is. Guess what, I’m going to be an auntie.”
“Well, congratulations.”
“You were right, she’s pregnant. It amazed her when I told her you saw it on a rose. She wanted to talk to you, but I told her you were getting overwhelmed.”
“Thank you, Audrey. Since she’s your sister, I can help her if she comes to our house with you.”
“Oh, that reminds me,” Candy said, “you got seven calls today from people wanting your help. It’s getting tough because it interrupts me taking care of the kids.”
“Oh my God, I can’t help so many people.”
“Well, I can’t answer the phone anymore.” Candy crossed her arms and leaned back.
“Let the machine take the calls. If it’s someone you know, then answer. You should tell our normal callers you’ll be screening calls. If people keep calling, I may have to change our phone number.”
“Oh Tim,” Audrey said, “another thing, remember the creepy guy in the bar?”
“Yes.” I stood and walked to the fridge, grabbed a beer, and popped the top. Suds splashed my face.
“During my shift last night, he got into a drunk argument with a bouncer. Then he started screaming that he was going to kill everybody in the bar. The bouncers grabbed his arms and dragged him to the parking lot. The manager called the police.”
“Oh, my God. That’s crazy.” I sipped the beer.
“The bouncers kept telling him to get in the cab and calm down. But he screamed over and over that he had a machine gun at home. He threatened to slaughter everybody. The bouncers kept him outside the bar until the police arrived. Then he started running, and the police had to chase and tackle him. Ends up, he had several outstanding warrants. So, they arrested him and took him into custody. You were right, that guy was scary. He won’t be back at our bar again.”
“Did anybody get hurt?” I asked.
“No. I told you we have great bouncers. Fortunately, the guy didn’t actually have a gun on him.”
“Yes, thank God. I’m glad you’re safe.” I stood looking at the night for twenty minutes and finished my beer. “Well, ladies, I’m going to bed. Good night. “
“Do you need to be tucked in?” Ginger asked. She and Candy giggled.
“Uh, No,” I said. I felt my cheeks warm. What was up with those two?
I checked on Colin. He was asleep, so I kissed him good night and went to my bedroom to sleep.
***I’m standing on a hill looking over the city lights with Sheena. A night breeze kisses my face. There’s a sweet smell of pine trees in the air.
“Sheena, I have a deep desire to start a cleaning business. Can I generate enough capital to start one?” Sheena stands quietly for five minutes as she peers over the city. I feel a sensation of warmth and love from her presence.
“Tim, when you call the taps tomorrow, connect yourself to the people you’re calling. Imagine your energy traveling to their home and hugging them. Focus only on them. Forget the world around you.” Sheena looks into my eyes and smiles.
“Will this help me get my business?”
“It is your way forward. You need this.” Her voice is distinct. “Do you understand? This is important.”
“Yes, thank you, Sheena. I will focus on my prospects.”
***I woke up in the morning to Candy vomiting in the toilet. I crawled out of bed and walked to the restroom. She was leaning over the toilet, holding herself with her hands against the wall.
“Candy, are you okay?”
“I drank too much last night.” She turned the faucets on the sink and washed her face.
“I’ll get the kids in the house and start breakfast. Come out if you feel better.” I got the daycare started. Candy came out after twenty minutes.
“Are you better?” I asked. I scooped scrambled eggs onto a plate on the kiddie table.
“Yes. I have so much fun with Audrey and Ginger, I forget how much I’m drinking.” Candy pulled out a plate and carrots.
“I understand. Candy, I’m going to go visit Don. I want to see how he’s doing with the cosmetic company. And then I’m working tonight at five o’clock, but I’ll be back before then.”
“Okay, bye Tim.” Candy cut the carrots lengthwise for the children’s tiny mouths.
“Candy, have you given more thought to going to marriage counseling with me?”
“I don’t want to talk about it right now.”
“Well, when can we talk about it?” My heartbeat increased. I couldn’t go on much longer without dealing with the pain Candy had caused me.
“I don’t know.” Candy walked into the living room to gather the kids to the table.
“All right, I’ll see you this afternoon, bye.” I watched Candy helping the children for a minute before leaving. I drove to Don’s house and knocked on his door. His garden gnomes had a disturbed look on their faces. That’s odd. They were smiling last time I visited.
“Hi Tim, come on in.” Don pushed the door open. He shifted his eyes between me and the kitchen.
“Thanks, Don. How’s the business?” He looked toward his wife. She was mixing something in a big pot on the stove. Don pointed at the basement. I followed him down the stairs.
“Tim, I don’t want my wife to worry about what’s happening.”
“What happened?”
“You didn’t hear? The attorney general closed the company. They accused them of running a Ponzi scheme.”
“Oh my God.”
“Yes, oh my God. They cashed the $20,000 check I mailed them. I borrowed it against the house without my wife knowing.”
“Oh my God.”
“Yes. Oh my God. I’m in so much trouble.”
“I’m very sorry that happened to you, Don.”
“Well, I’m searching for a new business. I’ll call you if I find one, okay?” Don sat in his desk chair and leaned back. He covered his eyes and inhaled.
“Sure, that’d be cool. Good luck. I hate to see you in this situation. Their business model made no sense. That’s why I was asking you so many questions.”
“Well, we live and learn.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the desk, his hands still over his eyes.
“Yes, we do that for sure. Oh, if you call me, I’m screening my calls. But I’ll answer if I hear you. If I’m not home, I’ll call you back.”
“Okay, Tim, see you later.” Don stood to walk me out the door. As I left, I noticed the gnomes were looking at their toes, their hands in their pockets. I went home to check on Candy.
“Candy, I’m home, how are you feeling?”
“Better. I took Excedrin and lots of water. The phone has been ringing off the hook.”
“Sorry. Wow, thirty messages on the machine.” I pushed the button to listen.
“You have thirty messages, message number one,” the machine said.
“Hi, this is Mia. My friend told me you are a psychic and help people. Could you please call me? My number is 555-2342. This is very urgent. Please call soon. Thank you.”
“Next message,” the machine said, rather snarky, if you asked me.
“This is Bonnie. I have a friend that told me about you. I have an awful problem and she said you could help me. Please call me, my number is 555-7843.”
I listened to all thirty messages. All were people wanting a psychic to help them. I emphasized I was not a psychic to everyone. I wanted to get off this runaway train.
At four o’clock, I left to go to Arvada for my five o’clock shift. When I arrived, the room was full except for my chair.
“Hi Harley, I’m here to try out the taps.”
“Okay, great, Tim. Here’s what you do, thank them for buying last year. Remind them that this is our annual drive to renew their lightbulb orders.”
“Yes, Harley. Here’s a script I wrote. Do you want to read it? Harley grabbed it and looked at it and shoved it back.
“Yes, that’s fine.” He handed me a stack of taps. I grabbed coffee and sat. The first receipt was James Lightfoot. I called and a man answered.
“Hi James,” I said enthusiastically, “this is Tim.”
“Oh, Tim, how’re you doing?”
“Fantastic. Hey, I was calling to thank you for your business last year with the lightbulbs. You don’t know how much we appreciate it.”
“Oh, you’re welcome.”
He thought I was somebody he knew. I did that on purpose so he’d be open to my presentation.
“How did those bulbs work for you this year, James?”
“They work very well, none of them burned out.”
“I see you replaced ten bulbs last year. This year, we’re donating ten percent of your purchase to help replace a roof on the homeless shelter. How many bulbs should I send you?”
I remembered Sheena’s advice. James was the focus of my attention. I listened for clues from his voice or sounds around him that might help me connect with him. I tried to connect spiritually. I imagined my energy traveling over the phone. I blocked out the sounds from the other telemarketers.
“Sure, Tim,” James said, “send me ten more.”
“James, it’ll be a long year before I call you again. How about I send out thirty?”
“That sounds great. Go ahead.”
“Are you still on Fox Borough Road?”
“Yes, I am.”
“Great, our driver can get them to you between six and eight tonight, is that okay?”
“Yes, that’s fine.”
“If you leave, hang a check on the door. Is there a spot to hide your bulbs?
“Yes, I’ve got a storage box. Just put them in there.”
“Oh, great James, thanks a lot. We really appreciate your business. Monitor the news for when we raise enough money for the shelter’s new roof.”
“You’re welcome, Tim, and I will. Have a great day.”
I finished the ticket and Harley snatched it before I could stand.
I picked up the phone, and I called the next one with the same result. I connected, focused, and blocked out the rest of the world. It was just me and the prospect on the phone. I wrote out the ticket, Harley picked it up, and I went to the next call.
This was much easier than cold calls. Out of the first twenty tickets, I sold eighteen. Even the two non-buyers were friendly.
Call, make a sale, write up the ticket, Harley picks it up.
But then the trouble started. Someone told me we had called them ten minutes earlier. Then the next. Then the next three. What was happening?
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“I’m very sorry sir, I haven’t called you. Do you remember who it was?”
“I’m sure it was your company selling the lightbulbs, J.T. Marketing.”
“I’m so sorry. I’m not sure what happened. I know there’s other companies selling light bulbs, maybe it was one of them? I didn’t mean to interrupt your evening with duplicate calls. I know how annoying that can be.”
“You seem nice enough, I understand.”
“I see you replaced ten bulbs last year. This year we’re donating ten percent of your purchase to help replace a roof on the homeless shelter. Do you feel this is something you can use again?” I varied from my usual assumptive close. I needed to be as polite as possible.
“We got bulbs last year and they’re still burning.”
“Have you noticed that your electric bill is lower?”
“Maybe. Nothing gigantic.”
“You saved ten dollars per year per bulb if you used it twelve hours a day. That means you saved one-hundred dollars last year. Your monthly bill should have been eight dollars lower.”
“That might be right.”
“If you replaced twenty more bulbs, your electric bill would drop by sixteen dollars per month. Let me ask you a question. Who changes the bulbs in your house?”
“That’s me.”
“Do you use a ladder for that?”
“Yes. God, I hate that.”
“Next time you’re on the ladder replacing a bulb, wouldn’t you prefer it to be a long-lasting bulb?” The man laughed. “I’m glad I could cheer you up. Would you want to lower your electric bill this year?”
“Sure. Let’s do it.”
“I’m thinking a pack of thirty would keep you off that ladder even more, right?”
“Yes, go ahead.” He laughed again.
Every prospect after that said we had just called them. I apologized but kept selling nine out of ten tickets.
And then, like a ninja, nine o’clock arrived, the deadline for calls. I leaned back in my chair and became aware of the world around me. As Sheena instructed, I had blocked out the world. I was connecting spiritually with my prospects. My mind was only on them. But as I realized my surroundings, I saw the other salespeople in the office had pulled up their chairs in a half circle and we’re staring at me.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
“We’re wondering how you could keep selling ninety percent of the tickets I was giving you. We want to learn to sell like you do,” Harley said.
“I’m calling the same tickets as everyone else,” I said.
“Well, yes. But we ran out of tickets, so I started giving you the other guys’ turn downs. You were still closing nine out of ten of them.”
“Wow, that seems rude that you gave me tickets to call after they already said no.”
“Well, I suppose,” Harley said, “but you were still selling them. I wouldn’t stop handing them to you.”
“How many sales did I make tonight, Harley?”
“You sold $1,200’ worth of product.”
“Wow, a $240 commission in a four-hour shift. That’s something. You’re right, I do like selling taps.”
“Okay, everybody, I know it’s not Friday night, but I’m buying us all beers,” Harley said. Everybody cheered. Harley walked to me and patted me on the back. “You’re staying to celebrate, I hope?”
“Sure, Harley. This is nice, thank you. I’ll stay for a beer.”
“Tim, that was a fascinating show tonight,” Bradley said. He shook my hand.
“Yeah, Tim, how do you do that?” Rod asked.
“Do what?”
“You know, sell those taps after they turned us down,” Brett said.
“I’d like to know; I want my entire crew to know.” Harley handed me a beer. “By six tonight, when we saw you kicking ass, I copied your exact script and gave it to everyone to use.”
“And it didn’t work for me,” Stan said.
“Or me,” Brett said.
“This reminds me of a story,” Bradley said. “I was working on the California coast. You could step out of the telemarketing office and onto the beach-”
“Bradley, let Tim answer us. Criminy. You and your stories,” Brett said.
“Well guys, it’s not just the words in the script. It’s how you use the words,” I said.
“We figured it had to be the way you were talking. That’s why I had everyone pull their chairs around to listen to you,” Harley said.
“Did you know the entire room was watching you?” Rod asked.
“No. That’s part of what I’m saying. When you’re selling, focus on your prospect, forget the world around you.”
“Sounds like you’re on magic mushrooms,” Bradley said. He drew on his cigarette, his pinky sticking out, and with a big grin, as if he had said something hilarious.
“No, Bradley. I’m sober. When you concentrate on your prospect, you hear things you might not otherwise.”
“Like what?” Stan asked.
“Like their breathing. You can tell if they’re tense. Or sounds in the background. Maybe they’re eating with their family. Lots of things. You listen and you adjust your tone and speed to the situation.”
“There must be more,” Bradley said. “I knew a guy once that could sell dirt to a farmer-”
“Geez O’ Pete, Bradley. Let Tim finish,” Rod said.
“You can’t just read the script. Sometimes you have to pause to get their attention. If I think I’m losing them, I just stop. They notice that and will say something. Sometimes. Don’t wait too long or they’ll hang up,” I said.
“Is that it?” Stan asked.
“You also need to imagine yourself talking to them face to face. Try to see their expressions.”
“This sounds like fairy tale crap,” Brett said. He turned and walked away.
“I believe you,” Stan said.
“Me too,” Rod said. “Could you teach us?”
“Sure guys, I can listen to you and give you pointers.”
“Thanks,” Rod, Stan, and Harley said in unison.
“Okay guys, let Tim enjoy his beer. We’re making him work overtime,” Harley said.
I finished my beer and chatted and then left to go home. Candy, Audrey, Ginger, and a new lady were sitting in the living room, drinking wine coolers.
“Hi Tim,” Audrey and Ginger said. Candy said nothing.
“Hi Audrey, Hi Ginger. Hi Candy,” I said.
“Tim, this is my sister, Rose,” Audrey said.
“Hello Rose, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”
“I’m thrilled to meet you, too. Audrey told me you told her I was pregnant before I even told her. And she told me how you helped her and Ginger.”
“Well, I’m happy you’re here. I hope you enjoy yourself.”
“I was wondering if I could ask you a question?”
“Well, if you’re asking for help, I’ll try. I’m exhausted right now, but if it’s simple, I can.”
“My boyfriend wants me to quit my job when the baby comes. I’m inclined to do it, but I’m worried about depending on my boyfriend. Do you think I should give up my job?”
“Wow, that’s a tough question. Do you like your job?” I sat on a chair at the dining room table and Rose walked closer to me. I looked at Candy's frown.
“It’s okay. They don’t pay me much and they don’t give maternity leave.”
“Well, that’s crazy. You need maternity leave.”
“And if we use daycare, it’s going to take almost my entire paycheck just to pay for it.”
“Well then, it's logical for you to be a full-time parent.”
“Well, what if my boyfriend becomes unemployed, or what if he leaves me? What would I do then?”
“You’d still be in a pickle. You said it takes your entire paycheck to pay for daycare. So, if you had a job, you’d have no money. If you were a full-time mother, you’d have no money.”
“Oh, right, that makes sense,” Rose said.
“If that happened, do you have anybody that could help you?” I asked.
“Of course. I’d take her in,” Audrey shouted from the living room.
“Thank you, Audrey,” Rose said.
“It’s great you have a sister that loves and supports you.” I stood to walk into the kitchen.
“You don’t need to ask Sheena then, right?” Rose followed me.
“That’s correct, Rose. It’s just pure logic. You should become a full-time mom unless you’re offered a job for twice the pay.”
“Isn’t he the best?” Ginger grabbed me around my waist and squeezed.
“Yes, he is,” said Rose.
“Thank you, Ginger and Rose.” I felt my cheeks warming, but it was nice that they appreciated me.
The next morning, Candy was sick again. I rolled out of bed and walked into the bathroom, where I had heard her vomiting.
“Candy, are you OK?”
“Yes. Maybe I had too much to drink.”
“Candy, I hate to ask this. Do you have morning sickness?”
“No, no, no. I’ll be OK.”
“Okay, I’ll get the daycare started. Come out when you’re ready.”
While I was getting breakfast ready for the kids, I heard Don on the answering machine. I picked up the phone.
“Hello Don, what’s up?”
“How’d you like to meet a millionaire today?”
“That sounds great. I have to be back before three.”
“I’ll pick you up at your house. What’s your address?” I gave him the address and hung up.
“Candy, I’m taking a trip to see a millionaire.”
“Why?” Candy’s eyes lit up.
“I guess he has a business opportunity. Don is taking me.”
“Okay, that sounds exciting. Have fun.”
“Candy, why were you ignoring me last night? Did I do something wrong?” I asked.
“No,” she said. 
“Could we go to marriage counseling?” I asked.
“I don’t want to talk about it right now.”
“Okay. I’m going outside to wait on Don.” I pushed the door open and leaned on the side of the house. After thirty minutes Don arrived, and I crawled into his car.
“So where are we going, Don?”
“Ft. Collins.”
“To see who?”
“Wait and see.”




Chapter 33


Don and I chatted for the hour drive to Ft. Collins and arrived at a small office building. Middle-class houses surrounded it.
“We’re here. Let’s go inside,” Don said.
The room we entered had a plethora of overstuffed furniture. Two ladies worked in a side room. A diagram spidered over the wall. The air smelled like a pine cleaning solution. Don walked toward a third office and entered.
I entered the office where the ladies were working. There were sixteen silver machines, each with ten cassette tapes humming.
“Those are strange machines. What do they do?” I asked.
“We’re duplicating tapes,” the lady in the long green dress said.
“Oh, fascinating. What’s on the tapes?”
“Sales training, speeches and motivational messages.”
“I’d love to get one of those machines. I’ve never seen one. Why are you duplicating tapes?”
“We mail them to our distributors,”
Don came in, “Tim, come with me.” I followed him into the office adorned with an enormous desk. What is it with large desks in Denver? There was a framed poster on the wall with a picture of a beach that said, “Do it my way or don’t do it at all.” 
“Tim, this is Jason Keaton.” Jason stood and reached out his hand.
“Nice to meet you,” Jason said.
“Yes sir, nice to meet you.” I shook his hand.
“This is the millionaire I was telling you about,” Don said.
“Much more than a millionaire,” Jason said, “I earn a million dollars every year.”
“Very impressive, sir. How do you do it?” I asked.
“With the business that we’re going to show you today. Follow me, I’ll take you to Jim. He’ll explain.”
In the primary room, a slick brown suit wrestled with a whiteboard on an aluminum three-legged stand. He turned to greet us as we approached.
“Tim, Don, this is Jim. Jim excels in this business. He’ll help you get your business running.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Jim stuck his hand out. Don and I shook it.
“Likewise,” Don and I said.
“Have a seat.” Jim gestured at the couch. I sat and started sinking into the earth. They designed the furniture in that room to suck us in. Suck us in, hmm.
“Before we get started, I have a question for you.” Jim popped the cap off a black marker and drew a large circle on the whiteboard. He snapped the cap back in place with his palm and pivoted to show us his toothy grin. “Have you ever been to Kmart?”
I looked at Don, Don looked at me.
“Well, sure, who hasn’t?” I said.
“Of course,” Don said.
Jim rocks back on his heels and asks, “How about Sears?”
“Of course,” we both said.
“And JC Penney?” Jim leaned forward on his feet.
“Yes, yes, of course,” We said. I rolled my eyes.
“This circle,” Jim turns to the board and rotates his arm, “represents one of those gigantic distribution companies, such as JC Penney, Sears, and Kmart. They hold millions of dollars’ worth of inventory for display to their customers. The cost of the building takes up fifteen percent of their revenue.” 
This man was too cheerful. I had learned during my escape from my cultish religion to assume unbalanced happiness was a sign of insanity or brainwashing. Jim’s marker squeaked as he drew ten small circles inside the big circle.
“These employees stock and sell the inventory, which takes up another fifteen percent of the revenue.” Jim drew a small circle with a line to the big circle. “Tractor-trailer trucks bring inventory from all over the country, costing five percent of the revenue.” 
I looked at the spider-web diagram on the wall. Each connecting point had pictures of a smiling couple, or a grinning family, standing in front of an upper-class home. They wore their Sunday going-to-meeting clothes. When everyone looked the same, my cult-alert alarm rang in my head. That reminded me, it was time to change the batteries in my cult-alert alarm.
Jim drew another small circle with a line to the aforementioned small circle. “Ships bring inventory to the harbor to feed the trucks, which takes up three percent of the revenue.”
That Jim guy loved circles. Why did he have a brown suit? No one that wants to be taken seriously wears a brown suit. A dark blue or dark gray suit gives you an aura of power. A brown suit gives you an aura of a big walking, talking, stinky turd. Jim drew five more circles with arrows pointing to the ships and trucks.
“These are the manufacturers. They must transport the products to the distribution center. This takes up twenty percent of their revenue.”
I looked at Don next to me. His eyes were wide and his mouth half open. He leaned forward as much as possible from this quicksand furniture. The circles were drawing him in.
Then, Jim drew arrows to the store from the dozen small circles. Everything in the world he created was round. Round buildings, round trucks, round ships, round employees, and round inventory. I drew better than that in the bathroom oasis of Kiddie Garden.
“The store advertises to get customers. This costs ten percent of the revenue. After all the expenses of doing business including paying executives, stockholder dividends, lawyers, insurance, lawsuits, loss of inventory to theft, the company is lucky if they make a two percent profit.” Jim held up two fingers.
“Now, imagine if we made an alternative distribution business model that could eliminate a sizable chunk of the costs. Let’s start with the advertising.” Jim used the eraser to wipe out the circles and arrows representing advertising. Maybe the brave new world had squares.
“With this new system, we get rid of advertising and save at least ten percent.” Jim erased the little circles inside the big circle. “We just eliminated the employees that stock inventory and show the goods to customers and take their payments. Now we’re saving another fifteen percent. But we also save on employee theft, customer theft, a bunch of lawsuits, and more.”
Then, Jim erased the big circle. “Now we’ve knocked out the building that housed the products, where customers purchased them. This saves at least fifteen percent.”
“That leaves the manufacturers, trucks and ships. But where do they send the inventory? How will it get sold?”
Jim looked at us, waiting for an answer. I hated this game. I heard the Jeopardy thinking song. Tip me over and pour me out. Beam me out of here, Scotty.
“I don’t know,” Don said. He exhaled. That guy was holding his breath through the presentation. Not a good sign of critical thought.
“Well, we haven’t finished building the new business model yet.” Jim drew a small circle where the big circle used to be.
“This distribution center has no overhead. It has no employees. There’s no chance of theft. Or lawsuits. This distribution center buys inventory directly from the manufacturers. The manufacturer has more profit.” Don squeezed his hands together. 
“But the manufacturer still needs customers, so instead of advertising, this primary distribution center will set up new distribution centers.” Jim drew three more circles with arrows from the first circle. “These are the secondary distribution centers.” He then drew arrows from the trucks to the new circles.” Don wiped his brow with his shirtsleeve. He was sweating, his eyes glued to Jim’s marvelous circles.
“When the primary distribution center connects these secondary distribution centers to the manufacturer, the manufacturer shares one percent of the sales which they can afford because of the extra profit.” 
“Now, how many secondary distribution centers do you think the primary distribution center may create?”
“I’m going to guess there’s no limit,” I said. I heard the Jeopardy ding.
“You are correct. The primary distribution center can set up as many as they like. But wait, there’s more.” Jim draws circles with arrows pointing from the secondary distribution circles. “If these new secondary distribution centers set up other distribution centers, which we will call third-level centers, not only do the secondary distribution centers get one percent, but the primary distribution center also gets another percent.”
“Guess how many third-level distribution centers you’re allowed to have?” Jim seemed very pleased with himself, folding his arms and grinning in his turd suit.
“I’m guessing there’s no limit again,” Don said. The Jeopardy ding sounded.
“You are correct, sir. Now here is where it gets exciting.” Jim stood on his toes and clinched his right hand, raising it in the air. He grabbed a red marker, popped the cap off and drew over the original circle. “You can own this primary distribution center.” He looked sideways at us. “What do you think it’s worth?”
“I think it depends on how many products we can sell,” I said.
“What if you got free support and training to help you sell as many products as you want?”
“That would be valuable,” Don said. Don was leaning forward so far his butt-crack was showing. A salty smell came from sweat dripping down his back.
“And how much investment do you need to start a primary distribution center?” Jim asked.
“It’s probably worth thousands of dollars,” Don said. Don looked ready to shell out money. Didn’t he remember he just lost $20,000 to a Ponzi scheme?
Jim used the red marker to write thirty-five dollars inside the circle. “You could start this distribution center for only thirty-five dollars, isn’t that amazing?”
“Yes,” Don said. He was a shuddering puppy in a new home. I kept my mouth closed. I knew where this was going.
“So,” Jim says, “are you ready to own a primary distribution center today?”
“Yes.” Don jumped up from the couch to shake Jim’s hand, leaving a sweaty butt print in the leather chair. I understood why he got himself into a pickle. He leaped without looking.
“Well, I said, it depends on the products we’re selling, how we sell them, how much money we make. I need to know more about it. What’s the name of the company?”
Jim turned and cleaned the whiteboard with the eraser. He pulled out a green marker, popped the lid and covered the board with a name.
My eyes widened.
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“Have you heard of AmericPlan?” Jim asked.
“Snails under rocks in the Amazon forest have heard of AmericPlan, everyone has,” I said.
“Did you know I was describing AmericPlan?”
“Well, no. You fooled me. Are those AmericPlan distributors on the wall?”
“Yes, come on and I’ll show them to you.” We walked to the wall. A picture of Jason Keaton with a woman crowned the diagram. Jim Picked up a wooden dowel and pointed at Jason’s picture.
“Jason has a Diamond Distribution Center. He has helped twenty other people set up Ruby Distribution Centers.” He pointed at the distribution centers represented by pictures of married couples dressed in business clothing, standing in front of exotic cars and mansions. 
“How do you become a Diamond Distribution Center?” I asked.
“To be a Diamond, you must have ten Ruby Distributors. Each Ruby must have three Direct Distributors,” Jim said.
“So, when we get a Diamond Distribution Center, we earn one-million bucks a year like Jason does?”
“Yes, a Diamond makes one-million per year at least.”
“Okay, now we’re talking. I want to make a million dollars a year. How do I do that?”
Jim smiled and stepped toward me. “First you must become a Direct Distributor by building $5,000 monthly in sales volume.”
“How much do I get paid?”
“You get one percent.”
“I only get paid fifty bucks a month? Anywhere else when I sell $5,000, I get at least a thousand bucks of it, sometimes more,” I said.
“When you move up to Ruby, you get two percent.” Jim stepped away from me, set the pointer stick over his shoulder and looked at me. No smile. A waft of popcorn came to my nose.
“How do I get to be Ruby?” I looked around to see where the popcorn was. I could hear popping in Jason’s office. 
“You get three direct distributors. You’ll then earn two percent of your volume plus their volume combined.” Jim frowned and moved the pointer back to the diagram.
“So now, I’m only making $400 per month? I don’t understand how I get a million dollars a year.” My mouth watered at the thought of popcorn. 
“Well, once you get to Diamond, we pay you three percent of your entire business.” Jim turned to me again, crossing his arms. I don’t think I was as easy a recruit as he had hoped.
“A Diamond has ten Rubies, and a Ruby has three Directs.” I walked to the chart and pointed at the Rubies. “That equals $200,000 per month in volume, but you only pay me $6,000? That’s not a million bucks.” I stood back from the chart with my hands on my hip. “I don’t get it.”
“Those are only the basic bonuses; others will get you to a million dollars.” Jim raised the pointer at Jason’s office. “That man has proven there’s money in this business. Do as he shows you and you will get rich.” Jim rested the pointer on his shoe, gazing at Jason’s office.
“Is there a compensation chart I can check out?” I asked.
“Yes, Don, would you like one also?” Jim asked.
“No, if you tell me we can make one-million bucks a year, I believe you.” The puppy was wagging his tail. Its very clear why Don lost $20,000 to a Ponzi scheme. He doesn’t research.
“Let’s go to Jason’s office,” Jim said. We followed him.
“So, you're on board with us?” Jason asked. He had his hand in a bowl of popcorn.
“I’m in,” Don said.
“I still have questions,” I said. “I want to examine the compensation chart. I don’t understand why we only get one percent of our sales. When I was a kid, my mom sold AmericPlan, and she got forty percent. What happened?” I remembered banging on one-hundred doors as a child offering AmericPlan products. I made no sales that day. Jim was behind me, but I could see him shake his head in the window reflection. Jason looked at Jim for a second and smiled. Then he stood.
“You still get forty percent if you sell products at retail to your customers. But you buy the products wholesale and then deliver them to the customer. You get one percent on the wholesale price of the products. So, if you use them for yourself, you’re getting a one percent commission and we do advocate that you replace all products in your house with only AmericPlan products and be your own best customer. This popcorn is AmericPlan brand.”
“I can make forty percent at retail? Why would anyone sell at wholesale?”
“You want to sell at wholesale to get a higher volume number for bonuses. Plus, when you recruit a new distributor, you’re selling to them at wholesale and getting one percent.”
“This is making my head hurt. So, in order for me to get $5,000 in volume, I either have to sell $9,000 at retail and I earn $3,600 or $5,000 at wholesale and earn fifty dollars. So, what happens if my distributor becomes a Direct Distributor? Does his volume still count toward my $5,000?”
“No, and that’s why you keep recruiting distributors.”
“This sounds like a tough business. I think it’s better to sell the products at retail and skip the rest of it.”
“You want to duplicate yourself. You want to have other people doing the same thing you’re doing, so you’re making money while you sleep.” Jason popped two kernels into his mouth.
“But we can make money without recruiting other distributors, right?” I recalled the Ponzi scheme explanation from Phil.
“Yes, of course. AmericPlan has the best products. Just like this popcorn.”
“If I recruit others, I make a few measly percent. I don’t understand how we get to the million dollars a year. I will study the complete commission plan tonight to get this straight in my head.”
Jason stood and said, “Everybody follow me outside. Jim, grab your chauffeur’s hat.” We walked outside to a pole barn. Jim opened the door to show a white Lincoln limousine with gold trim.
“Everybody, get in,” Jason said. Jim crawled into the driver’s seat with his little monkey hat. Success must bring privileges. I couldn’t wait. We crawled into the back. The leathers seats were smooth and smelled of leather creme. Jim drove the limousine as we talked in the back.
“Tim, have you ever been to Fiji?” Jason asked.
“No, Sir. I haven’t been able to squeeze that into my schedule.” I smiled. Jason chuckled.
“The water is clear blue. When I was there, I held frozen peas, snorkeled, and watched fish of many colors come to take them from my hand. There’s nothing like that experience.”
“Yes, that sounds like a dream. I’m sure my wife and son would love that.”
“Time with your family is precious. This business will give you all the time you want. Last summer, I took my family on a helicopter tour in Hawaii. The pilot flew us over volcanoes with flowing lava, mountains, and close enough to waterfalls that the spray wet our face.” Jason told stories of many adventures made possible because of his AmericPlan business.
“We’re here,” Jim announced through the chauffeur’s window. Jim stopped the limousine in the driveway of an elegant house.
“This is my home, everyone. Come on in,” Jason said. Jim scurried to open our door. I felt embarrassed for Jim. We followed Jason into his house. A spacious entryway boasted a helical stairway rising to Heaven. The kitchen had gourmet restaurant quality ovens, stoves, and refrigerators. The smell of baked bread greeted us. Glass doors sealed a room filled with racks of wine. Behind a stone topped island counter stood a woman dressed in a flower print dress. She smiled, accenting her sealed hair, expertly applied makeup, and fresh clothing. Classical music surrounded us.
“Everyone, this is my beautiful wife, Janet,” Jason said. He raised his hand toward her with a palm up as if introducing a monument.
“It’s wonderful to meet you,” Janet said. We greeted her in kind.
“I want to show you our pool room.” Jason waved us to follow. We entered a room with green Astroturf surrounding an Olympic sized pool. They had built the exterior wall with cedar framed windows. “Watch this.” Jason walked to a control box on the wall. We looked up as we heard the ceiling retracting to reveal the sky. The bright sun warmed our faces.
“Now that's what I want.” Don said, wagging his tail so hard it was flipping his face.
“Okay, Mr. Keaton,” I said, “I’m going to take your word that I can get to one-million a year. But I’m still going to study the compensation chart. So, what do we do now?”
“You need to buy the kit for thirty-five dollars, and then you need to get signed up for the monthly cassette tape orders for training and motivation.”
We drove back to the office and walked inside. Don snatched the form and wrote as fast as a cheetah. He had his first recruit, me. I filled out the form and bought the kit. Jim gave me another form to fill out for my monthly order of cassette tapes. There were five of them for four dollars each. 
“Wait a minute,” I said, “we have to pay twenty dollars per month for cassette tapes?”
“If you’re devoted to the business, you’ll listen to these cassettes until you wear them out. Listen to them while you drive, on your lunch break, even on bathroom breaks. Every spare minute you have. They will motivate you and train you to build your business. It is imperative that you train your mind to succeed. Keep out the stinking thinking.”
Hmm, I thought to myself, another cult element. Constant bombardment of information. I’ll ask Don to stop at a Mini-Mart on the way back. I need to buy pink bunny alkaline batteries for my cult-alert alarm.
“I’ll take your word for now.” I ordered a set of tapes.
On the drive home, Don chattered like an excited squirrel that AmericPlan would make us rich. Honestly, I couldn’t see it, but Jason’s money had to come from somewhere. I’d study their plan. I’d study Jason. I’d figure out the truth of where his money came from. Don dropped me off at my house.
“Candy, I’m home.”
“Did you meet the millionaire?”
“Yes. Yes, I did.”
“Tell me about him.”
“Well, he’s rich.”
“Oh, ha-ha. You’re so funny.” Candy glared at me.
“Sorry. He has a mansion. We rode in his limousine from his office to see it.”
“What do you mean by ‘mansion’?” Candy picked up a child that was pulling on her skirt.
“It has a grand entrance, gourmet kitchen, wine cellar, and an indoor Olympic swimming pool with a retractable roof.” I sat down on the couch. Colin pounced, and I crossed my legs to protect myself.
“Wow. So, what happened?”
“I agreed to go into business with him. They are in AmericPlan.” Colin grabbed my glasses from my face.
“AmericPlan? Isn’t that a scam?”
“I don’t think so. I don’t know. I’ll find out. Anyway, I have to go to work.” I set Colin down, stood and walked over and leaned in to kiss Candy.
“Tim, we have kids here.” She pushed me away.
“Ok, Candy. I’ll be home after work.” I left and went to my evening shift at Harley’s telemarketing room.
The next morning, I woke up to Candy throwing up in the bathroom again. I walked in to check on her.
“Candy, did you drink too much again?”
“No, I didn’t drink. The girls didn’t come over.”
“Candy, could this be morning sickness?”
“I’m not pregnant, if that’s what you’re saying.”
“It’d be a miracle if you were. An immaculate pregnancy. Unless you’re still fucking Paul. Candy, can we please talk about going to a marriage counselor? I want to fix things with us. I’m miserable.”
“There’s nothing wrong with us. We don’t need to go to a marriage counselor. And I’m not fucking Paul.”
“There is something wrong. There’s no intimacy between us. We never hold hands, kiss, or hug and we certainly never have sex. We don’t talk, we’re not friends, there’s a lot wrong. I’d like to fix it. I want our marriage to be happy.”
“I don’t feel like talking about this right now.”
“You never do. I’m frustrated. I can’t wait anymore. We need a change.”
“There’s nothing wrong with us.”
“Ok Then, if there’s nothing wrong, let’s have a date tonight. After work, I’ll light candles in the dining room, prepare dinner, and we’ll listen to music. Then we’ll go to bed and make love.”
Candy stared at me for a full minute.
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“Okay, fine,” she said.
“Really?” The shock jump-started my heart.
“I said okay.” She pivoted and walked toward the living room. I followed, pressing my hand on my heart to keep it in my chest. I could smell her perfume on the trail behind her.
I helped make breakfast for the kids and then went downstairs to start telemarketing AmericPlan products. Fred and the robot babies were quiet. I’d make these calls myself.
Each call made me smile bigger. I got $700 worth of merchandise orders, a $208 profit for me. It was easy to sell AmericPlan products because everybody in the world knew them. The Amazonian snail under the rock, however, was a no-sale. Maybe his tiny billfold was empty. I did a touchdown dance after my last sale. Now I could earn income when I wasn’t in Harley’s telemarketing room. On top of that, I had a date night with Candy. I spiked the imaginary ball.
That afternoon, I got Colin and a few rambunctious boys outside to kick a ball. At four-thirty, it was time to leave for work.
“Goodbye Candy, I’ll see you tonight, okay?”
“Yes, see you tonight.”
“I love you, Candy.”
“I love you too, Tim.”
I began the drive to Arvada. At a red light, I sat and imagined being with Candy that night. Cars behind me honked, bringing me back to the present. The light had turned green, and I hadn’t noticed.
“Hi Harley,” I said as I entered the telemarketing room.
“What’s that big goofy grin on your face about?” Harley asked.
“Oh, I’m having a good day. A really, really good day. Just like when Richard Dreyfuss got the girl in ‘Tin Men.’”
“I don’t get it.” Harley raised one eyebrow.
“Did you ever see the movie?”
“No.”
“Oh my God, you should.”
“Ok.”
“I’m going to work. Talk to you later, Harley.”
I sat next to Brett. He had a fresh shirt. Well, it was fresh at some point in human history. This one had experienced an Italian banquet explosion. There was even a dried piece of spaghetti on it.
“What’s that stupid grin on your face?” Brett asked.
“I’m having a good day.”
Brett snorted, “When do you not? You're the golden boy.”
“Brett, believe me, I have hard days.”
When our shift was over, I drove home, just a bit over the speed limit. I saw Ginger’s car and another by the curb.
“Hi handsome,” Ginger said as I walked in the door.
“Oh, hi Ginger. Thanks for the compliment. I wasn’t expecting to see you tonight.”
“Yes, Audrey is here too. We’re out on the patio. Want to come out with us?” I followed her to the porch. The smell of fresh cut grass filled the air. 
“Hi Candy, I’m home. I was going to fix dinner for you, remember?”
“Oh, what are we having?” Audrey asked.
“Well, I was planning a private, romantic, candlelight dinner for Candy and I.”
“Ooooooooh,” Audrey and Ginger teased. 
“Tim, it’s okay if they stay for dinner, right?” Candy asked. 
“I guess that’d be okay, but you’re sitting next to me, Candy.” The girls giggled. I went to the kitchen. Colin was ready to eat, I made his meal. Then, I prepared the adult’s dinner. Damn it, I’m still going to light candles. I turned the lights low, lit candles, and set the food on the table.
“OK everybody, come on, dinner’s ready.”
“This looks romantic,” Audrey said.
“I wish a man would give me a romantic dinner,” Ginger said. She winked at me. I didn’t know how to respond, so I smiled.
“Candy, sit here, next to me. Would you all like some wine?”
“You mean more wine? Sure,” Candy said.
Red wine sat uncorked on the table. I poured it into each of the ladies’ glasses and then sat next to Candy. I reached under the table to take Candy’s hand. She let me hold it for a minute, but then pulled away.
After we finished eating, Audrey and Ginger went back to the porch. Candy helped me wash the dishes.
“Candy, are you going to ask the girls to go home?”
“Why would I do that?”
“You said we could have a romantic dinner tonight and then we’d make love.”
“We can do that after they leave.”
“But I was hoping to talk and enjoy private time together.”
“Well, sit with me on the porch. You can talk with me out there.”
“Can I hold your hand?”
“Okay.”
“May I give you a kiss?”
Candy laid the dish in the sink. She turned to me and put her arms around my waist. I leaned in to give her a slow kiss. It had been forever since we touched. Immediately my body was ready for more action, my pants tightening, but I wanted a long, romantic evening before we got in bed.
“Okay, Tim, follow me to the porch. Girls, Tim is all mine tonight.” Candy scooted a chair next to hers for me.
As we sat, the ladies chatted. Candy let me hold her hand. I’d ask Candy a question to start a conversation. She’d give a quick response and then turn her attention to the girls. I’d been watching the time and soon it was midnight.
“Candy, I’m going to bed. Are you coming?” I asked.
“Yes, go on, I’ll be there.”
The night was not as I had hoped. But Candy was coming to bed, and I was excited. I took a shower, brushed, and flossed my teeth, put on a dab of cologne, and crawled in bed. I waited thirty minutes, then fell asleep.
When I woke in the morning, Candy was in the bathroom, throwing up.
“Candy, are you okay? Did you have too much to drink again?”
“I don’t think so. I’m okay.”
“What time did you come to bed?”
“I don’t know.”
“At two AM I woke up, and you weren’t here.”
“When I came to bed, you were asleep, so I didn’t bother you.”
“You promised a private romantic dinner and then we’d make love.”
“I didn’t expect the girls to be here.”
“How about this Friday we try again? Tell the girls not to come over? Okay?”
“Okay.”
 “I enjoyed sitting with you last night, holding your hand, and kissing you. Thank you for that.”
“You’re welcome.”
“I love you, Candy.”
“I love you too, Tim. But I don’t feel good.”
“All right, I’ll get breakfast ready for the kids.” After I fed the kids, Candy came to help.
“Thank you for helping me, Tim.” Candy touched my shoulder. I smiled at her.
“You’re welcome. I hope something isn’t wrong with you. We should get you to a doctor.”
“I’ll be fine.”
“I want you to be healthy.”
“I know.”
“Candy, I want us to be in love and be best friends. I want to have conversations and laugh about things together.”
“I know you do, Tim.” Candy pulled out a Tupperware box and sat on the floor. The kids jumped to her. They knew this was learning time, which Candy called “Fun time.” I went to the basement to sell AmericPlan.
After three days, Friday came. If I’d had no calendar, I’d have sworn it was a century, not three days. I told Harley I’d leave at seven instead of nine. He was fine with that. I wanted extra time with Candy for date night. After work, I drove home. The kitchen was a mess. I walked to our bedroom; Candy was lying on the bed with Colin.
“Candy, I’m home early. Are you okay?”
“Yes, I need a nap.”
“That’s fine. I’m going to clean up the kitchen and get dinner ready for us. I’ll be ready in an hour, so have a rest.”
“Okay, thank you, Tim.”
I went back to the mess in the kitchen and started cleaning. The kids must’ve invented a new food throwing game. I put the dishes into the dishwasher and wiped the counters. I opened the door under the sink and pulled the plastic trash bag from the bin. In the bag I saw a plastic stick with a blue line. I picked it up. It was a pregnancy test. The blue line showed a pregnancy. My heart bumped against my chest. I walked in the hallway toward the bedroom, my ears buzzing from the blood rushing through them.
“Candy, I found a pregnancy test in the kitchen waste. Is it yours?”
“No, it’s not mine.”
“Well, who would throw a pregnancy test in the kitchen trash? It was right on top.”
“One mother took the test when she picked up her child.”
“That makes no sense. Why would she put it in the kitchen trash? Why would she do it here?” I walked into the bathroom and opened the cupboard doors. I found a box of pregnancy tests.
“Candy, there’s an entire box in here. They must be yours.” Candy said nothing. I walked back to the bedroom.
“Candy,” I held up the box, “these are yours, correct?” She hid her eyes with her hands and cried.
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“Candy, are you pregnant?”
“Candy nodded, keeping her eyes covered.”
“Candy, who’s the father?”
“You are, of course,” Candy said.
“Candy, that’s impossible. You've not even kissed me since you got pregnant with Colin until last night. And we most certainly have not had sex. There’s no way I’m the father. Is it Paul?”
“No-no-no-no,” Candy said.
“This is so wrong, Candy, you’re married to me. I’ve been very patient. You said you’re having depression and no desire for sex. Yet you’re having sex with somebody else.”
I clenched my fists and my teeth. I wanted to scream, but I didn’t want to scare Colin. I picked up Colin and took him to his bedroom. I came back to the master bedroom.
“Candy, be honest with me. Who’s the father?”
“You are!”
“You’re trying to gaslight me. I think you’re a slut and you’re fucking other people. This just breaks my heart.”
“Don’t call me a slut. My mom called me that.”
“You know, I figured out that you tricked me after you deserted me to go to the farm. I took you back because you claimed to be pregnant. But you weren’t.”
“I was pregnant.”
“No, you weren’t. It makes sense now. I argued with the doctor through your entire pregnancy that I knew exactly the time you conceived. There’s only one day we had sex. I assumed you were pregnant from that day. The doctor kept saying the baby was a month and a half younger. You would’ve carried the baby ten and a half months if it was true.
“When you came back home, you were very affectionate, you told me you loved me, you touched me, you made love to me every day. You were just trying to get pregnant. You didn’t get pregnant till after you came back. You lied to me. After you got pregnant, you never touched me again. And now, you’re lying about who the father is.”
“I’m not lying!”
“Yes, you are. I can’t live like this. You have broken my heart beyond repair.” I felt panic clutching my throat. It was winning. I was slipping beyond my control toward depression. I reached into the closet and pulled out my Winchester.
“What are you doing with that gun?” Candy asked. Her eyes were enormous as she backed away from me.
I grabbed shells from the closet shelf. I looked at Candy. “You’ll never see me again.” I turned and walked through the hallway.
“Tim, come back. What are you going to do?” Candy followed me to the door.
I ignored her and crawled into my Cutlass Salon. I set the gun and shells on the floor and covered it with a blanket. Candy had stepped into the driveway. Rain was drenching her hair and clothing as she stared at me.
“Tim, please wait,” Candy said. I stared at her. I opened my door.
“Candy, you’ll never love me. I don’t want to live without love.”
“Tim, please don’t do this,” Candy sobbed.
I slammed the door, pressed the accelerator, sped backwards out of the driveway, put it in forward and drove toward the highway. 
That was too much for me. I was going to kill myself. I’d find a lonely country spot and kill myself. I drove toward the mountains. The sky cried, making roads bright and slick in the last light of day. The road lines were barely visible in the rain. Tears made visibility worse. I wiped them away, but they kept coming back. How had my life gone so wrong? 
I thought back to the business I worked so hard to build in Sheridan. Three and a half years of hard work lost in one day.
I pulled into a Denny’s parking lot. I sat, letting the car run, trying to get control of my mind. I turned off the wipers, watching the waterfall of rain over the windshield. Everyone always told me to snap out of it when I got depressed. I couldn’t. The depression took control of me. I pressed my forehead on the steering wheel, trying to push the pain out of my head. I was falling into a dark pit with no bottom. Without solid ground under my feet I screamed, falling, falling, falling.
Memories as real as sound came to me as my mother screamed, “I hate you! I hate you! Why were you ever born?” Indeed, I wondered, why was I born? Why would a God give me life but provide a brain that plunges deep into depression beyond my control? God must want me dead. God must not want me to snap out of it. He gave me a mother that drilled death into my head every day. I should be dead.
“Tim, if it gets to be too much to handle, I will ride my motorcycle to the mountains, kill myself with a gun, and let the wolves eat me,” D’Lynn had said years earlier. I agreed. It was a good idea. But only if we couldn’t bear the pain anymore. D’Lynn was the only person I ever met that understood our brain was a plaything for evil. An evil that got pleasure from watching our hopeless pain.
I tried to be logical. Logic did not appear. There must be a reason to live. Depression buried any rational thought. There must be a reason. My mind refused to comprehend any.
I inhaled hard and held my breath. Pain was invading my brain. A worm boring into its core. It grew until I could think of nothing else. I searched but found not one grain of hope. Blackness was spreading through my chest and head. All was nothing except an excruciating pain that I wanted out of my brain by any means necessary. I had to finish this. I drove back onto the highway.
I gripped the wheel tightly with both hands, trying to keep between the lines on the road. As the sky got darker, it was getting harder to find the lines. I had to get to the mountains. Finally, the roads heaved, and I pressed my car into the foothills that burst into the mountain.
I drove to a clearing by the road for tourists to observe the view 1,000 feet above Denver. The gravel popped in my tires as I came to a stop among trees. I wanted my car hidden from the road. It was cold, rainy, and dark. Tourists wouldn’t stop here tonight. I pulled my gun out from under the blanket and loaded one bullet. I crawled out and sat on the hood. The cloudy sky added a gloomy backdrop to the city scene.
I had flown here a few times with Sheena. We’d stand and look at the city and talk. Tonight, I was alone. I wanted to gouge this pain out of my brain. Make it go away. There was nothing Sheena could do to help me. My brain was too far in the abyss to save.
I looked at the downtown Denver skyscrapers, tall candles burning in the night. This was my last view. For ten minutes, I watched the glow. I decided it was time. I cocked my gun and stuck the muzzle end into my mouth, resting the stock on the hood.
I closed my eyes and felt the cool rain on my face and hands. It was time. It was the end. I’d be free of that pain. I pressed my thumb on the trigger. Come on, sweet death. Come to me.
The butt of a hand pushed my forehead back as the gun discharged. Someone else grabbed the gun from my hands. The third person slammed their hands against my chest, knocking me off the hood.
“What the hell? Who’s there?” Sheena and the two men in Sunday suits stood nearby, looking at me sprawled on the ground.
“Why did you do that? I want to die. Where the fuck have you guys been? I’ve been failing at everything I try. Candy doesn’t love me. I’m alone. Why didn’t you help me?”
The rain drenched my face, mixing with tears. I stood and walked toward my ghosts, my shoes sucking mud. The ghosts appeared to be dry which reminded me of when I was four and trapped in a thunderstorm in my tree. They were there with me yet were dry. That was when I first realized they were ghosts.
“The only thing you do is stop me from killing myself? Goddamnit. Fuck all of you, I’m so sick of you. You’re not doing a damn thing for me. I never invited you into my life. You forced yourself on me. I don’t want you, go away!”
 I reached for my gun and then felt hands on my shoulders and head. Everything went black.
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When I woke, the morning sun was peeking over the horizon. Rain drizzled over my eyes. My head was resting in mud and the water had saturated my clothing through to my underwear. Shivers vibrated my body like a morning alarm clock. I must’ve been asleep for hours.
I needed to get warm. I snatched my gun, crawled into the car, and started the engine. The engine temperature needle pointed to cold. I watched, waiting for it to bounce. My wet shoes squished, and I pulled them off. I peeled my socks off my feet, dripping water onto the floor. I squeezed myself with my arms, holding my legs together to capture body heat.
Finally, the temperature gauge moved, and I turned on the heater fans. I reclined the velour seat and placed my feet near the heat vents.
In the morning light, life appeared better. Maybe I wanted to live. Depression does that to me. When I am seized by its menace, it locks rational thought into a dark corner. The ghosts may have lifted the curse when I blacked out. Perhaps it was from sleeping in the mud and rain. Whichever it was, I could remember reasons to live.
I had a healthy son that I loved with all my heart. If I died, I’d leave Colin fatherless. I wanted him to have a father and mother to raise him.
Candy was pregnant with someone else’s baby. But I could love and raise the child as my own. If I kept asking, perhaps Candy would go to marriage counseling. Perhaps we could create a good relationship.
AmericPlan was a positive thing. Income I earned selling AmericPlan products with telemarketing was profitable, and no one could fire me. I could work and earn as I pleased.
The job with Harley was lucrative. He was a kind and fair boss, a rare thing in Denver. He provided encouragement and pats on my back that put a spark in my soul.
We had a good income from Candy’s home daycare. Candy was happy as it kept her busy.
Candy found three good friends. That was a blessing, as I had worried she would be lonely. Even though they may visit too often, in my opinion, it was good for Candy.
I had met and made a new best friend with Phil Vegas, someone who understood me. We were both a rare type of personality shared by less than one out of 100,000 people. The odds that we would meet were beyond chance, I’m sure my ghosts nudged the events to bring it to fruition. Among all my failures, there were positive things in my life.
Regret pulsed in my chest because of the words I fired at my ghosts the previous night. They saved my life many times. In my current mind, I was thankful to them. I remembered when my truck crashed over the bridge on the way to Devils Tower. No one should have survived that, especially wearing no seatbelts, but my ghosts surrounded and sheltered me. I survived with only a slight scratch.
When dad crashed our car head on at forty miles-per-hour into a five-foot-wide oak tree, neither of us had seatbelts and neither of us should have survived. My ghosts again appeared and surrounded Dad and me in the car. We survived with no injury. No scratches. No headaches. My ghosts had wrapped us in complete protection.
There was the time I missed being crushed by a one-ton concrete septic tank by mere seconds. My ghosts taught me how to use chi in high school to protect myself against bullies. They later taught me to create a chi tornado for protection against truly violent criminals, and later, to protect Candy from her father.
They have always been my friends.
“I’m so sorry, ghosts,” I said, as tears filled my eyes. “I apologize for my cruel words.”
The sun was above the horizon now, shining on Denver, drowning in its big bowl of smog soup. A low, rolling fog had moved in, leaving the skyscrapers to peek out above it. I enjoyed this view the times I flew here with Sheena.
After absorbing the heat for an hour, I felt better. I couldn’t stay here forever; I needed to go home and clean up the turmoil I created with Candy. I put my shoes on and drove down the mountain toward home. 
I arrived home at seven AM, tired and wet. Regret filled my mind because of my actions the night before. I was still hurt and angry about Paul, but Candy deserved apologies from me. She was sleeping on top of the covers in our bedroom. She had changed out of her wet clothing and was cuddling Colin.
“Candy?” I stroked her cheek and gently squeezed her shoulder to wake her.
“Tim?” Candy woke and cried. “Oh my God, I thought you’d left forever.”
“Candy, I was selfish. It was wrong of me to scare you. Were you really worried you’d never see me again?”
“Yes. I was.”
“I’m confused, Candy. It feels like you don’t love me because you never show me affection. Sometimes you ignore me. But you give passion to other men. I considered divorcing you, but I didn’t want to break up our family. I want Colin to have both parents.”
“Tim, I swear, I’m not giving affection to other men.”
“What about Paul?”
“That was just sex. I wanted to know how he felt. Nothing more.”
“Candy, it was an intimacy that you never give me.”
“I’m sorry. I’ll try to give you more attention.”
“I want date nights, even if they’re at home. Private time to talk to you. I want to hold hands, kiss, and hug. And of course, I’d love to make love with you. I don’t want you to be intimate with anyone else. But I don’t know if I can ever forgive you. I’m conflicted.”
“I will try, Tim.”
“Candy, I can’t get over this pain of what you did with Paul without help. Do you think you’d go to marriage counseling with me?”
“Maybe. There’s a church here that has marriage counselors. I saw it on TV.”
“I’d rather we go to a secular counselor.”
“Well, I think I’d feel more comfortable going to this one. They seem to be friendly people.”
“I’m sure they do. The idea of any church makes me queasy. But if that’s my only choice, I’ll do it. What’s the name of it?”
“Saving Grace Church on Colorado Blvd.”
“Oh my God, I’ve seen advertisements from them. They call themselves non-denominational, so they are Pentecostal or adjacent to it, like the religion we were in. That environment freaks me out. I’m afraid it will overwhelm me with bad memories.”
“We could only go to counseling. We don’t have to attend to their services.”
“OK, if that’s what it takes, I’ll do it. Work starts at nine, and I need a hot shower first. But I’ll be back at twelve-thirty. Would you like me to take you to lunch with Colin at the mall?”
“That sounds nice.”
I left for work and arrived ten minutes early. Harley had placed a stack of taps on my spot.
“Taps today? I thought we did cold calls on Saturdays?” I asked.
“We have a lot to call in a short time, so we’re calling them on Saturdays.”
“Why do we have such a short time? I thought you only called them once a year.”
“Quit whining, it’s a tap party,” Brett said. He plopped into his chair, his hairy belly poking out the bottom of his Jackson Pollock shirt.
“We have plans to move to Pittsburgh to open an office,” Harley said.
“Who’s running this place after you leave?”
“The Sullivans will still be in charge.”
“They’re okay to work for,” Stan said. He was holding his mug of steaming coffee with a donut balanced on top while carrying a long-John in the other. The sweet smell of pastries mixed with the coffee.
“My brother and I want our own business. I’ll talk to you more about it later. Time to hit the phones,” Paul said.
“We’re calling the taps that have not answered the phone during the week. It’s going to be an epic sales day,” Stan said. Stan walked to his corner desk, and I relaxed at the table next to Brett. Phones clicked and then the buzz of telemarketers talking to prospects filled the room.
I was in the zone, listening to my prospects, blocking out the world around me, when a hideous sound pierced my consciousness. I had just completed my fifth sale and hung up the phone. A man stood in front of Harley’s desk. He was dark-haired, tall and from the muscles on his neck I could tell that he was military trained. He scowled like a bulldog, his finger right at Harley’s nose.
“When I tell you I want something done, I want it done. Never question me. If you ever again question me, I’ll take you out back and kick your ass, you motherfucker,” the bully said.
The sunlight showed spit spraying out of his mouth as he cussed poor Harley out. Everyone hung up their phones. Some were watching the show. Some leaned back to puff on their cigarettes, as if this were a common occurrence. After five minutes of berating Harley, he picked up Harley’s coffee mug and threw it against the wall, shattering it, the coffee staining and dripping down the wall. He then roared out the back door.
“Holy Hell, Harley, who was that?”
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“That was my brother,” Harley said. He watched his sibling stomp away toward his Bronco in the alley.
“Your brother talks to you like that?”
“That’s how he is. He’s my boss, so I have to listen to him.”
“You don’t have to listen to that. If I were you, I’d walk out of this place. I’d never work for that monster.” I recalled the day I walked out of Ron Quarter’s office after he screwed me. This was a straightforward decision for Paul. If I were him, I’d walk out immediately.
“It’s not as simple as that. Okay, everybody back to work.”
From the muffled buzz, I could tell the bully had crushed our sales motivation. A screaming boss is not how you inspire salespeople. Harley stepped to the doorway and lit a cigarette. With his back to us, he spread his feet and gazed at the sky. He inhaled, then let out a thin stream of smoke, shaking his head. After three minutes, he dropped the butt on the ground and extinguished it with his toe. He turned, examined the room, sighed, then reclaimed his smile.
He wandered around the room, patting the men’s shoulders. “Good job, keep it up,” he said. The room’s buzz increased in volume. Harley was a positive force. It had to be hard for him to cope with such a negative factor as his brother.
After I concluded my shift, I went home to get Candy and Colin. We had lunch at the mall and then cruised through the shops. Candy held my hand. Maybe things were getting better.
“Tim, I need prenatal care.” Candy pulled a dress from a rack, then held it up to inspect it.
“Okay, Candy, we don’t have insurance, but I’ll see what we can do. There’s a hospital here that has payment plans for uninsured patients.”
“Thank you, Tim. I’ll need maternity clothes.” She hung the dress back on the rack and shuffled through others.
“Yes, of course, I’ll let you go shopping by yourself and keep Colin at home.” Colin and I both hated watching Candy try on clothing. Candy loved it, and she’d enjoy it more if she were alone. 
Monday morning, I made calls for my AmericPlan business and got several orders. This was practically the perfect job, even better if I didn’t need to make deliveries. Harley had drivers deliver our light bulb sales. I pondered hiring a driver to deliver the AmericPlan products I sold. I could become even more efficient if I had a palette of products delivered to my home. I was developing an excellent base of customers that I could contact every six months. Soon, I’d boast an enormous monthly income.
I took a break and walked upstairs. I picked up Colin and tossed him over my shoulder. He laughed and slapped my back.
“Candy, I need to drive to Ft. Collins to pick up products. I’ll be back in a couple of hours. May I pick up anything for you?”
“If you got cranberry and orange juice, we could spend time together on the porch tonight. I asked Ginger and Audrey not to visit tonight.” Candy stepped out from the kitchen to look at me, wiping her hands on her apron.
“That’s really cool, thank you very much. I’ll do that. How about snacks?”
“That’d be nice.” I smiled at Candy, gave Colin a hug, and left.
I arrived at Jason’s AmericPlan office in Ft. Collins. The cassette tape copy machines were whirring at full blast. I bet Fred and my robot babies would find them sexy. Maybe I could throw a mixer party for them. They could drink cocktails made from the denatured alcohol I used to clean their tape heads. I could record pickup lines for them to play on their little cassette tapes. I took a peek into the room.
“Wow, you ladies keep busy. How much time do you spend copying tapes?”
“It’s our full-time job, forty hours per week,” the lady with the long gray ponytail said.
I wandered to a stack of boxes against the wall. The tops were open, and I could see they contained blank cassette tapes. The plastic smell was exciting. Printed on the side of the boxes were “Wilshire Recording Supplies, San Bernardino, California.” I made a mental note just in case I wanted to record tapes for a project.
“Well, you ladies have a good day. I need to pick up products. Who’s here today for that?”
“Jason is in the garage. You can check with him.”
“All right, thank you very much.” I found Jason and Janet stacking products. Someone had extended the garage thirty feet and added a bay door. There were four skids of products stacked five feet high, wrapped in shipping plastic. The air was filled with the odor of soap, plastic, and cardboard.
“Hello Mr. Keaton, I sold more products.”
“Well, hello Tim, is it?”
“Yes, sir.”
“All right, grab an order form from the gray metal shelf. It’s by the front door. We’ll get it filled for you.”
“Thank you, sir.” I returned to the main room, snatched a form, and sat at a desk. Driving an hour to Ft. Collins to get products was not economical. I bet I could discover a better way. Janet came from the warehouse and walked up to me.
‘Hello, I’m Janet, I’m Jason’s wife. I fill most of the orders. Are you ready for me?’
“Yes, ma’am. I met you at your house earlier. Jason took us over to see your magnificent home.”
“It’s nice to see you again. Thank you. Wait here. Jim will be here shortly. He’ll want to talk to you.”
“I have to leave soon. It’s an hour's drive home and I have to work at five.”
“It’s important that you talk to Jim. I’m confident he’ll be here soon.”
I poured coffee and waited on the couch. Being forced to wait was crazy. I needed to go home. I walked back to the recording room. The clicking and buzzing of the machines inspired me. I sipped as I observed one lady snapping tapes out of the machines, then replacing them in the recorders with blanks. The other lady was standing at a wooden production table, inserting the tapes into cases and attaching labels. They said they did this forty hours a week. Jason must have tons of distributors.
After thirty minutes, Janet brought my supplies out with a receipt to sign. I wrote her a check.
“Thank you, Janet, I need to get going. Jim hasn’t arrived.” 
“I’m sure he’ll be here. You need to wait for him.”
“I can wait another twenty minutes and then I’ll leave.”
“That’s not how things work here. You need to talk to Jim before you leave.” Blood boiled behind my eyeballs. Except for rare occasions, I had lived my life working for myself or as a straight commission sales agent. For a brief time, I worked at ServiceMaster with an employer who couldn’t see ten minutes into his business future. I agreed to sell AmericPlan to avoid idiots like that.
“Twenty minutes and then I leave,” I said. Janet glared at me, spun, and returned to the garage. Even in her work clothes, she was prim and proper. Not one hair straying from its intended form surrounding her mannequin facial makeup. The movie “Stepford Wives” came to mind. As she walked away, I noticed her sexual allure. I was curious if she let Jason mess up that package. I shivered.
After twenty minutes, I picked up my boxes and left. I drove home, helped Candy with lunch, then I went to work. After work, I returned home with cranberry juice, orange juice, and snacks for Candy and Colin.
“Tim, a guy named Jim left a message for you on the machine. I don’t think he’s one of your psychic fans,” Candy said, as I carried the grocery sack into the door. I walked over to the machine to play messages. I scanned and fast forwarded through thirty messages, all wanting my psychic help. Why did people insist on calling me psychic? Finally, I reached Jim’s message.
“Tim, this is Jim Hargrove. Please call me at 303-555-1298. I’ll be up till midnight.”
“Candy, that’s Jim from AmericPlan, I’ll be with you soon. I’m going to call him so I don’t have to worry about what he wants.” I sat the groceries on the counter and placed the juice in the fridge. Colin was pulling on my belt to get to the oatmeal cookies I had laid out. I picked him up and gave him one. As he balanced on my hip, I dialed Jim’s number.
“Hello Jim? This is Tim Drobnick.”
“Oh yes, Tim, thank you for calling. I need to meet with you and your wife in your home.” 
“We’re busy. Why do you need to meet my wife? And why in my home?”
“It’s about your future with our business. I have exciting information for you.”
“Well, would it be okay if only I met you during the day? Candy has a home daycare until five and I work an evening shift.”
“How about Saturday night? Do you work then?”
“No, but that’s our family time.”
“This will yield more family time. You’ll want to see this.”
“All right, hold on.” I walked out to the porch. Candy was sipping on orange juice.
“Candy, Jim from AmericPlan wants to come to our house to visit you and me on Saturday night.”
“That’s okay with me. I have friends over, you should too.”
I picked up the phone, “Jim, it’s okay with us.” Colin slid from my arm and rushed out to Candy. He saw she had snacks.
“Good, Tim, have your wife prepare coffee and refreshments for eight people.”
“Eight people? Who else is coming?”
“I’m bringing four people that want to see this opportunity.”
“That seems, uh—okay, I guess that’s all right. What time are you coming?”
“We’ll be there at seven PM sharp. Oh, and Tim, you and your wife need to dress for business.”
“What the—why? It’s Saturday night. We relax on Saturdays.”
“This is important. It’ll be worth the trouble.”
“Okay.” It felt like I had a boss again. Janet was pushy and now, Jim. I’d be tolerant for a while, but not long. I poured orange juice and blended it with vodka.
“Candy, there’s going to be eight of us. We’re expected to have snacks ready Saturday night at seven. I’ll get it from the Deli. You’re busy enough without having to prepare food for strangers.”
“Oh, I don’t mind. Parties are fun.”
“I suspect this is not a party.” I sat next to Candy and took her hand. Colin jumped onto my lap.
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The next Saturday evening, at seven, Jim arrived at our house.
“Hello Tim,” Jim said as I opened the door. He wore a pinstriped turd suit. I wondered who was making his wardrobe decisions.
“Hi Jim, come on in,” I said. Five people trailed after Jim into the living room as I held the door.
“Tim, this fine lady is my wife, Bella,” Jim placed his hand on Bella’s back.
“Hello Bella, nice to meet you. This is my wife, Candy, and our son, Colin.”
“Nice to meet you,” Bella shook my hand, and made a slight bow to Candy. She sported a white linen blouse and knee-length blue wool skirt.
“And these are our friends, Ed and his wife Eileen, and Wayne and his wife Billie,” Jim said.
“Welcome to our home, please everyone, have a seat. Candy has prepared refreshments and coffee.”
“We’ll wait until after the presentation for that,” Jim said. Candy’s smile faded. She had danced around like a magical fairy in a forest preparing refreshments before the guests' arrival. She planned to serve the snacks at half past seven. Strike one for the turd patrol. Jim pulled me over to the side.
“Tim, I didn’t know you had children. This meeting is for adults only.” Jim talked in a hushed voice.
“So, are you showing porn?”
“No, no, no, no, no. This is business, and I don’t want children interrupting the meeting.”
“I mentioned my son to you over the telephone. Would you like me to lock him in the closet? Or maybe a dresser drawer? I’m working on a cage in the basement, but it’s not finished yet.”
Jim looked up as if he was pondering the notion. “No, it’s okay this time.”
“You do know I was joking, right?”
“Yes, yes, of course. Next time get a babysitter for our meetings.”
“What meetings? There’s going to be more?”
“Yes, we’ll explain during the presentation.”
Jim walked away and wrestled with the aluminum tripod. Ed balanced the whiteboard on it and added three markers to the shelf. The rest of us sat to look at Jim.
“Tonight, I’ll tell you about a new system that our Diamond, Jason Keaton, invented on a plane ride from Maui.” Jim’s grin was massive. He rocked back and forth from his toes to his heels. “This system is simple. If you follow it, you’ll be a Diamond within two years.” Jim snapped the marker cap off and back on. From the look on his face, I expected him to orgasm. Jim Drew six circles on the board and wrote Monday through Saturday at the top of each one. I never knew the days of the week were round.
“Jason named it ‘Fast Track to Diamond.’” Jim paused and swallowed. “Jason is a marvelous man.” That seemed weird. “The reason I’ve invited you here is that I’ve pinpointed you as ambitious associates, and I want to help you make it to Diamond. To build a Diamond Distributorship, you must have six legs that each have at least one Ruby Distributorship.” Candy raised her hand.
“Yes, Candy?” Jim asked.
“What are legs?” I bet Candy was thinking of a spider.
“It means six people you have sponsored, plus the people they sponsor, and the people they sponsor, and so on.”
“Oh.” Candy said. She lifted one eyebrow.
Jim turned to draw more circles. "The heart of Fast Track to Diamond is to build six legs. You’ll identify six people with the goal of becoming Diamonds, then assign each of them one night. You’ll show the plan to the people they invite into their home. You’ll draw circles Monday through Saturday, one leg per day." Jim turned to face us, popping the marker cap on and off. Candy raised her hand.
“Let’s wait until after the demonstration to ask questions,” Jim said. Candy crossed her arms and leaned back on the couch. Strike two for the turd patrol.
Jim continued, “Once you have six legs, you will teach each of them how to invite people to their weekly meetings. When that leg recruits distributors, you will have those new distributors bring guests to the meeting. Soon you will have large meetings with each leg every week.” I lifted my hand. Jim squinted at me.
“Jim, we don’t know how to teach distributors,” I said. That wasn’t a question, it was a statement. I winked at Candy. She smiled, then rolled her eyes.
"Tim, I’ll prepare you for that. Do you recall the presentation I gave you the first time we met?”
“Yes.”
“That’s what I’ll teach you.”
“In that case, I know how to do it.”
“Ok, let’s hold the questions until after the presentation.” Jim turned back to the board. “One thing you’ll teach your distributors is to duplicate what you’re doing. Duplication is the key to success. They’ll duplicate your presentations. They’ll duplicate your meeting structure. They’ll duplicate your attitude. They’ll follow your instructions to the T. And, of course, you will duplicate me and follow my instructions to the T. Of which, I am duplicating Jason and following his instructions to the T.”
A picture of Jim in his turd suit following Jason’s butt came to mind. One thing I loved about being an entrepreneur was how it kept my mind busy. I loved to invent businesses and systems and tweak and improve them. The AmericPlan system would be perfect for robots, but it would drive me insane. Maybe I could put legs on Fred and my robot babies and have them draw monotonous circles. I wouldn’t be cruel and force them to wear turd suits.
Jim continued, “You must instruct everyone in your organization to subscribe to the monthly shipment of training tapes. Success will come if you listen to Jason’s speeches every day. Without these tapes, no one will succeed. The tapes are imperative.”
“Jim, could I record tapes myself for my distributors?” Jim sighed and looked at me over the top of his wire-framed glasses.
“No, Tim. We only listen to Jason’s tapes. If everyone started making their own tapes, we’d lose our system’s integrity. We want the same information conveyed to everyone. Duplication, remember?”
“But if you’re duplicating Jason, shouldn’t you be recording tapes?” Jim folded his arms. He glanced at the board, then returned his gaze to me.
“Tim, I don’t have the success that Jason has. Only Diamonds can record tapes for their organization. So yes, when I duplicate Jason by developing into a Diamond, then I’ll record tapes. Does anyone else have questions?” Jim asked. He snapped the marker head back on and leaned back on his heels. 
“So Jim,” I said, “I’m working five mornings per week selling AmericPlan products and making up to $700 per day. I’m happy with that. I don’t have time to do meetings six days per week.”
“Well Tim,” Jim leaned forward on his toes, “that’s admirable work. But if you duplicate yourself one-hundred times, then you can retire and have more time with family. You can take them on nice vacations, get nice clothes, and your dream house. Jason makes more than a million dollars per year. I know you have seen his home and heard about his lifestyle.”
I wondered what was wrong with our house. I liked my clothes. More vacations would be nice, however. I looked at Candy as she yawned.
“Jim, I’ve examined the commission structure. As a Diamond, I get three percent of my organization. My business would need to sell over thirty-three million dollars in product to profit one-million dollars. The entire company grossed just over a billion dollars last year, which means it was only possible for thirty Diamonds to make a million dollars last year. Yet, there are over a thousand Diamonds. The numbers make no sense.”
Jim bit his lip and looked at Bella. She mouthed something to him through her smile. He closed his eyes for a second, then looked back at me. “Tim, it is possible, and Jason is doing it. He showed you his home, his limousine, his office, and pictures of his fantastic vacations. He’s living the life of a millionaire. You just have to trust us.”
That was an obscene statement for me. You just have to trust us. My cultish church used that to brainwash me. I wouldn’t get trapped again.
“Does anybody else,” Jim hesitated, “have questions?” Jim looked away from me. Jim answered questions from the other people and then ended the meeting. 
“Tim, let me speak with you privately, please,” Jim said.
“Sure Jim, follow me to the porch.” We stepped onto the dark porch. I flipped the light on.
“Tim, your negative attitude will get you nowhere.”
“I don’t have a negative attitude.”
“Yes, you do. Jason has proven that you can make one-million dollars per year when you make Diamond. But you can’t do it and you can’t follow our ‘Fast Track to Diamond’ plan with a negative attitude.”
“I’m just being rational. I’m not being negative.”
“I tell you, Tim, the numbers are there. There are bonuses that pay out when you get to certain levels.”
“They must hide those bonuses. They’re not in the commission sheet you gave me.”
“You just don’t see everything that goes on with the business. We see it repeatedly, Diamonds making one-million dollars per year. What’s it going to hurt to try?”
“How long will it take to increase my income?”
“You should be up to $20,000 in volume within six months.”
“But according to the commission structure, I’d earn $600. That’s less than I make in one day selling products.
“Tim, this is long term. You’ll earn one-million annually within two years if you follow my instructions.”
“Jim, what’s your day job?”
“I’m a Lutheran pastor.” Batten down the hatches, I thought. Close the gates.
“Candy and I’ll talk about it.” Jim shook my hand, and we went back in to join the party. Candy had come alive again. She was serving snacks, chatting and bouncing around. Candy loved a party. After everybody left, Candy and I sat to relax on the porch.
“Oh yeah,” I said, “I need to let Colin out of the closet.”
“What?” Candy said.
“Oh, nothing, just a joke.”
“Tim, what was Jim talking to you about?”
“He wants me to do ‘Fast Track to Diamond.’ I don’t have time for that.”
“Could you really make a million dollars a year?” Candy’s eyes were wide and bright. Candy liked money as much as parties.
“I don’t know. The commission sheets they gave me don’t show that, but he keeps insisting you can. And he’s right that Jason took us on a ride in his limousine to his house. I saw pictures of vacations. He’s obviously making money. I don’t know how, and it’s not disclosed in their written plan. I’m guessing it’s a secret.”
“I’d love to have exotic vacations and a fancy house,” Candy took my hand.
“I would too. But I think I’ll have a much better chance of doing it by building a cleaning business. That’s why I’m saving money.”
“I’m worried your cleaning business won’t work. It failed in Sheridan.”
“I know Candy, but Denver differs from Sheridan. There are millions more customers here.”
“I enjoyed having people over tonight. I like Bella, Jim’s wife. Maybe you could try it?”
“I could only draw circles in the afternoons. I wouldn’t get to see you and Colin very often.”
“You’d see us after work, and we’d have Saturday and Sunday. Try it for just a while?” Candy looked at me with her gorgeous eyes. She leaned in towards me. I loved that attention from her.
“If I do this, will you promise to be faithful? No other men?”
“Yes, of course. It was only one time.”
“Okay, Candy, how about I try it for three months and see if it’s working?”
“Thank you.” She leaned over and kissed me. “Oh, I called that church today about counseling. They said we had to join the church to get counseling, but it’s free.”
“Candy, I don’t want to join the church.”
“I miss going to church, Tim. Maybe we could just check it out and if it’s not cultish we can attend? If you don’t like it, Colin and I could go without you.”
“If we’re doing something on Sunday, I want to do it together. I don’t get enough time with you and Colin.”
“There’s a Sunday service tomorrow at eleven. Could we go to that one, please?”
“Okay, Candy.” She kissed me again. My heart fluttered. So did my pants.
The next morning at eleven, Candy, Colin, and I arrived at Saving Grace Church. That place was gigantic. There had to be 2,000 parishioners. I picked a seat near the exit. I was trying to be inconspicuous.
As fast as flies find dog shit, a lady wearing a vest bearing the church’s name came to us while holding a clipboard.
“Hello, I’m Joycelyn. I want to welcome you. Is this your first time visiting us?”
“Yes, it is,” Candy said. She wiggled and had a big smile.
“Okay, what are your names, please?”
“My name is Tim, this is Candy, and this is our son Colin.”
“Okay, what’s your last name?”
“We’re just here to visit today. We're not signing up yet.”
“That’s okay if you haven’t decided yet, but I still need your last name.”
“Why do you need our last name?”
“That’s our policy.”
“Well, I’m not giving it to you.” Candy poked me in the ribs, but I ignored her.
Joycelyn left. She returned with another vested man. She stared at me as the man stepped close.
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“Hello folks, my name is Carl. We need your last names for our Sunday service church log.”
“Carl, you guys are obnoxious. We’re here to see if we want to join. We haven’t had time to decide,” I said.
“We understand that, but again, we must have your last name.”
“If I don’t give it to you, are you going to kick us out?” Candy poked my ribs again with more gusto.
“We won’t kick you out, but you can’t stay,” Carl folded his arms and leaned back.
“Isn’t that the same thing?”
“Our name is Drobnick,” Candy said. She frowned at me.
“Thank you,” Carl said. He and Joycelyn both wrote on their clipboards. “How do you spell that?” I scowled at him with no response. Candy blurted out how to spell our name.
“Okay, I need your phone number and home address,” Carl looked over his glasses at me while his hand hovered, ready to write on his board.
“I’m not giving that to you,” I said.
“It’s our policy. We must have it.”
“Will you kick us out if I don’t give it to you?”
“Again, no, but you can’t stay.” I wondered if Carl knew how ludicrous he sounded. He became a statue, holding his clipboard and staring at me.
“Our phone number is 555-7879,” Candy said.
“And your home address?”
“It’s 4, 7, 92 Berry Wine Avenue,” I said.
“Is that really it?” Carl moved six inches closer to me.
“To the best of your knowledge.” I looked at Candy and squinted. She kept quiet.
“And what is your occupation?” Carl moved another six inches towards me. My blood pressure shot up. Carl’s eyes were vacant. Students from my bible school, deprived of free thought, had that look. Triggers here were bringing flashbacks from my former life of brainwashing. When we had entered the church earlier, I felt faint and now my heart raced as Carl glared at me. He was attempting to control me. My breathing increased, and I grabbed Candy’s hand to hold on to reality. Blood drained from my face.
“He’s a salesman and I run a home day-care,” Candy said. She looked at me, her eyebrows pushed together.
“Welcome to our church, Tim and Candy,” Carl said. As they marched away, Candy touched my face.
“You’re sweating. What’s wrong?” she asked.
“I didn’t know I’d feel this way to enter a church again,” I looked at Candy, “this seems cultish to me.”
“They seem like friendly people.”
“All cult people seem like friendly people until they enslave you.”
“We’re here. Let’s listen to the service and see what it’s like, okay?” Candy relaxed me by linking her arm with mine and putting her head on my shoulder. The service started with a hard rock Christian band on stage. Everyone jumped to their feet and started clapping their hands.
“Candy, I think this is a rock concert, not a church.”
“What?” she asked. She held her hand to her ear.
“Nothing.”
Monday morning, I delivered AmericPlan products to my customers. Jim insisted afternoon presentations wouldn’t work. Harley also told me afternoons wouldn’t work, but I proved him wrong in a big way. I’d ask my customers to schedule a presentation. The first was Emilia.
“Hello, Emilia. I’m here with your product order.”
“Hola, Tim, come in.” Through the screen door, I could see Emilia washing fresh carrots with green, leafy stems. I walked into her kitchen.
“I appreciate you being my customer. I also appreciate the three friends you referred to me.”
“You’re welcome, Tim. You’re always polite and you deliver on time. I wouldn’t refer to my friends if you were unprofessional. Would you like to have lunch?” She set a platter of sliced fruits and vegetables in the center of her kitchen table.
“Thank you for the kind words, Emilia, and I’d love some of those vegetables. Did you grow these?”
“Yes, in my garden.” I looked out the window at Emilia’s crop of six-foot tall corn stalks. The scent of those dark green leaves mixed with the fresh vegetable cuttings in the kitchen. I inhaled the country air and pulled a chair from the table.
“Emilia, did you know you could earn commissions when you refer people to me?”
“Yes, I tried it once, but it wasn’t for me.”
“Did anyone show you our business plan? On a whiteboard?”
“No, I haven’t seen it.”
“It’s exciting. I could show you next Wednesday afternoon?”
“I’ll look, but I don’t want to spend a lot of money.” She handed me a plate of steaming corn on the cob. “Watch the plate, it’s hot.”
“Thank you,” I took the plate, “it’s only thirty-five dollars to buy the kit if you like the plan.”
“Thanks for being up front with me.”
“You’re welcome. By the way, you may invite your friends to see the presentation. If you decide to get into the business, they may buy products from you instead of me.”
“We’ll see.” Emilia and I chatted over lunch for thirty minutes.
“That lunch was delicious. You are the most gracious hostess.”
“Gracias, Tim.”
“Emilia, see you Wednesday afternoon. Is two okay?” I stood and pushed in my chair.
“That works. Adios.”
That day, all three customers set appointments. They knew it was for AmericPlan, and it cost thirty-five dollars if they started a business. I called Jim when I got back home.
“Jim, this is Tim.”
“Hello Tim, how are you today?”
“I’m doing good. I delivered products to three of my customers and set an afternoon appointment with each of them to show the business plan.”
“Well, that’s a surprise. But I’m sure you cannot build a gigantic business working only afternoons.”
“That's all I have.”
“Okay, Tim, I need to give you training on the presentation. Can you meet me tomorrow?”
“Yes, I have to drive to Ft. Collins to pick up products. Do you want to meet at Jason’s office?”
“Can you be there at noon?”
“Yeah, but I have to be back by five for my evening job.”
The next day, I met Jim at Jason’s headquarters. Three others listened to the training with me. Jim gave us the super-secret rocket science techniques on how to give an opportunity meeting. I watched Jim rock back and forth from heel to toe, snapping his marker cap on and off.
Ten minutes into the training, Jim said, “Wait until you finish the presentation to reveal it’s AmericPlan.”
“Jim, why not tell them up front?” I asked. Jim crossed his arms.
“When I gave you the first presentation, did you have any idea it was AmericPlan?”
“No, I didn’t.”
“We’re helping people keep their prejudice from clouding their judgment.” Suddenly I realized what Fran had been selling.
“What do we say if they ask for the company's name?”
“Tell them you will reveal it at the end of the presentation.” Jim uncrossed his arms and pointed at the whiteboard with his marker.
“That seems sneaky to me,” I said.
“Tim, it’s not. You’re doing them a favor.” Jim turned to the whiteboard and continued with the training.
After the presentation, I wandered into the tape-recording room to ogle the whirring and clicking machines. Maybe I should snap some pictures for Fred and my robot babies. They could create interesting offspring.
“Hello Tim,” the lady with the long gray ponytail said.
“Do you run these machines forty hours a week?” I asked.
“Yes, anytime we’re here, we run them. Frankly, we could use a few more. Jim tells us you’re getting on the Diamond fast track.” She tore open a fresh box of tapes. That reminded me to contact Wilshire Recording Supplies to ask for a catalog. I wanted to record training tapes. Jason forbade me to record them for AmericPlan, but I had other ideas.
“Yes, I am.”
“Well, I wish you outstanding success.”
“Thank you, ma’am.”
“Tim, please come here.” I walked over to Jim. “Tim, I need to ask how you’re selling products,” he was zipping the whiteboard into its vinyl case.
“It’s easy. I call people on the telephone and make sales, then I make appointments to drop off the products. Usually, I get orders for more sales and then referrals to their friends. Now I’m setting appointments to show the business plan.”
“Please wait here. I need to talk to Jason about this.” He walked into Jason’s office. Well, that’s odd. Maybe they’re going to congratulate me on my sales. I sunk into the bottomless couch. After five minutes, Jim called me into Jason’s office. Jason was sitting behind his football field sized desk.
“Tim,” Jason said, “Jim tells me you’re selling products with telemarketing. Is that right?”
“Yes, sir, I’m good at telemarketing. Selling AmericTech products is easy.”
“Telemarketing is against our rules. You must cease and desist immediately.”
My heart slammed to a halt.
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“Why? I’m selling products. Isn’t that what you want?”
“No, everything you do needs to be duplicatable. You must be able to teach it to your downline.”
“But I’m selling products instead of getting a job.”
“That doesn’t matter. You can’t teach telemarketing to your downline.”
“What about Jim? He’s paying his bills by being a Lutheran Pastor. That’s not duplicatable.”
“That’s different.” Jason stood.
“How?” I asked. Jason glared at me without answering. “You’re taking $1,500 per week away from me. I need that money.”
“You’ll be making a lot more when you make Diamond.”
“I need to support my family until I do.”
“You must stop. You cannot be on the Fast Track to Diamond plan if you continue.” He put his hands on his hips and squinted at me.
“Sir, you told me it was possible to make an income without recruiting people. You said we could sell products.”
“You’re not getting it. I’m the boss, this is my organization. If you want to fast track, you do it my way.” Jason crossed his arms and leaned against his desk.
“Fine, I want off the fast track. I can make a lot of money selling products with repeat customers.”
“No one leaves the fast track without my permission. If you don’t continue, I’ll expel you from my business. I won’t sell at wholesale to you.” I remembered Tony with the gold rings and chains at the bar offering me a job with the mafia. He was more charming than Jason. The cult alarm was ringing so loud, I put my hands over my ears.
“This is nuts. There are a million AmericPlan people. I’ll find another one to buy from.”
“No, you won’t. I registered your name with the home office. They won’t give you permission to join any other team.” My mouth hung open as I tried to think of a response. None came to mind. It was clear Jason controlled my business.
“That will be all.” He waved his hand at me like a tyrant. I fought my instinct to abandon this dictator, because I’d promised Candy I’d stay for three months. I walked out of Jason’s office.
Before I left, Jim sold me products I needed to give presentations. An aluminum stand, markers, a whiteboard, four-color brochures, order forms and sign-up kits. I put them in my car and headed home.
Between Saving Grace Church and AmericPlan, I felt like I was getting sucked into two cults. I wouldn’t let that happen. I’d talk to Candy about the church. That evening, I arrived at work ten minutes early to talk to Harley.
“Harley, would it be okay if I picked up a morning shift?”
“Of course. What happened to your other job?”
“A dictator ruled it to be illegal.” Harley looked at me with a smirk. I grabbed my numbers, a cup of coffee, and sat at my table.
“What’s up, Top Gun?” Brett said, as he took the chair next to mine.
“Not much. What’s up with you?”
“You know. Getting ready to have phones slammed on me.” Brett adjusted his T-shirt to cover his belly. It sprang back as soon as he released his hold.
“Brett, if you expect people to slam the phone on you, that’s what you’ll get.”
“Okay guru,” Brett said. I blocked Brett out of my mind and started calling prospects.
After work, I went home. I heard laughter from the porch where I found Audrey, Ginger, and Rose sitting with Candy. Ginger and Audrey had a wine cooler. Candy and Rose were drinking juice with ice and little umbrellas.
“Hello ladies, nice to see you all.”
“Hello Tim,” they all said in chorus.
“We’re celebrating two pregnancies,” Ginger said. She stood and hugged me.
“It’s great you’re like sisters.”
“Candy and I never had sisters. Thank you so much for bringing us all together.”
“You’re very welcome. I’m happy you’re all happy. I’m happy Candy is happy.”
“We get it, you're happy,” Audrey giggled.
Ginger patted Candy’s belly. “And I’ve got two nieces or nephews coming.”
“Oh, I don’t think we’re having twins,” I said.
“No silly, Candy and Rose are both having babies, remember?”
“Oh, that’s right.” Ginger gazed at me and pushed her hair over her shoulder. After five seconds, I looked away. “I like your shoes,” I said, to change the subject.
“Oh, thank you.” Ginger turned her heel to show them. “They make my legs look long.”
“Yes, they do.” Long and sexy, I thought. I walked into the kitchen to escape the conversation, grabbed a cold beer, held it against my neck for three seconds, then went and sat by Candy on the porch.
Ginger crossed her legs and looked at me. I smiled at her and turned to watch Colin playing in the yard. I held the cold can to my face again. Ginger got my blood running hot. I tried to get her stares and long legs out of my mind. The ladies were talking until I heard a lull. I turned to Candy.
“Hey Candy, there’s another church we might consider. It’s called Unitarian Universalist. They’re open-minded and have ministers with master’s degrees. There are also counselors. They’re not free, but it’s only twenty-five dollars.”
“Why do you need counselors?” Audrey asked. Candy glared at me.
“Well, Candy didn’t want me to tell you, but it’s for marriage counseling.”
“Are you guys having problems?” Ginger asked. A slight smile crept onto her face.
“Nothing more than most married couples have. It may help us know each other better.”
“I guess we could try the other church. Do they have Sunday school?” Candy asked.
“Yes, Candy. Is it okay if we visit them next Sunday instead of the rock band cult church?”
“Okay,” Candy giggled.
I turned to observe Colin as the ladies continued their conversations. As I watched him, the glass people came into view.
“Oh wow,” I said.
“What?” Audrey asked.
“The glass people are out. Looks like they’re in a different city. I see skyscrapers that aren’t Denver’s.”
“Why can’t we see them?” Ginger asked.
“I don’t have answers for you,” I said. “These glass people aren’t the ones I’ve seen before. It seems they’re having a party, chatting with each other, and holding drinks. The city scape is behind them.” The girls went back to ignoring me, except Ginger. Every time I looked at her, she was smiling at me. I kept my focus on Colin and the glass people to avoid her.
For the rest of the week, I worked morning and evenings for Harley. In the afternoon I drew circles. I felt guilty, tricking people into seeing a presentation for a business they already knew. It made me feel dirty. But I promised Candy three months.
On Sunday Candy, Colin and I visited the Unitarian Universalist Church. No one demanded our names, address, jobs, blood type or favorite sex positions. Everyone was very welcoming. They had benches around a pulpit in a sunken stage. There was frankincense incense that relaxed me, burning next to a large brass bowl.
The pastor hit the brass bowl with a wooden dowel. The bowl made a ringing sound that hung in the air and vibrated my body. It brought calmness to my mind. Everyone came to attention and sat. This was my kind of church.
“The children may go to Sunday school if they choose,” the pastor said.
Candy whispered to me, “I’m going to sit with Colin in Sunday school, is that okay with you?”
“Sure, Candy.” She instructed Colin to follow her in a high-pitched voice. She sounded like that when she got excited.
The pastor had a logical, well-thought-out sermon I enjoyed. After the sermon, I found Candy and Colin. Colin explained his Sunday school project in a rapid-fire speech. As we walked through the crowd, we stopped and talked to a few people.
“Are you new here?” A middle-aged, sandy-haired lady asked us.
“Yes, we are. This is my wife, Candy, and our son, Colin.”
“It’s nice to meet you. I’m Jean. We’d like to invite you to the Homestyle Buffet for lunch. Several of us eat there after Sunday morning church services.”
“Oh, buffet,” Candy said, “thank you.”
“It’s a nice way to make friends,” Jean said.
“We’ll probably see you there. Thank you,” I said. Candy and I greeted a few more people and then walked to our car.
“So Candy, what do you think?”
“I love this place. I want to come here.”
“This place doesn’t give me cult flashbacks. I don’t feel any pressure, and the Buddhist pastor is logical. He had helpful, insightful words today.”
“The pastor is Buddhist?” Candy asked.
“Yes. There’re many religions represented here. The congregation is very open-minded.”
“This place feels good,” Candy said, “and Colin loved Sunday school. Let’s go have lunch at the Homestyle Buffet with the others, ok?”
“Sure, Candy. Let’s go.”
We found the buffet and sat with fifteen people from church. Candy loved socializing and came to life, laughing and chatting. Most of my attention was on Colin, who wanted to make 4,000 visits to the buffet. We had an entertaining family afternoon.
Monday afternoon, I returned home from drawing circles. I walked in the back door and grabbed Colin as he ran past me, putting him across my shoulder.
“Tim, Jim left a message for you on the machine,” Candy said. I put the squirming Colin down.
“Thank you, Candy.” I fast forwarded through dozens of messages from people asking for psychic help. I found Jim’s message and returned his call.
“Hi Jim, this is Tim. You asked me to call you?”
“Yes, Tim, there’s a rally for AmericPlan in Rapid City. You and Candy must go.”
“I don’t think that’s possible. Candy has a daycare.”
“It’s imperative that you’re at this conference.”
“What day of the week is it?”
“It’s on a Saturday evening and a Sunday morning.”
“Well, we could drive over early Saturday and return home Sunday. Our daycare’s not on weekends, but I’d prefer not to go.”
“If you want to be on our fast-track team, you’ll go. Otherwise, Jason will expel you.”
“That’s drastic. I thought this was my business. You said I got to be my own boss.”
“It is your own business, but you need training. Remember, we promised you a million dollars a year once you hit Diamond, as long as you followed our instructions. This is part of the instructions.”
“OK, I’ll talk to Candy.”
“And Tim, you’ll need to find a babysitter. Your son can’t come with us.”
“I’m drawing the line there. I’m not leaving my son over the weekend with anybody. He comes with me or I’m not coming.”
“Again, these are our rules. You cannot bring your baby.”
“I’ll talk to Candy, talk to you later. Bye.” I hung up the phone and sat at the dining room table. I watched Candy with the children and waited until she had them focused on a project.
“Candy, that was Jim. He says to be on Diamond Fast Track. We have to go to a rally in Rapid City. It’s on a Saturday and Sunday. And he said we can’t take Colin, but if we decide to go, I’m taking Colin with us. I’m not leaving him at home with anybody else.”
“Well, I think a trip would be fun,” Candy said. She helped one boy put Elmer’s glue on his project, who decided it was a snack.
“Alright, I’ll tell him we’ll go.” I looked out the window and let out a long sigh.
“Tim, your package came in the mail from Jason. You also got a catalog.”
“Yes, those damned tapes I’m supposed to be listening to everywhere I go. They make me pay four bucks for each of them every month.” I picked up the mail. The catalog was from Wilshire Recording Supplies. Earlier, I had called information and contacted them.
“What are they about?”
“It’s mostly recordings of Jason's and other leader’s speeches at rallies. Honestly, it seems like brainwashing.” I leafed through the catalog.
“Maybe it’s not. Give them some time.”
“Alright, Candy. I’m off to work now. I’ll be home by nine-thirty.” She kissed me back after I leaned in to kiss her. `I was happy this part of our life was improving.
“Come here, Colin,” I grabbed him and tickled his tummy. “I’ll be back after a while, give me a hug.” Colin grabbed my neck, thinking I was a carnival ride. I spun him around and sat him down and went outside. I threw the tapes and catalog into my car.
When I arrived at work, I sat at my table and opened the Wilshire catalog. On page forty-three it said if I bought 1,000 blank cassette tapes, the cost was fifty cents each. The labels were two cents each if you printed those in bulk.
“Hello, Mr. Professor,” Brett said as he sat next to me.
“Hello, Brett. You must like me.”
“No, I don’t.”
“You always sit next to me. I think you do.”
“I’m trying to find out how you make so many sales. That’s all.” Brett pushed a pile of papers to the back of the table. He set his markers on the desk.
“I told you how I do it.”
“You told me a bunch of fantasy crap. That can’t be it. I’m going to figure out your tricks, eventually.”
I shook my head and grabbed a piece of paper to calculate Jason’s cost of cult tapes. Sixteen machines, copying ten tapes at a time, takes an hour to get both sides copied, working forty hours per week, which meant Jason was producing 6,400 tapes per week.
They sold tapes for four dollars and the profit of each tape was three dollars and forty-eight cents. That was a total profit of $22,000 per week. Of course, Jason had to pay two people to put the tapes together. If he paid them $500 per week, added payroll taxes, it cost him $1,200 per week. Ultimately, that left about $20,000 every week in Jason’s pocket.
I had discovered a secret. I leaned back in my chair and looked at the ceiling.
What a revelation.
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A million bucks a year.
Jason’s wealth was from the tapes, not from AmericPlan products. 
Jim told me only Diamonds could record and distribute tapes. That’s why they said I had to trust them. They didn’t want me to know where the real money was. I bet they won’t tell me about the real profit being in the tapes until I’m a Diamond or close to it. I bet Jim doesn’t even know yet.
My analysis was correct. There was only three percent profit in the compensation plan. No one can get rich without selling tapes. Retail sales generated good profits, but Jim and Jason only made one to three percent. No wonder they don't care if I sell products at retail.
After work, I went home. Candy hugged and kissed me when I met her in the kitchen. Colin hung on my legs. Love from my family made life good.
“Jim left a message, I heard him ask you to call,” Candy said.
“Thank you, Candy.” I leaned in for one more kiss, then picked up the phone.
“Hi Jim, this is Tim, returning your call.”
“Tim, our group is driving together to Rapid City. Meet us at Jason’s office at six in the morning. You’ll follow us in your car.”
“Okay Jim, we’ll be there. Hey, I have a question for you.”
“Okay, go ahead.”
“Has Jason told you the secret of how to make a million dollars per year?”
“Tim, you must trust us.”
“I think it’s obvious I’m doing that. I’m following your caravan across the country. But I’m just curious at what point we’re told the secret. Have you been told yet?”
“Not yet. But I trust Jason.”
“Thank you for answering me. Another question. Who keeps the money from the cassette tape subscriptions? I calculate Jason is selling over 6,000 of them every week.”
“The money covers costs of the tapes, machines, postage, and labor. He has two ladies working full time.”
“There’s profit in those tapes, Jim, a lot of profit.”
“Tim, there’s not. Jason showed me the payroll one time. He’s spending over $5,000 per month for labor, not to mention the tapes. I saw an invoice for a $30,000 shipment of cassettes. He showed me a postage bill for over $100,000. Jason says the four dollars per tape does not cover his costs. He takes money out of his own pocket to keep it going. That’s how committed he is to our success.”
“Jim, have you ever started a business before AmericPlan?”
“No, this is my first business, Tim. God brought Jason to guide me. I’m blessed to have him as my teacher.”
“I thought so.” I paused, contemplating if I should explain the scam to Jim. I decided against it. “I’ll see you in the morning.”
I hung up the phone. Jim was clueless as to how Jason got rich. He was following Jason blindly and expected me to do the same. Jason was lying to Jim. If Jim ever got to Diamond, which I’m sure Jason would sabotage, Jason would have to admit he’s been lying. I’m sure, however, he’d convince Jim it was the right thing to do, for his own good.
They’d sucked me into a scam. I should drop out, but I promised Candy I’d do this for three months. She was looking forward to a mini vacation, so I planned to take her and Colin to Rapid City, despite the cultish organization. Maybe over the weekend she’d see the real story.
We arrived at six AM, Saturday, at Jason’s office. There were five other cars waiting for the convoy. I wanted to talk with Jason about the tapes, but he wasn’t there.
“Hello Tim.” Jim came up to me to shake my hand.
“Hi Jim.” He noticed Candy in the car with Colin.
“Tim, I told you, you can’t bring your son with you.”
“Jim, I told you I’m not leaving him alone. We don’t know anyone in Denver, and his grandparents are in Wyoming.”
“Is there anybody in Rapid City you know that could babysit for you during the convention?”
“No, there’s not. Jim, you keep telling me this business is about family, but the more I get involved, the less time I get with my family.”
“You give up time now to get more time later.”
“My son won’t be two years old later. I’ll never get that back.”
“You’ll never make Diamond if you don’t adhere to our instructions.”
“Do you want me on this trip, or not?”
“Fine, but we’re going to discuss this later.” Jim turned to face me and shook his head. I folded my arms and spread my legs to communicate that this was not a point I’d give in on.
“Where’s Jason?” I asked. “I need to talk to him.”
“Jason took the plane to Rapid City. And you talk to me, not Jason.”
“Why wouldn’t he convoy with us?”
“Jason’s time is valuable. If you have something to talk to Jason about, talk to me. If I decide Jason needs to know, then I’ll inform him. It’s like the military chain of command.”
No, I thought, it’s like a cult chain of command.
Jim pivoted in the gravel, which crunched under his shoe. “Everyone, time to leave,” he said. Everybody got in their cars and Jim took the lead position for our pilgrimage. It was a long ride, which we made longer with pit stops for Candy and Colin. I tried to lose the caravan, but Jim always pulled the train over and waited for us.
When we arrived in Rapid City, we went to a hotel where everyone had pre-booked. When we entered our room, Candy started talking in a high pitch. She pulled the heavy, thick drapes open, looked out the window, smelled the lotions and perfumes in the bathroom, and bounced on the bed with Colin.
“Tim, this is so nice. We haven’t had a vacation in forever. I just love staying in hotel rooms.” Candy’s happiness made me smile.
“Yes, this is very nice. We could relax by the pool before we go to the convention.”
“Yes, that sounds like fun.” We dressed Colin and ourselves in swimsuits and robes and rode the elevator to the indoor heated pool on the first floor. On the elevator, James Brown sang, “I feel good.” Colin twisted to the music. Candy and I smiled at him.
We entered the poolroom and inhaled the moist, chlorinated air. Our voices echoed in the empty room as we jumped into the water. Soon I noticed Jim coming off the elevator and toward us with stiff swinging arms. James Brown must not have convinced him to feel good.
“Hey Tim,” Jim said as he walked up to the edge of the pool. “I was looking for you. You weren’t answering the phone in your room.”
“We’ve been here the last hour.”
“We’re going to leave at six o’clock for the rally. Why don’t you and your family ride with us so we can save on parking fees?”
“I don’t mind paying the fees. We’ll take our car.” I suspected that was Jim’s ploy to control us for the evening.
“Meet us at six in the parking lot. We can drive together.” Jim walked away, leaning forward with his fists clenched. James Brown saw him coming and darted from the elevator. I guess he can’t make everyone feel good.
“Candy, I feel like he’s our jail keeper.”
“He seems okay,” Candy said. Through the glass wall, I saw Jason walking into the lounge.
“Candy, I need to talk to Jason before the meeting. I’m going to change, and I’ll come back after I see him, okay?”
“Okay,” Candy splashed me. Colin thought that was a good idea as he smacked the water near me. I crawled out of the pool and Colin splashed Candy. She picked him up and tickled him.
After I dressed in our room, I rode the elevator to the main floor and stepped into the hotel lounge. I spied Jason sitting alone in a corner plush chair, reading a newspaper.
“Hello Jason,” I said. I stood in front of him as he lowered his newspaper.
“Yes?” Jason asked.
“I want to talk to you about the million dollar annual profit on your tape subscriptions.”
“Talk with your direct first. Then, he’ll talk to me. Chain of command.” He lifted his paper to cover his face.
“No. My direct doesn’t know you’re lying to him.” That got Jason’s attention. He laid the newspaper in his lap and squinted at me.
“Be careful what you say, son.”
“Why? Because you’ll ban me from your little cult you got going? I know you’re making a million dollars a year selling tapes. Is that all of your money? Do you actually make money from AmericPlan products?”
“Young man, someone has misinformed you.”
“I informed myself. Your tapes cost fifty cents, the labels are two cents. You’re producing 6,400 tapes per week. I can do math. You’re clearing a million dollars per year with tapes, not AmericPlan.”
“Look, when you get to Diamond, we’ll explain how things work.”
“Really? How many of your people make Diamond? You have no incentive to get them to Diamond because then you can’t sell tapes to their organization. I bet you keep that goal out of reach of your devotees, feed them bullshit that the tapes are losing money and that you love them so much you take money out of your pocket to cover the costs.”
“What’s your name again? Who’s your direct?”
“Tim Fucking Drobnick. I’m on to you. You forced me to stop a substantial income selling AmericPlan products at retail. I know why you did that. Retail salespersons are not something you want. You want people on your fast track plan so they’ll buy your tapes. You don’t make any money when I sell retail. Tapes are your golden goose.”
“I remember you, now. You won’t succeed with that attitude.”
“If lying and screwing people is a success, I don’t want it.” I walked away. I wanted nothing more to do with AmericPlan, but I couldn’t quit until Candy agreed. I wanted to keep my promise to her. I went back to the pool to watch Candy and Colin.
Candy loved to play with Colin. They had a special relationship. I also could see how sexy Candy was in her swimsuit. I leaned back in the chair, closed my eyes, and imagined her and I being together, in love, committed. It made me feel good. At five-thirty, we went back to our room to dress for the meetings. In the elevator James Brown sang “Cold Sweat.” How did he read my thoughts about Candy? He winked at me.
At six, we drove to the stadium and climbed to the top floor. We went through the doorway that revealed the massive seating.
“My gosh, Jim. This is an enormous stadium.”
“Yes, it’ll seat 50,000 people.”
“How many are coming to this rally?”
“Last year, we had 20,000. There’ll be more this year. I told you this is a serious business. People are making a lot of money and changing lives.”
Enslaving people with deceit and guilt changes lives, for sure, I thought.
We got into our seats just as the lights dimmed and disco lights flashed over the stadium. Loud music boomed to life. Candy covered Colin’s ears.
“Tim, this music is way too loud for Colin,” Candy said.
“You’re right Candy, I’ll take him out in the hallway.” I carried Colin away from the noise. He was covering his ears with his hands. In the hallway it was quieter, but Colin could still dance to the music. We walked to a vending machine and Colin picked out animal crackers. I let him reach his tiny hand in to pull them out after they dropped. After fifteen minutes, Jim came out to see me.
“Tim, you must join the meeting.” A chill hit me as I heard the mantra from my young life. I must be in the meeting. We must never miss a meeting.
“Jim, the music’s too loud for Colin’s young ears.”
“I warned you not to bring him. You’ll never make Diamond if you don’t follow instructions.”
“Jim, I’ll come in every half hour and switch with Candy. I won’t make her sit in the hallway the entire time, it’s not fair.” Jim let out a grunt of air and returned to the seats. One minute later, Candy came out to the hallway.
“Jim said you wanted me to take care of Colin?”
“I told him we’d switch every half hour.”
“Yeah, I didn’t think that sounded like something you’d say. Do you want to go in now?”
“If you like, I’ll come back in thirty minutes.”
“Okay, that’s fine with me, Candy said.” I went back to the rally. The music was loud and fast. People were stomping their feet, hooting and hollering. This sounded a lot like the Pentecostal church I grew up in. It triggered memories of my mental bondage that took decades to escape. I sweated and shivered like I did at Saving Grace Church. I grabbed the chair in front of me to steady myself. My vision blurred.




Chapter 43


The music stopped and people dressed to impress walked onto the stage. I closed my eyes to calm my pounding heart. I breathed in for two seconds and exhaled for three. In and out, in and out. The first person came to the podium.
“Hello everyone, I’m Burta Jacada. I’m a triple Ruby from Dallas, Texas.” Everyone stood and clapped as pictures of Burta’s family and house flashed on a jumbo-jet-sized screen behind her. “AmericPlan has changed my life. It’s changing millions of lives around the world.” Again, clapping roared from the stadium.
Yeah, it’s changing lives by separating children from their parents, I thought.
“Jim, how can a Ruby afford those fancy houses and cars?”
“Most can’t, but Burta is a Triple Ruby.”
“But a Triple Ruby may only make a thousand dollars a month.” Jim didn’t answer. He clapped for Burta and turned away from me. How a Ruby could afford that luxury was a mystery I hadn’t solved.
Burta continued, “God brought me to Jason Keaton, my Diamond. Jason taught me to follow his instructions and to duplicate them to my downline. Without Jason, I’d not have the success I have today.” The army of converts applauded. Burta had to wait for them to finish. She talked without ceasing, except for interruptions of applause, for a half hour.
“All of you will make Diamond if you follow instructions. If you’re not progressing towards your goal, it simply means you’re not following your Diamond’s simple guidelines.” That was all the bullshit I could stomach for my thirty minutes. I walked to the hallway. Candy was playing with Colin.
“Candy, it’s your turn to watch the brainwashed masses.”
“Tim, you always think the worst. They seem like friendly people.” Candy went to the auditorium, and I gave Colin a piggy-back ride. We found windows. We looked into the night and I told Colin stories of magical friendly creatures springing through the lights.
After the meeting, Jim invited Candy, myself, and the others that were traveling with us to meet for dinner at a local restaurant. Candy loved socializing. I held Colin on my lap so she could enjoy chatting with the other people.
“Candy, what do you do?” Leslie asked. She had traveled in our convoy with us to Rapid City.
“I have a home daycare, and of course I’m a mother.” Candy flipped her hair back over her shoulder and giggled.
“A home daycare must exhaust you,” Leslie said.
“Oh, you don’t know the half of it. But I get to stay home and be a full-time mother.”
“My husband doesn’t make me work,” Leslie said.
“Oh, that’s nice. My husband has no say in the matter.” Candy looked at me and grinned. Candy was a tough farm girl. She made her own decisions. If someone tried to turn her into a Stepford wife, they would be in for one Hell of a fight. Her independence was one of her endearing features.
“Wouldn’t you prefer more time with your son and your husband?” Leslie asked.
“My son loves the daycare; it gives him friends. Everyone needs more than one friend.” Candy scooted her chair back and turned away from Leslie. Jim walked over to me.
“Tim, there’s a Sunday morning meeting at eight AM. You need to come alone,” Jim said.
“That's fine. I’m sure Candy and Colin would enjoy free time.” And I’d prefer they have less mind bashing, I thought. After dinner, we went to our hotel and took another dip in the pool.
Sunday morning, I met Jim at the colosseum. The auditorium was one-fourth full, a smaller crowd than the night before. The lights were up, there were no fancy flashing lights, no loud music.
“Tim, sit next to me,” Jim said. I obliged. Soon, a man came to the podium. The crowd stood to their feet in silence. I must have missed the rehearsal.
“That’s Randall Mead, the top leader. Everybody in the stadium is in his organization, including us,” Jim whispered to me.
Randall bowed his head, then looked up at the audience. "This morning we’re going to talk about the most important thing in your life. The most important thing about our business. Without this, your business will never succeed, you’ll never have a happy family, you’ll never find the fulfillment everyone is looking for." Randall bowed again and whispered, “Jesus, Jesus, Jesus.” He straightened his shoulders and looked around the audience.
“We’re all born with a hole in our soul that needs to be filled. If you don’t fill it, your pursuit of success will be futile,” Randall said. He pressed his hands on the sides of the podium, leaned into the microphone, and spoke in a low voice that amplified throughout the stadium. Half the crowd agreed and said, “Amen, amen.” The lady in a Sunday hat in front of me raised her hands with her eyes closed, repeating Jesus’s name.
I shook and sweated, my knees felt weak, and I sat down.
Randall continued, “That missing piece is Jesus.”
“Amen, amen, praise the Lord,” the cries from the crowd came clear and loud. 
“Without Jesus, you’ll never be happy.” Randall looked to the left.
The crowd responded, “Amen and amen, amen.”
“Without Jesus, you’ll never be successful.” Randall stood back from the podium. For a full minute, he scanned the audience. Then he leaned back into the microphone.
“Without Jesus, your family will never be happy.” The crowd responded even louder. Randall spewed a sermon stolen from the Pentecostal Assemblies of God church. The crowd’s frenzy increased with each statement. They were attempting to suck me into another religious cult, but I was aware of it. They couldn’t gain that power over me. Even so, my heart was beating hard, and a river flooded through my ears. I pushed on the seat next to me to steady myself.
Finally, the old familiar call came for the poor lost souls to ask Jesus to forgive them and come into their heart. The crowd moaned and groaned and prayed for the sinners to come to God. A singer came to the pulpit and the crowd sang with her,
Just as I am without one plea.
But that Thy blood was shed for me
And that Thou bid’st me come to Thee
O Lamb of God, I come! I come.
Memories flooded back from childhood in my church. After attacking us with a two-hour sermon, the congregation chanted this song. It was the final coup de grâce to destroy all resistance to insanity. Brainwashing in its purest form. My breath became panting and the ground below my feet vibrated.
Jim turned to me. “Tim, would you like to accept Jesus Christ as your personal savior?” His statement was an attack on my psyche, strong enough to put me on the edge of collapsing. I struggled to hold on to consciousness. Jim stared at me, and I knew what he was thinking. I knew because I used to think it when I was in the cult. He believed I was influenced by the power of the Holy Ghost, who was pulling me to salvation. I hated that he thought he had control over me. I struggled to answer.
“Jim, I have a church; I didn’t join AmericPlan to get a church. I joined this to get a business.”
“But without Jesus, you can’t have a business with AmericPlan. You can’t be happy.”
I used the seat in front of me and stood on my wobbling legs. I took a deep breath and said, “Jim, I beg to differ.”
I stepped onto the stairway and climbed to the exit to leave the stadium. After sitting outside, breathing in fresh air for thirty minutes, I calmed down and went back to the hotel.
“How’d the meeting go?” Candy asked, as I walked into the hotel room. She was enjoying a Coca-Cola from the mini fridge. Colin was jumping on the bed.
“Let’s get some breakfast at the café in the hotel, Candy. I’ll talk to you about it.”
“I saw that cafe,” Candy said. “it looks nice, let’s go.” I picked up Colin, and we took the elevator to the main floor and walked to the café. I sat Colin in a kiddie highchair at our table. 
“Coffee?” the server asked.
“Yes, please,” we both said. As the server walked away, I turned to Candy.
“Candy, this business is another religious cult. The meeting this morning was a Pentecostal church meeting. Jim pressured me to accept Jesus Christ as my Lord and Savior. For God’s sake, I’ve had enough of these people.” Candy laid her napkin on her lap and looked at me with her big blue eyes.
“Also, there’s no way to make money in this business unless you either sell the products yourself, which I was doing, or sell tapes. Jason banned me from selling them because I was telemarketing. The real reason he banned me is he doesn’t make money from it. Jason makes his million dollars per year by selling tapes.”
“You’re on Fast Track to Diamond. You can sell tapes when you become one, right?” The server walked over with a carafe of coffee and filled our mugs. As we sat silent waiting for the server to finish, clinks from silverware and soft talk filled the room. The thick drapes and carpeting hushed the sound. The aroma of bacon in the kitchen filled the room.
“Thank you,” I said to the server as he left. “Candy, I couldn’t sell tapes in good conscience. Everybody’s being lied to at the meetings when they promise you can get rich with AmericPlan. They leave out the part that the only people getting rich are the ones selling tapes. Besides, Jason has no incentive for me to become Diamond. He profits if I build a large organization that is buying his tapes. I’m sure he’d use whatever influence he has to keep me from reaching his status.”
“I guess I understand that,” Candy said. She leaned back in our booth and looked at the window.
“And Candy, Jim orders us around and treats us as if we are subservient to him. He commands us to leave Colin with babysitters. They say this is our business, we are the boss. But we aren’t.” I let out a long sigh.
“There are more mysteries that I’m sure have a nefarious answer. The Rubies show themselves living in fancy houses and driving fancy cars and going on fancy vacations. But from the commission plan, that’s not possible.”
“Well, I was looking forward to having those mansions and fancy cars,” Candy said. She put her hands around her hot coffee mug.
“There are other ways to get rich. In Denver, I could start a cleaning company and hire dozens of people. I won't do janitorial, that’s where we were squeezing dollars. The big money is in disaster restoration and carpet cleaning. I know we could get rich that way and it’s an honest way.”
“I worry about the cleaning business. You lost the one we had in Sheridan.”
“I know, Candy, but this is a whole new situation. If a coal mine shuts down in Denver, it won’t put us out of business. I know it’s discouraging, and it seems like we’ve just had failure after failure after failure. Eventually, we’ll find success. I know I promised to do Fast Track to Diamond for three months, but it’s a dead end. I’ll keep my word and finish three months, but I’d rather you see that it’s a waste of our time and let me out of that commitment.”
Candy looked down at her coffee. “I understand. I won’t expect you to finish out three months.”
“Thank you, Candy. Let’s just skip the rest of the meetings here. We’ll enjoy the day in the pool and at pleasant restaurants. If we leave by four, we can make it home before eleven.”
“Okay, that sounds nice.” She gave me a smile. Colin banged his tray with his tippy cup. 
“Uh, oh,” I said.
“What?”
“Here comes Jim. He’s going to ruin our breakfast.”
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“Tim, I need to speak with you,” Jim said. He stepped up to our booth and crossed his arms.
“Jim, I’m having breakfast with my family. Can it wait?”
“It cannot wait.”
“Jim, yes it can. We can talk in an hour.” Jim looked at Candy and shook his head.
“Jim,” I said, “I said I’ll talk to you in an hour.”
“Call my room when you finish,” Jim said. He turned and walked stiff legged out of the restaurant.
“Candy, see? He wants to control us.”
“I can see that. Do what you have to do.” Candy picked up her fork and knife to cut her sausage. We finished our breakfast and I called Jim when we got back to our room.
“Jim, this is Tim. I’m going to the lounge. Meet me there if you want to visit.”
“Tim, it’s too early for the lounge. Meet me out by my car.”
“Jason was in the lounge mid-day. That’s where I’ll be if you want to talk.”
“Fine. I’ll see you in ten minutes.” I kissed Candy and Colin and left. As I took the elevator, Elvis was singing “My Way.” You tell them, Elvis. We’re both going to do things our way. If a cult spreads a net around me again, I’ll slash it with a machete. I gave Elvis a thumbs-up, and he did a karate kick. I stepped off the elevator and into the lounge.
“Bartender, I’m Tim.”
“I’m Rick. What can I get you?”
“Martini, dry, just a bit dirty, please.” Rick grabbed the stainless-steel mixers and scooped ice. As I leaned against the bar, Jim walked toward me.
“Tim, a family man shouldn’t be here on a Sunday morning,” Jim said. He scowled at the bartender.
“Where should a family man be, Jim? Out building a fake business and ignoring his family? Can I buy you a drink?”
“No.” Jim put his hands on his hips and grunted his disapproval. “I don’t want to talk in front of the bartender.”
“Fine, follow me,” I picked up the martini Rick set in front of me. The dripping glass was chilled, and the vodka had small slices of ice floating around the olive skewers. I took a sip. “Fantastic martini, Rick, thank you.” Rick smiled. I walked toward a booth. Jim followed.
“So, what’s this urgent matter?” I asked. I scooted into the booth. Jim sat on the opposite side.
“I’m putting you on notice. If you don’t start following my instructions, I’m going to kick you off the fast track.”
“Are you now?” I sipped my martini and looked at Jim over the glass rim.
“Like this. Your attitude. You’re being disrespectful.”
“To whom?”
“To me, AmericPlan, and this fine plan Jason has created for us.”
“Have you talked to Jason since yesterday afternoon?”
“No, why?”
“Just waiting for the other shoe to drop.”
“What?”
“Nothing.” I picked up my martini.
“Am I getting through to you?” Jim asked.
“Jim, I’ve pondered if I should tell you what’s happening with AmericPlan. I figured you wouldn’t believe it, so I didn’t waste my breath. But I think it’s only right to let you know. I’m sure you’re a good man led by an unethical leader into a trap.”
“What are you talking about?” Jim frowned and clasped the edge of the table.
“Jim, there are two ways to get rich with AmericPlan. One is to sell products at retail, the other is to sell tapes. You’re Jason’s pawn to suck in more tape subscriptions, nothing more.”
“I told you, Jason is making no money on those tapes.”
“Jim, how were you at math in school?”
“What does that matter?”
“Here’s some simple math. Jason is selling 6,400 tapes per week at four-dollars each. That’s $25,000, got it?”
“Ok.” Jim leaned back.
“The tapes cost fifty cents each and the labels are two cents. So, the tapes cost about $3,300 per week.”
“But there’s the cost of postage and the ladies working full-time putting them together.”
“Jim, you know Jason, how much do you think he pays those ladies? Assuming he’s being generous, which he’s not with anyone else.” Jim clenched his teeth and scowled at me.
“Jim, let's say Jason’s paying them $400 per week. If you add employee taxes to the two ladies, his cost is about $1,000 per week. To recap, the income minus those expenses leaves a weekly profit of just over $20,000 per week. Jim, do you know how much that translates to per year?”
“No, I’m not a calculator.”
“It’s one million dollars per year, Jim. One million.”
“You didn’t add the postage costs,” Jim said. “I saw the bill. It’s much more than $20,000.”
“Jim, you’re a smart man. Think about your invoice for tapes. Who paid for the postage?” Jim looked up to the right.
“I did.”
“Yes, you did. It doesn’t come out of Jason’s pocket.” Jim didn’t respond. “Jim, would you like that drink now?”
“That can’t be true,” Jim said. “Jason’s a good man. He wouldn’t lie to me.”
“Based on what, do you believe he’s a good man?”
“I can tell. God told me he’s a good man.”
“God told you? How? Did he page you? Call you?”
“You know what I mean.”
“No, I don’t. Explain.”
“It’s a feeling. I know you feel God. You were under his power in the church service this morning.”
“No, I wasn’t. I was having flashbacks from the cult I escaped.” I ate my olives while we sat in silence for two minutes. Jim appeared to be processing this information.
“I’ll have that drink now.” Jim looked at his shoes. I stood.
“What’ll you have, Jim?”
“Red wine. It’s Sunday, after all.” I took my empty glass to the bartender and ordered another martini and a Cabernet Sauvignon for Jim. I walked back to our booth and sat Jim’s glass in front of him. He was still staring at the floor.
“Here you go, Jim.” I sat on my side of the booth. We sat listening to the soft music from the ceiling speakers. I sucked a salty olive off the skewer in my martini.
“There must be something we don’t understand,” Jim said.
“Jim, I’ve been where you are. Brainwashed. The constant flood of information, loud music and chanting at meetings, deprived of sleep, it’s easy to get under the control of evil masters.”
“That can’t be right.” Jim folded his hands and looked at me.
“Jim, have a sip of your wine.” Jim looked at his wine and then pushed it away.
“I believe in Jason. I will not let you dissuade me.” Jim was saying things I understood. Logic would not break the spell of a cult. I remembered how hard it was for my ghosts to bring me out of it. It took years of a painful process. I pushed Jim’s glass back to him.
“Jim, let’s just enjoy the morning.” Jim looked at me for a minute. He picked up his wine and had a sip. I couldn’t save Jim that day. Maybe I started him on the path to redemption. Maybe.
Candy, Colin, and I had a wonderful day together. We headed home at four. I never saw Jim again.
Driving home, darkness came. Candy and Colin fell asleep. I pondered my options for income. We had Candy’s daycare and my telemarketing job with Harley. I’d focus on building savings of $50,000 to start my cleaning company. All my efforts would be family first and then making money with Harley. I cracked the window to let the night air wave over me. The sweet smell of country weeds refreshed my nostrils. A quiet night and alone with my thoughts. That was the world I thrived in.
Monday morning, I arrived at Harley’s telemarketing room for work at nine AM. Harley waved his fingers towards me.
“Tim,” Harley said, “can I see you outside?”
I followed Harley to the back alley. He pulled out a pack from his front shirt pocket, patted it on his other hand, and slid a single cigarette out.
“Tim, big changes are coming,” Harley said. He said nothing for a full minute. Was he going to fire me from my only income? What was this about?
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“Tim, would you come to Columbus, Ohio with us?” Harley cupped his hands around the flame tickling the cigarette he balanced on his lip. He lit his cigarette and inhaled. 
“I don’t think so.”
“I’ll give you the first office. I’ll be managing the entire operation.”
“How much do you pay office managers?”
“Ten percent.” He sucked the Marlboro, pulled it from his mouth and let the smoke escape into the air which swirled around me.
“If they produce like this room, that’s only 1,500 bucks a week. Without me being one of the telemarketers, it's only a thousand. That’s not enough incentive to pull up roots and move across the country.” I noticed a cat climbing onto the abandoned shipping skids stacked next to the dumpster. It found a spot at the top to absorb the sun and rolled onto its back.
“That would be just a start. Once you help us get Ohio going, you can start your own company in one state next to Ohio.”
“So, I’d own that territory?”
“Yes, we wouldn’t compete with you. Just help us build Ohio first. We need you because you’re the best salesperson in our entire system. Do you think you can train other people to sell?”
“Yes, I can. In Sheridan I hired and trained many telemarketers. Plus, look how much better Stan and Rod are doing. They asked me to teach them.”
“That did not escape me.” Paul gave me his endearing grin as he sucked again on his cigarette. The cat flipped up, its attention on the grass. It crouched and flicked its tail.
“Let’s see. This room is making a profit of $2,400 per week for the owner. If I owned ten rooms, I could easily make a million bucks a year.”
“How’d you know that?” Paul looked sideways at me.
“Know what?”
“What the profit is.”
“Am I right?”
“Yes. How did you know?”
“It’s not rocket science. You pay salespeople twenty percent, the manager gets ten percent, the drivers cost about eight percent, sales tax is seven percent, the district manager gets five percent, rent & utilities is about ten percent, the light bulbs are ten percent, and you give charity ten percent.”
“Now, how could you know how much light bulbs cost?”
“I saw invoices on your desk. And you just told me how much a manager gets paid.”
“How did you know my brother gets five percent?”
“I guessed.”
Harley laughed and patted my shoulder. “You’ve surprised me yet again. So, will you come with us?”
“Is your brother coming?” The cat dived off the pile into the grass.
“Yes, he’ll be the owner. He’s paying me to run the whole thing.”
“No fucking way I’d work for that asshole.”
“Yes, he can be an asshole. What if I promised you didn’t have to deal with him? You only dealt with me.”
“That's the only way I’d consider it. I’d never want to talk, see, or interact with that jerk.”
“I can make that happen. So, what do you think?”
“I need to research Columbus and talk to Candy first. I’ll get back to you. When are you going out there?”
“We’re leaving here on June first.”
“I’ll think about it and let you know.” The cat came prancing from the grass, carrying a mouse in its jaws. I went back into the room to finish my shift. When the afternoon came, I went to the library to research the Columbus market.
At the library, I thumbed through the index cards for material. I roamed through the ten-foot-tall bookshelves and plopped my stack of dusty books on a table.
First thing I learned is that most fast-food chains start in Columbus, Ohio. Columbus was the closest microcosm of the United States. Business founders assumed that if a business had success in Columbus, it had good odds of national success. Since starting a chain of carpet cleaning companies was my goal, that’d be one reason to move to Columbus.
Next, the Columbus suburbs boasted excellent schools. I needed to consider schools for Colin and the new baby Candy was carrying. Wherever Colin was when he started kindergarten is where I wanted to plant my roots. I didn’t want to move my kids around from school to school or state to state.
The third thing I learned was that fifty percent of the people of the entire United States were within a 500-mile radius of Columbus. If I set up a carpet cleaning company, that’s a lot of business I could reach within a day’s drive. I could build a gigantic chain and still have excellent control over it.
I learned that the quality of life had a superb rating in the Columbus metro area. Small towns surrounded the city. I could live in a country suburb and still have access to the city. When I lived in Sheridan, I had to order supplies for most projects from far away. That delayed my ambitions.
Staying in Denver isolated me from most of the population of the United States. Columbus looked good to me. I needed to discuss this with Candy. I snapped my books closed and headed home.
“Hi Candy, I can help you with the daycare until four.”
“Hi Tim, thank you. I’d love a break.”
“Candy, Harley gave me a big business offer today. But we’d have to move to Columbus, Ohio. I’ll talk to you about it tonight. Go take a nap.”
“Okay, Tim. The girls will be here tonight.” Candy walked through the hall to our bedroom.
I left for work at four-thirty after Candy finished her nap and returned home at nine-thirty. Candy was sitting on the porch with Ginger, Audrey, and Rose. I grabbed a beer and joined them, giving Candy a peck on the lips as I sat.
“Good evening ladies. How are you tonight?” I asked.
“I’m enjoying my sisters and having a good time,” Ginger said.
“Audrey and I went shopping for maternity clothing today.” Rose stood and twirled.
“That’s a beautiful dress, Rose. You look cute pregnant,” I said.
“You think every pregnant woman is cute,” Candy said. The ladies laughed.
I gently poked Candy’s belly. “You’re the cutest.” Candy flipped her wrist to disagree.
“Come here, you hot thing,” Audrey said to Rose. Audrey patted her lap and Rose sat and hugged her.
“Awww,” everyone said.
“Candy, I have excellent information about Columbus.”
“Have you decided we’re going out there?” Candy asked.
“No, not without your consent, but I have news for you. Harley offered to hire me as manager of the first telemarketing office they’d open. That’d allow me to save money for a business. Columbus is within 500 miles of half the population of the US. If I started a carpet cleaning company, I’d have more customers than in Denver.”
“How many customers do you have now?” Ginger asked.
“None, the point is more population, more customers. I’d make about a thousand per week running their office. On top of that, they said I can start a company in an adjoining state after I help them get Ohio going. I’d be the owner, and we’d probably make a million a year doing that.”
“So, if we go to Columbus, we’ll get rich?” Candy asked.
“I don’t see why not? If the telemarketing doesn’t pan out like I want, I’d have plenty of money saved to build a carpet cleaning and disaster restoration chain across many states.”
“Hey, if you’re going to be rich, take me along to be your housekeeper,” Ginger said. The other girls giggled.
“Yes, I want Ginger to be our housekeeper,” Candy said. 
“You two’d laugh and talk and skip the housecleaning,” I said. The ladies giggled again.
“If Ginger’s going, I’ll go too,” Audrey said.
“Hey, wait a minute. You can’t leave me when I’m going to have a baby. I need you here with me,” Rose said. She squeezed Audrey’s neck.
“I’m just kidding, Rose. I’d never leave you and my niece.” Audrey patted Rose’s belly.
“Well, good, that leaves Tim all to me,” Ginger said. My cheeks warmed, and I looked at Candy, who giggled. Ginger tilted her head and looked at me with pouty lips. What was this woman up to? Why was Candy letting her flirt with me?
“Uh, Ginger, I think Candy wants all my time,” I said.
“Oh, she doesn’t mind.” She grabbed Candy’s hand, and they laughed.
“Well anyway, Candy, they’re leaving on the first day of June for Ohio. I’ll need to give Harley an answer soon.”
“What about the daycare?” Candy asked.
“We’d have to wind it down.”
Audrey stood; Rose slid off her lap to get out of her way. “I know. Ginger and I could take over the daycare. We could even take over your lease on this house. The parents wouldn’t need to find new daycare.”
“Yes, I’d do that,” Ginger said.
“What do you think about that, Candy?” I asked.
“Well, I believe the parents and children would love Ginger and Audrey.”
“Audrey, what about your job at the bar?”
“I only work at night. It’d help pay our bills,” Audrey looked at Ginger, “and if you’d let me sleep in, I’d help with the daycare when I got up.” Audrey sat back down.
Ginger leaned forward, “And you know what? I hate my job. I’d love to do this full time. If you kept your night job, I’d take care of the housecleaning. You could help me at lunchtime and in the afternoon till the parents pick up.”
“Gosh, that sounds good,” Audrey said. She leaned over and took Rose’s hand. “I’d have time, of course, for my sister and niece. You could come visit in the afternoons and evenings.”
“Tim, how much does this house cost?” Ginger asked. She sipped her wine cooler and stared at me.
“The lease is 1,200 a month. It’s about $200 per month for utilities.”
“And how much does the daycare earn?”
“We get $200 per week per child. We have five, but you could take seven. That’s the state allowed limit. We never took over five because we had Colin. Candy was by herself, unless I could help. But with the two of you working together, I’m sure you could handle seven. Actually, having two caregivers, you’re allowed to go up to ten kids for the size of this house.”
“How would we get more kids?”
“Easy,” Candy said, “we’re turning parents away. You could take over our phone number since people already know it’s for the daycare.” Candy pointed at our phone attached to the answering machine.
“If we have seven kids, that would be $1,400 per week.” Ginger leaned back, looking up as she calculated in her head.
“Yes, but there’re expenses. We spend $300 a month on activities, puzzles, tools for teaching ABCs and such. Also, you pay for food, but the government gives you a check for helping with that which almost covers the cost.”
“Would we have money left after expenses?” Audrey asked.
“With seven kids and after paying for the house rent and utilities, supplies, and food, you’d have a $4,000 monthly profit.”
“Holy cow,” Ginger jumped out of her chair, “that’s a lot of money.”
“Does this mean you don’t want to be our housekeeper?” I grinned 
“Well, that’s very tempting, Tim, but I don’t think you’re going to pay me $4,000 and free rent.” Ginger plopped into my lap and put her arms around my neck.
“Ha, ha, you’re right.” I looked at Candy to see how she’d react to Ginger hugging me. She didn’t seem to notice. Her eyebrows were furled, and her lips pursed, which was the look she gets when she’s thinking. Everyone became quiet. 
“I’d miss my friends,” Candy said. She looked at the floor.
“We’d miss you too,” Audrey said. The ladies started sniffling, tears coming to their eyes.
“Candy, we don’t have to do it. It’s just an idea.”
“I need time to consider it,” Candy said.
“I understand, Candy. I’m tired, I’m going to bed. See you ladies later.” I stood to leave, pushing Ginger gently off my lap.
“Would you enjoy some company?” Ginger asked me. She sat in her chair and stared at me. My heart stopped. 
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The ladies giggled. Ginger had her legs crossed, bouncing her foot, her thin dress dragged back to show her thighs. She leaned back in the chair, cocked her head, held onto the armrests, and grinned at me.
Candy had pulled Ginger’s red hair into a French braid, which was a real turn on for me. Candy knew that. My face warmed, my heart started beating faster, and my breathing sped up. My pants tightened. It had been years since I’d been physically intimate with a woman. All it took for me to become aroused was a Northeast wind. I didn’t understand why Candy was letting Ginger talk to me like that.
“Oh, uh, thanks for the offer, Ginger, but no thank you,” I forced myself to say. I hastened to my bedroom and spent extra time in the shower. In bed my body burned, but after thirty minutes, sleep came.
***I’m standing next to Sheena, on top of a skyscraper, next to many others. The land is greener than Denver’s dry landscapes. A breeze moves my hair to the side, cooling the heat from the raging sun hanging in the pale blue sky. I can smell the hot tar from the roof.
“Where are we?” I ask.
“Columbus, Ohio,” Sheena says.
“Why?”
“This is your path forward.”
“I love the idea of coming here. Candy hasn’t agreed to it yet.”
“She will.”
“If I go to Columbus, it’s where I’m going to stay. I won’t move after my kids start school. I hope to have grandkids someday that’ll stay in the same area.” 
“This is where you will raise your family.”
“Is this where the tall male ghost meant when he said I’d move east?”
“Yes.”
“Well, this is surely far east. Is this why you encouraged me to work with Harley?”
“Yes. Tim, you haven’t flown in a long time. Flying is good for you; you need to do it.”
“People in yellow raincoats with their heads covered in hoods were trying to kill me because I was a flyer. That’s why I stopped.”
“You need to fly.”
“They killed three flyers last week. Some people are furious about us. What if I’m killed?”
“If you don’t fly, it will be worse than death.”
“Is it okay if I fly in remote sections to evade the killers? I’ve only seen them in urban neighborhoods.”
“Yes, that is fine. But keep flying.”
“Why are they trying to kill us?”
“I don’t know. Many people are jealous of your flying. Their jealousy has evolved into fear and hatred. They don’t realize those assassins are evil and are lying to them.” Sheena sighed. “It’s happened many times in human history.”
I stood quietly, pondering. “Can I really die?” I asked Sheena.
“Yes, Tim. You will encounter many jealous people. Some are evil enough to kill you.”
“Will you protect me?”
“You will have lessons to learn from jealous attacks. I will be with you. Many times, I can protect you, but sometimes I must not. You will not die until your assigned time. Remember, we have saved you from death many times in your life.”
“Yes, I remember. I should be dead by now.”
“It wasn’t your time.” Sheena looks at the sky for a minute. “Tim, Columbus will give you excruciating lessons, but you need them. Dangerous, jealous people will want to harm you. You must not quit. Evil men will want to enslave you. Don’t let them control your mind. Don’t avoid those lessons but keep moving toward your dream of your own business.”
“Why can’t I skip the lessons and just enjoy life?”
“I can’t answer that now.” Sheena takes my hand and smiles.
***I woke at seven AM before Candy did. Being pregnant tired her, so I let her sleep. As I crawled out of bed, Candy woke.
“Candy, why don’t you stay in bed for another hour? I’ll get up and let the kids in and start getting their breakfast. I have to leave by eight-thirty.”
“Thanks, Tim.” I wanted to ask Candy about Ginger, but I’d wait until the afternoon.
I arrived at Harley’s, ready to dial. The room had filled with the dawn of the dead. They must have had a rough weekend. I had learned most of them spent Sunday drinking the last of their money. It made them feel shitty on Monday morning, but they had to show up to earn again. Brett wobbled over to me.
“Why the fuck are you so happy?” He asked.
“I’m not. Why are you wobbling?”
“I ate a good crop of magic mushrooms yesterday.”
“What’s that?”
“You never had magic mushrooms?”
“I don’t know. There are many types of mushrooms that I have had. I don’t remember any of them called magic.”
“They’re psychedelic. Did any of them make you high?”
“I don’t get high,” I said. Brett grunted and stumbled toward his chair, his eyes half closed. A waft of pungency followed him. I watched until he sat and chose a chair twenty feet from him.
I worked in Harley’s room until one PM and arrived home at one-thirty. Candy was watching the kids as they napped on their pads in the living room.
“Hi Candy, do you need a break?”
“No, but I’d like to sit on the porch and enjoy the breeze. Would you stand here and watch the kids for me?”
“Sure, Candy.” She opened the sliding door and sat on the reclining lawn chair. The blue and white straps stretched around her body. From the door, I could watch the kids and talk to Candy. Speaking low so the kids couldn’t hear me, I asked, “Candy, why is Ginger always flirting with me?”
“She has a crush on you.”
“Doesn’t it bother you that she's hitting on me? She blatantly asked to go to bed with me.”
“She’s my best friend. I wouldn’t mind if she did.”
“Seriously? You wouldn’t get upset if I let her come to bed with me?”
“No. It’s just sex.”
“No, it’s not. I don’t just connect physically. I connect spiritually and emotionally when I make love. She has a personality and a beauty I’m attracted to. If I had sex with her, I’d fall in love with her. How’d you feel if I fell in love with her?”
“Well, I’m not sure I’d like that.”
“Nice to know there’s a line with you. And what if she got pregnant? I won’t abandon any of my children. I’d want her to live with us.”
“Use protection.”
“My magic sperm got you pregnant without even touching you. Protection probably wouldn’t help.” Candy frowned, clenched her teeth, and glared at me. “I want a monogamous relationship and to raise a family with you. I don’t want anybody else involved in our marriage,” I said.
“Well, I don’t think it’d be a big deal if you slept with her. It’d make her happy. And I know you really like sex.”
“I won’t do it.”
“Don’t you think she’s pretty?”
“She’s gorgeous, she’s smart, she’s fun, and that’s the problem. I know I’d fall in love with her. I don’t want to have sex with anyone else, and I don’t want you to have sex with anybody else. I want sex with you.”
Candy quit responding. The conversation had played out its course. I returned for the evening shift at work, then came home. I hung out with Candy and Colin, then went to bed. As I lay in bed, all I could think about was Ginger trying to seduce me. My body flamed. I laid for half an hour, unable to sleep. I got out of bed and took a shower to release my tension. After the shower, my pillow invited me to sleep.
***Sheena and I stand on the mountain overhang, viewing the glowing night cityscape. This is where my three ghosts saved me from suicide earlier. There were at least a dozen times I should’ve died, but they intervened to keep me alive. Sheena puts her arm around me as if she knows my thoughts. I smile at her.
“Sheena, is this a dream?”
“Tim, you have two realities. This is the one during your sleep.”
“So, I am dreaming?”
“This is not a dream.”
***When I reported to work the next morning, Harley signaled me to step into the alley with him. He was gripping his ceramic mug with steaming coffee.
“Hi Harley, what’s up?”
“Have you decided to go to Columbus?”
“I want to, but I’m waiting for Candy’s decision. She will decide soon. I don't want to push her. I’m sure she’ll go.”
“You’ll be my number one man.”
“Thanks, Harley. If I go, I’ll give it my very best.”
“I’m sure you will.”
“You know, since I’ve come to Denver, I’ve done amazing work for some people, and then they didn’t appreciate it. I was making one guy thousands of dollars a day with disaster restoration and before he had pennies. His reward to me was to cut my commission in half. Another boss forgot he promised me a commission.”
“Your commission is safe. Make as much as you wish. When you make more, I make more.”
“Of all the bosses I’ve had in Denver, you’ve been the best. You have a wonderful spirit and keep your word. I’m depending on you to keep doing so in Columbus.”
“You have your answer, don’t you?” Paul sipped his coffee.
“Yes. I’m trusting my instincts.” I said. And Sheena, I thought. After several days, Saturday came, and Candy wanted to have a cookout for her friends.
“Candy, we’ve only used that grill three times since we’ve lived here.”
“I’m glad we have it,” she said. “go to the store and get some steaks and chicken. And get whatever you want.”
“I’ll take Colin with me. He likes the supermarket.” At the store, Colin ran ahead of me. I watched as he stopped and grabbed a can off the shelf and returned it to me. I took it in my hand as he pointed at the Jolly Green Giant on the label.
“Is this what you want to eat?” I asked. Colin jumped and yelled, “Yes.” I’m sure he didn’t know the can contained corn, but I put it in the cart. He ran toward another shelf of cans and grabbed Chef Ravioli. He brought it to me. Pictures were excellent tools to sell food to kids.
We went through the produce section to choose vegetables. The automatic mister moistened them and my face. 
By the time I returned, Candy had the grill fired up. Ginger, Audrey, and Rose were relaxing on the porch with wine coolers, except Rose. She had juice. 
“Hi Tim,” Ginger greeted me with a full body hug. Electricity flowed from her body.
“Hi Ginger, hi ladies.”
“Hi Tim,” they chorused back.
“I’ve got food for the grill.”
“Did you bring champagne?” Audrey asked. 
“No. Should I have?”
“Yes, silly, we’re celebrating.”
“What’re we celebrating?” They all looked at Candy.
“Tim,” Candy took my hand, “I’ve decided I want to go to Columbus. I wasn’t sure at first because I hated to leave my friends. But Audrey and Ginger are so excited about taking over the daycare, I’d feel like I’d disappoint them if I stayed.”
“Oh, don’t feel that way,” Audrey said. “We’d be happy if you stayed.”
“Audrey, I know, but I like the idea of getting rich.” The ladies giggled. “Besides, I can fly out anytime I want to visit you.” Candy lifted the grill cover and put steaks on the fire. The moisture sizzled steam around her.
“Yes, of course you can, and you can stay with us,” Ginger said. “And we’ll want to see your new baby.”
“Yes, and I want you to see my baby,” Rose said.
“When Rose has her baby, she’s quitting her job, but we’re going to give her a little money to help us with the daycare in the morning while Audrey is sleeping. We’ll take in ten kids; Rose won’t have to leave her baby. She can bring her when she helps us out.” Audrey grabbed another wine cooler out of the icebox we had on the porch.
“Well, it sounds like everything works out great. Harley said he’d want us out in Columbus by June twentieth. I was thinking we’d leave on the twelfth, make it a vacation.”
“That sounds like fun,” Candy said, “but I’m still sad about leaving my friends.”
“I know, Candy. But you can call them as much as you want. There wasn't time for a shower this morning. I’m going to take one while you’re grilling.” I turned and walked to the bedroom, closed the door, kicked off my shoes, and pulled off my clothing. The door opened. I turned to see Ginger closing it behind her. I stood naked. She was wearing a light blue wrap-around silk dress that enhanced her curvy waist, hips, and full breasts. She smiled at me.
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“Ginger, I’m getting ready to take a shower, you need to step out.”
“Tim, you guys are leaving, and I may never see you again. I want to make love to you.” She stepped forward and put her arms around my waist.
“I’m married to Candy.” I pulled her arms away.
“She told me it’s ok.” She leaned into me.
“I can’t do this. What if you get pregnant?”
“I’m on the pill.”
“That’s not foolproof, and what if I fall in love with you?”
“Do you think you’d do that?” Ginger’s eyes lit up.
“Yes. I’m very attracted to you. I don’t want to fall in love with you, then leave you and move to Ohio. And if you get pregnant, I’d want you to live with me. It’s all too complicated. I don’t want to do this.”
Ginger looked down at my naked body, “Well, it looks like you want me.”
“I mean, it’s a poor decision. Yes, of course I want you. I haven’t had sex since before Colin was born.” My heart was pounding to rock-and-roll. My breathing increased in depth and speed and my skin became electric, anticipating the contact of hers.
Ginger put her hands on my cheeks and leaned in, giving me a soft wet kiss. I yielded and we kissed deeply for a minute. I wanted to pull her onto the bed and take what she was offering, instead; I pushed away.
“Ginger, please, don’t make this harder than it is. Can you please leave? If you stay, I’m going to give in to you.”
“Okay,” Ginger said, “but first, I want you to see me.” She took two steps back and pulled the ribbon from around her waist, letting her dress open and slide down her silky skin onto the floor. She stood fully naked. My eyes followed her lines from her eyes, flushed lips, her neck now moist, over her full breasts with perky nipples, to her narrow waist, full hips, and the beauty between her thighs. She turned her bare feet inward, put her head on her lifted shoulder and raised her eyebrows.
“Oh my God,” I said.
“Yes?” Ginger smiled.
“You are beautiful.” I put my hand over my heart.
“Thank you. Do you want me?” She stepped up to me again, holding her body against mine, but this time without her dress dividing us. Her skin melted into mine. My ears buzzed as my desire for her grew near the point of explosion. She put her arms over my shoulders. “Tim, please take me.”
“Oh my God, Ginger, you’re pushing me to the brink.”
“Please, take me, Tim.”
“Ginger, I can’t. Please leave the room. I can’t resist you much longer.” I gave her a gentle push away. She looked at me for fifteen seconds with pouting lips.
“Ginger, go. Please go,” I said. She bent over to get her dress, slipped it on, and tied the ribbon around her waist, her eyes still locked with mine. “Please, go.” I said again. She twirled on her bare feet and left the room. I sat on the bed, panting, my heart beating. Why was life so complicated? I wanted her. My entire body screamed for her. I walked into the bathroom for a shower. As the warm water flowed over my body, I turned the faucet to cool. Then, to cold.
Monday morning, when I woke up, Candy was already in the shower. I walked in to see her.
“You’re showing, Candy.”
“I know, I’m feeling heavy.”
“You look cute, pregnant.” I rubbed her belly. “I’ll prepare breakfast for the kids and then go to work. The Cutlass will be here for you today. I’m taking the Phoenix to get the brakes fixed. There’s a guy at work that’s a mechanic.”
“Okay, Tim.” I leaned in to give Candy a kiss and my head got wet.
“Worth it,” I said. After I prepared breakfast, I hugged Candy and Colin and drove to work. Ed was in the alley, holding up a brick wall. He had a cigarette between two fingers dangling to his side, the smoke rolling up his arm. Ed wasn’t an ambitious salesperson. He probably earned thirty dollars on a good day.
“Hey Ed, I’ve got parts for my back brakes. Do you want to change them for me?”
“Sure.” He threw his cigarette on the ground and twisted his shoe over it.
“How much will you charge me?”
“How about fifty bucks?”
“Deal.”
I left Ed at his work and went inside. Harley had been having what he called a tap party for the previous couple of weeks. He planned to squeeze every dollar out of them before he left for Columbus.
“Harley, what will those who stay call? Our customers won’t want a call for another year.”
“Not my problem.” Harley handed me a stack of taps. 
I went to my table, sipped my coffee, and called the first tap. I dissolved into my concentration zone, forbidding interruption and hearing only the person on the other end of the phone. As Sheena had instructed me, I’d connect with him spiritually. At noon, I broke for lunch. I walked into the alley to see how the car was coming along. Ed was just finishing up.
“You’re ready to go,” Ed said.
“Great Ed, here’s your fifty bucks.”
“You could’ve saved fifty bucks and done this yourself.” Ed smirked to show he thought he had gotten one over on me.
“Well, I made $200 while you were working on the brakes. My hands are clean, and I didn’t bust my knuckles. I’m happy with our arrangement.”
“I’m just saying,” Ed said. He tossed his tools into his metal box and carried it to his car.
Since I had nothing to do in the afternoons, I had been spending my time meditating. Sometimes I’d go home, but it was a thirty-minute drive, which chopped an hour off my afternoon if I worked both shifts with Harley. Candy didn’t mind if I found a spot to concentrate on our future business trip. I’d write up my business plan for when we would arrive in Columbus.
After my break, I returned to the office. The room was empty, save for Harley sitting behind his desk. Sheets of paper, sugar packets, pens, and plastic spoons abandoned on the worktables added to the aura of vagrancy. Harley noticed me entering the room.
“Tim, I’m going to give you the number to my parents’ house in Pittsburgh. He turned over a scrap of paper on his desk. As he wrote the number, he said, “Ray and I’ll stay there while we’re getting things set over the phone in Ohio. My parents live three hours from Columbus. Call me once a day for updates after we leave. We’ll be in Pittsburgh by June second.”
“Okay, Harley. I’m leaving on the twelfth to be in Columbus by the twentieth for a family vacation. We’ll swim in hotel pools, eat in cafes and shop for souvenirs along the way.”
“Well, that sounds fun, Tim.” Harley yawned and stretched his arms above his head. I finished up the night shift and went home. I heard Candy and the girls on the porch.
“You ladies sure are spending a lot of time here,” I said as I stepped onto the patio and smiled at them.
“We want lots of time with Candy before you guys leave.” Audrey kicked her shoe into the air and squealed.
“I understand.”
“And you, of course,” Ginger said. She puckered her lips at me.
“Yes, of course. Hm.” I walked back into the kitchen. Candy opened the fridge to let Colin rummage through the snack shelf.
“Candy, we’ll need to sell everything we can’t pack in the car. There’s a flea market on weekends that has 50,000 people attend. It’s only ten bucks for a space. I figure I’ll go there on Saturdays and Sundays after June first to sell our things.”
“Why are you waiting until June?” Candy asked.
“Because there won’t be any customers worth calling for months. Harley’s burning the shop to the ground. I think he’s calling the taps every week. It’s overkill.”
“The flea market sounds boring. Do I have to go?”
“No, of course not. Phil will probably come and hang out. We both like to sell things. Start putting everything you don’t want to take in the spare bedroom. I’ll load it up on Sunday morning. But on the last weekend, I need to sell one car. We’ll take the Phoenix to Columbus and sell the Cutlass. It’s difficult to drive two cars.”
“Yes, that makes sense. I’ll have Ginger and Audrey help me with the daycare to meet the kids and parents. I sure am going to miss them.” Candy hung her head.
“I know, Candy. I’m sorry.”
“What about all of Colin’s toys?”
“Just save a few of his favorites. I’ll buy him new ones in Columbus.” As I was standing facing Candy in the kitchen, I felt arms embrace me from behind. I turned my head and saw Ginger’s chin on my shoulder.
“Hello Ginger,” I said.
“Hello handsome,” she giggled. Candy giggled as well. 
“You two are evil,” I said. “Why are you messing with me?”
“You know why,” Ginger said. She squeezed me and kissed my cheek. I twisted out of her arms and walked onto the porch. God help me, I thought.
The smell of fresh cut grass calmed me, and I saw the glass people were in the yard. This was the first time I’d seen them after dark. There were at least one-hundred of them walking around. Their movements were hypnotic.
“I see the glass people,” I said out loud to no one in particular as I sat on the aluminum-framed lawn chair. It squeaked as the plastic bands stretched.
“What are glass people?” Rose asked.
“I see them sometimes. They’re transparent images, maybe from another reality. Maybe not. I don’t know. They’re not made of glass, but it’s the best way I can describe them. Actually, Rose, that’s how I knew you were pregnant. There had been no colors among the glass people, except one day I saw a yellow rose. Earlier, when I first met Audrey, I saw a yellow rose. I inquired if she had a sister. She said, yes, her name was Rose. I asked if she had blond hair, she said yes. That led me to believe the rose represented you. Another day, the yellow rose had a bud growing on the stem, which I assumed meant you were pregnant.”
“Wow, that’s interesting. Are you seeing anything tonight?” She shifted forward to adjust her maternity dress and squinted at the yard.
“Not yet, but I’m watching. Something significant may happen. This is the first time I’ve seen them after dark.”
“What are you watching?” Ginger asked as she stepped out of the kitchen.
“He’s watching the glass people,” Audrey said.
“Oh, the glass people. Candy told me about that.” Ginger walked over and stood behind me, placing her hands on my shoulders.
“I’m seeing some blue and yellow lights coming from it now. It’s getting bigger.” The ladies stood and moved behind me.
“Why can’t we see it?” Audrey asked.
“I don’t know. Why can’t you see Sheena?”
“You said we have our own angels. But I’ve never seen them.”
“Yes,” I said, “that’s my theory. I’m guessing everybody has them. I can’t be that special to be the only one. Maybe there’s something weird about me. Okay, it’s looking like downtown Columbus at night with the lights coming from the skyscrapers.”
“How do you know it’s Columbus?” Ginger asked.
“I saw it a few weeks ago. Sheena took me there.”
“She took you there? How? Do you mean in your dream?”
“In my other reality. I don’t think they’re dreams, they're too real to be dreams.”
“Why do you think you’re seeing Columbus?”
“Sheena told me that’s where we’re going. Well, it’s all fading away now. I am exhausted and going to bed, and no, Ginger, you can’t come with me.” The ladies giggled. In the bedroom, I shut the door and locked it to keep Ginger out. I cleaned up, unlocked the door, turned out the lights, and fell into bed.




Chapter 48


Over the next two weeks, we got everything ready for sales at the flea market. The girls camped at our place, and I raked in the money working for Harley, which built our moving and vacation fund. Finally, our last weekend in Denver arrived.
“Candy, it’s my last day at the flea market. Do you want to go?”
“I’d rather not.”
“All right, Phil will be happy to drive the U-Haul with our stuff. I’ll drive the Cutlass and then ride back with Phil. I’m selling the Cutlass.”
“Oh, I forgot about that. If you need me to drive it, I can.”
“No, it’s okay. Phil will help me.”
“I’ve never seen a car at a flea-market, do you really think you can sell it?”
“Sure, I can.” I hugged Candy and kissed her on the cheek. The next morning, Phil showed up at six AM.
“Hi Phil, do you want to drive the U-Haul or the Cutlass?”
“I’ll drive the U-Haul; I know how that Cutlass runs.”
“It runs good, except for a funny sound in the engine.”
“You can’t sell a car at a flea market.”
“Yes, I can. I’m going to sell it for $350.”
“That car is not worth $350. If you’re going to a flea-market, people expect a deal. They want to pay less than it’s worth.”
“It’s a good car. It’s got a velour interior, power seats, cassette tape and stereo.”
“It also has a gigantic bash in the driver’s door and a knock in the engine.” Phil pointed at the crinkled door.
“Minor details.”
We arrived at the flea market, the eighth wonder of the world. Acres of concrete with thousands of painted rectangles spread so far you couldn’t see the end. Every weekend 50,000 people attend. For ten bucks, you were a gladiator, with thousands of judging eyes watching you. That week I bought three spaces, one for the car, one for the U-Haul, and the other for everything else.
We drove to our spot and unloaded the U-Haul. Then I grabbed my aluminum tripod and whiteboard, the same I used for drawing circles at AmericPlan. I placed floor mats on both sides of the car to encourage people to kneel and look underneath. The doors and hood were open, releasing a new car smell sprayed on the velour seats. There wasn’t a speck of dirt below, above, or inside. The paint reflected the sun’s power, albeit refracted on the bashed driver’s door.
I set the tripod and whiteboard in front of the car. At the top of the board, I wrote $1,500.
“Are you crazy? You won’t sell that thing for $1,500,” Phil said.
“I agree. But I’ll sell it for $350.”
The traffic came, and we dickered over my prized possessions. People saw the sign advertising the car. They examined it to see why it was worth so much money. They sat inside; they stuck their necks under the hood; they kneeled on the floor mats to look underneath, but then moved on. Across the aisle, a man stood behind five tables piled two feet high with rolled socks. Sports socks. I walked over to talk to him.
“Do you actually make money selling socks?” I asked.
“Oh yeah, I make a thousand bucks profit every weekend.”
“Every weekend? That’s amazing. I never thought you could make so much selling socks.”
“America’s great, isn’t it?” I nodded and walked back to my killing floor.
“Phil, do you want coffee?”
“Sure.”
“Alright, I’ll go. Stay in the shade.” Phil had a rare disease that caused him to burn easily in the sun. When I returned, twelve people were searching the car for clues.
“Here’s your coffee Phil.”
“I got to give you one thing,” Phil said, “you’ve got everybody’s curiosity up about why you’re selling that car for $1,500. And you have it displayed like there’s something very special about it.”
“Yeah, people are funny, huh?” I peeked at my watch. Ten o’clock, time to change the price. I walked over to the board and crossed out the $1,500 so that it was still visible, and right below it I wrote $1,350.
“I’m not sure what you’re up to,” Phil said. 
“It’ll be fun. Just watch.” The new price got more attention. Previous looky-loos stopped again. At eleven o’clock I crossed out the $1,340 and wrote $1,200 below it.
The new price enticed shoppers to examine the trunk, crouch to see underneath, and poke the engine. They scratched their heads as to why I wanted so much money.
Six five-foot-tall men drenched in gold chains swooped around it like a pack of birds. They moved on without a pause but complemented the car as they whooshed by.
“That’s a nice car, man,” they said.
“Thanks,” I said
At noon, I crossed out the $1,200 and wrote $1,050. Shoppers flooded through like a stream of ants.
“Can I make payments to you for this car?” A lady asked.
“No payments. Cash only.”
Another man asked, “Can you hold this car? I can pay in a week.”
“No, I’m leaving town tomorrow. I need the cash today.” Twenty people swarmed the car, talking and murmuring to each other. 
I wandered over to Phil. “Do you want more coffee, Phil?”
“Sure, can you bring back a snack?”
“Sure can, keep an eye on the car. I don’t want anybody to steal it.” Phil rolled his eyes. I went off to get us a snack and coffee. When I returned, the sock merchant was looking at the car, shaking his head.
“Hey sock man, what do you think of the car?”
“Well, it’s nice, but it’s not worth a thousand bucks.”
“Maybe. We’ll find out.”
At one o’clock, I marked it down to $800.
“Please, can you just hold it for me? I'll have the money for you in just a few days?” people pleaded.
“No, cash only, today only. I’m moving out-of-town tomorrow and I can’t take the car with me.”
The flock of six men swooped the car again. This time, they landed and perched under the hood. “Nice car, man,” they said.
“Thanks a lot, guys.” At two o’clock, I lowered the price to $700. All the previous prices were crossed out but plain to read.
“I’m going to go ask someone if they could loan me the money,” one man said, “I’ll be right back.”
“OK, I’ll be here. Not sure if the car will be. It’s first come, first serve.”
“Will you take a check?” A lady asked me.
“No checks. Cash only. I have to sell it today; I'm leaving town tomorrow.”
I walked over to Phil. “Isn’t this fun?”
“Yes, people are quirky. I can’t believe they’ll pay $700 for this car.”
“Well, they haven’t yet, but it’ll sell for three-fifty.” I looked at my watch. Three o’clock. “Time to slash the price,” I told Phil. I walked to the board with my hand raised to get the crowd’s attention. I crossed out the old price and wrote $550. The collective hive of shoppers buzzed like pissed off bees. Fifty people surrounded me, pleading for a delay. My answer always was, “Nope, the first person with the cash takes the car.”
At five o’clock, the price dropped to $400. The beehive exploded, releasing one-hundred frantic bargain hunters around my Cutlass.
“No one comes to a flea-market with $400 in cash. Please, be reasonable. Give me time to go to an ATM,” a man said. The panicked bees buzzed in agreement with him.
“No, cash only, today. The first person with the cash gets it.”
“May I test drive the car?” A lady asked.
“Well, I guess I could let you drive it up and down the aisle. Try not to crush the crowd.” She jumped into the car as I shut the hood and trunk. She cranked the engine and eased into the aisle. The crowd stepped aside to let her through. She inched up the aisle, turned around, returned, and parked. Now the ants and bees roared and filled every open spot around the car.
“Tim, I never thought you could incite a mob over this junker, but you did it,” Phil said.
Just then, the sock man strutted up to me, lifted cash to my face and said, “Three-hundred-fifty dollars, take it or leave it.”
“Sold!” I said as I grabbed the cash.
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While I was at the flea market, Audrey and Ginger moved into our house. They had no furniture to bring, so we left ours. When I returned home, the girls were all in their PJ’s sitting on the couch gabbing.
“Pajama party?” I asked. I let the door shut behind me.
"It’s our last night together. We’re staying over to see you off in the morning,” Ginger said.
“It’s your home now. It’s good you stay over,” I said.
“Yeah, we have no other place to sleep,” Audrey giggled. I took Colin out to the porch to watch the glass people. I wondered if I’d see them when I left Denver. Sheena would go with me, I knew. Colin yawned and crawled up into my lap. He fell asleep on my shoulder and I carried him to bed. I showered and went to bed alone, listening to the ladies chattering in the living room.
When I woke, Candy was next to me, asleep. I jostled her gently to wake her. We got ready to leave. Audrey and Ginger got up at six AM to say goodbye to us.
“Candy, I’m going to miss you so much.” Ginger gave her a hug and cried.
“Ginger, don't start crying. You'll get me crying. Never mind, it's too late.” Candy started crying. Audrey gave Candy a hug, also crying.
“We’ll miss you too, Tim,” Audrey said.
“Thank you, Audrey and Ginger. You’ve been fantastic friends to Candy. I appreciate that.” Ginger gave me a hug, her tears dripping onto my neck. I patted her on the back.
“Hey guys, if people call wanting my help, please don’t tell them where I’m going. I did everything I could here, but I’m just one person. The hundreds of requests for help overwhelmed me. One thing is for sure, I’m not telling anyone in Columbus about Sheena.”
“Aren’t you going to help people anymore?” Audrey asked.
“Yes, I will. But I’ll be a lot more subtle about it.”
“We sure appreciate the help you gave us,” Audrey said. Ginger nodded.
“You’re very welcome. I’ve loved knowing you and helping you. Candy, I’m going to put Colin in the car, say your last goodbyes, and we’ll hit the road.” Colin was sleeping on my shoulder as I carried him to the car. Five minutes later, Candy came out, her face wet with tears. I handed her tissues, and she dabbed at her eyes. I backed out onto the street and headed to the highway. By the time I was on I-70 East, they were both sound asleep.
I loved driving in the cool, crisp air of the early morning. When we left the city, the hum of the tires on the quiet country road stimulated my creative mind. I pictured owning a successful carpet cleaning and disaster restoration company. I’d need capital before that happened, which I’d raise with sales jobs, either with Harley or someone else.
“Where are we?” Candy asked at eleven, waking and rubbing her eyes.
“We’re in Kansas, Dorothy.”
“Ha ha, hilarious.”
“There’s a town called Russel, an hour away. We can stop for lunch and find a hotel with a pool.”
“That sounds good.” Candy rolled her window down and slid her hand out. “I like the feel of the wind when we’re driving.” 
“Yes, it’s very relaxing. Are you feeling better?”
“I’m sad, but excited about our trip to Columbus.” We arrived at Russel, and I pulled off the highway. They filled the entrance to the town with restaurants and hotels. It seemed to be their chief industry, selling food, sleep, and gas to travelers. We parked at a cafe for lunch. After Candy picked a hotel, and I registered, we took our luggage and Colin to our room.
“I just love hotels,” Candy said, as she fell backwards on the bed, spreading her arms.
“I know you do, so does Colin.” Colin crawled on the bed and started bouncing. “If you feel like it, let’s go sit by the pool.”
“You can sit by it if you like. Colin and I want to swim.”
“All right, I’m going to grab a pool chair. Don’t forget to bring the sunblock.” I walked to the chain-link fence that surrounded the pool. Someone had sprayed it with silver paint to conceal rust. It almost worked. Concrete, with varied colors of embedded round glass, held lawn chairs next to the pool. I pulled one into the shade. Too much sun made me sick. Candy carried Colin to the pool, both in swimsuits. Colin was jabbering and pointing at the chlorinated blue water.
“Is that a new swimsuit?” I asked Candy.
“Yes, the others didn’t fit anymore.”
“Well, it looks sexy on you, and you look cute pregnant.”
“I know. You keep telling me that. I don’t feel cute.”
“You're beautiful, Candy.” She and Colin splashed into the pool. I closed my eyes to relax and think. There was a mountain of unknown events ahead. I needed to prepare. Adventure never frightened me, it excited me. Sheena had shown me Columbus, which was inviting me to a challenge. I imagined the possibilities laying in wait. When Colin started rubbing his eyes, we left the pool, found a restaurant, and returned to the motel. 
“Candy, let’s watch the sunset.” I pulled Colin out of his car seat.
“Okay, honey.” Candy hadn't called me honey before. I tried to hide my excitement, as if a hummingbird halted in mid-air to watch me. I held my breath so as not to scare it away.
“Let’s grab some lounge chairs by the pool to look toward the west. I’ll hold Colin on my lap so he doesn’t jump in the pool. That tyke is wild.”
“Yes, he is. But he’s getting tired. The pool wore him out today.”
“Good, maybe he’ll go to sleep early. I want to be on the road by six AM.” I sat on the chair, holding Colin. Candy dragged a chair right next to me and reclined.
“The sunset looks different here than it did in Denver,” Candy said.
“Maybe the atmosphere changes it. It’s beautiful though, isn’t it?”
“Yes, it is.” Candy reached over and took my hand. I gave her a gentle squeeze and didn’t speak for thirty minutes, hoping the hummingbird would stay.
“Candy, the mosquitoes are coming out. I think we should go inside. It was wonderful watching that sunset with you.” I stood carefully to not wake Colin, who was drooling on my shoulder.
“Yes, I need to shower. I’ll give Colin a bath first.” The bathwater and soap bubbles resurrected Colin, who splashed and laughed. Candy picked him out of the tub and rubbed him down with a plush towel.
“I just love motel towels,” Candy said. Colin’s eyes closed as I carried him to his cot. He fell asleep when I placed the plush blanket over him.
“Okay, I’m going to take a shower now,” Candy said.
“I bought non-alcoholic champagne. Would you like some after you shower?”
“Yes, Honey, that’d be great.” Ding ding ding. Twice she called me Honey. It put a hop in my step out to the car. I unpacked the champagne and two wine glasses, returned, and set them on the table. I popped the cork before Candy came out of the bathroom, rubbing her hair with a towel.
“Hi, sweetie. Are you ready for me to pour?” I asked. The hummingbird did not bolt at the sound of my endearment. My heart swelled. It felt great to call her Sweetie.
“Yes.” Candy wrapped a towel around her hair and sat on the chair by the table.
“Here’s to a successful future.” I lifted my wineglass, Candy picked her glass up and touched mine with a low-sounding ding.
“I’m looking forward to our future, Honey,” Candy said.
“Me too, Baby. Me too.” We sat and talked and sipped our champagne for thirty minutes.
“Honey, I’m going to shower and go to bed.” I stood and walked to the bathroom.
“Yes, I’m exhausted. I’m going to bed too.”
I took my shower and dried. When I came out, Candy was laying in bed, asleep. I slipped under the covers, careful to not disturb her. She noticed and turned around to face me, putting her head on my chest and her arm across me.
“Good night, Baby,” I said.
“Good night, Tim.”
I listened to Candy as her breathing slowed to sleep. I pulled my fingers through her hair as sleep came to me.
I woke Candy up at five-thirty to get dressed. I left Colin in his pajamas and took him to the car. He never woke up as I placed him in his car-seat. Candy crawled in the car and we took off down I-70. Within ten minutes, Candy was asleep again. Time with my thoughts was a treat. She slept until nine AM.
“Where are we now?” Candy yawned and stretched.
“Topeka is just ahead. Would you like breakfast?”
“Yes, that’d be great. Do you think there’s a Kmart in Topeka?”
“I’m sure there is. It’s a pretty large town.”
“I need to shop.”
“Sure, we can do that after breakfast. Should we stay in Topeka the rest of the day?”
“Are you sure that’s okay?”
“Of course, this is a vacation. We drive in the morning and explore new towns the rest of the day.”
“Thank you for this vacation, Tim.” Candy opened her window, so the wind swirled her hair around her cheeks. Twenty minutes later, we were in Topeka.
“Look at that cute diner. Let’s eat there,” Candy pointed.
“Oh, it looks like they built it in the fifties.” We entered the diner. The tile was black-and-white checkered, the booths had red vinyl upholstery and chrome edging. Colin ran across the floor as soon as I released him toward a nineteen-fifty Plymouth smashed halfway through the wall.
“I’m so sorry,” I said to the server as she walked up to us with menus.
“That’s okay. Kids love this place. He’s already crawled into the car-booth. Would you like to sit there?”
“Yeah, that’d be neat.” Candy and I crawled into the classic auto. Colin had hold of the steering wheel, turning it back and forth. I was glad he was having a good time. After our breakfast, we went to Kmart.
“Tim, take Colin with you and find nylon clothesline rope.”
“What do you need with clothesline rope? If we need to do laundry, we can stop at a laundromat.”
“That’s not what it’s for. It’s a surprise.”
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That’s peculiar, I thought. 
After shopping, we picked a motel and spent the afternoon at the pool. After swimming, we had dinner at a local restaurant made of logs. Then we went to watch the sunset. Candy held my hand as we lounged in our chairs by the pool, hypnotized by the evening colors.
“The sunset looks different in Topeka than it did in Russel,” Candy said. 
“I love traveling and exploring.”
“It’s fun. I miss my friends, though.”
“I know, Candy. I’m sorry.”
“It’s not your fault. I wanted to do this too.”
“You can fly out to Denver anytime you like.”
“That helps.”
“I won’t miss the flood of phone calls. I feel bad that I couldn’t help everyone, but I’m only one guy.”
“You said you won’t tell anyone about Sheena in Columbus?”
“I’m not. I’ll help people, but on the down low. We don’t want that craziness in Columbus. The sun’s down; let’s go to bed. I want an early start.”
We returned to our room. I gave Colin a bath and freed him to jump on the beds. I took my turn in the shower and when I finished, Colin was asleep. Candy had stretched the clothesline rope between two curtain rods and threw a blanket over it, hiding Colin’s bed.
“Tim, I’m going to take a shower,” Candy said.
“Okay, baby, I’ll pour juice for us. Why did you hang the blanket?”
“So Colin can sleep and we can have privacy.” Candy went into the shower. I looked at the makeshift partition. Why did we need privacy? I opened the cold bottle of juice and filled the crystal goblets. Then I recalled I hadn’t called Harley for a few days, so I used the hotel phone and rang him up in Pittsburgh.
“Hello Harley, this is Tim.”
“Hi Tim, glad you called. There’s been a change of plans. I want you to meet us in Pittsburgh instead of Columbus.”
“So, we’re going to open the first office in Pittsburgh?”
“Yes, that’s the plan. Call me in a few days for an update.”
“Will do.”
“Who was that?” Candy came out in her robe with a towel wrapped around her hair.
“That was Harley. He says a change of plans, they plan to open the first office in Pittsburgh.”
“Are we going to Pittsburgh?” Candy said in a high-pitched voice.
“No, we’re going to Columbus. I’ve researched it. Sheena wants me there. It’s ideal for our future.”
“What’ll you do for work?”
“There’s a million companies there that’ll hire me to sell. That won’t be a problem.” Candy returned to the bathroom. Ten minutes later she came back with hair brushed smooth as silk. She sat with me at the table, her hair fluffing over her eyes.
“Honey, I’m truly enjoying this trip,” I said.
“Me too, Honey. We haven’t had a vacation in forever. This is so nice. To us.” Candy lifted her glass in a toast.
“Yes, to us.” I touched her glass with mine. We talked in low tones for twenty minutes. We didn’t want to wake Colin. Candy finished her drink, stood, and walked to the bed.
“Tim, what do you think?” She released her robe onto the floor, revealing red frilly lingerie.
“Oh, my gosh, Candy. You look hot.”
“Even with my pregnant belly?” She giggled.
“Even more so. You look so cute when you’re pregnant. Now, you look damned sexy.”
Candy pulled back the blankets on the bed and sat. She patted the bed next to her.
“What’re you waiting for?” She batted her eyes at me and puckered her lips. I froze in shock. A pleasant shock. Freeing myself, I sat next to her. Candy reached over to the drawer in her nightstand and pulled a box out.
“I got this today for us. It’s a game. For couples.” She peeked at me with a grin. She opened the box and took cards out. “We take turns drawing a card and we have to do what it says. The pink cards are for me and the blue cards are for you. You go first.”
I held my breath, looked at her, and took a card. I read, “Tell your partner one thing that turns you on that takes less than sixty seconds to do.”
“Just my luck,” Candy giggled, “sixty seconds.”
I blushed.
“Well, go ahead,” Candy said.
“Honestly, Candy, a kiss from you turns me on more than anything.” Candy leaned toward me and held her lips one inch from mine. I could sense her breathing on my face.
“So, kiss me then.” Her voice was hushed and slow. I pressed my lips against hers, feeling what I’d craved for a million years. Candy kissed back and put her arm around me. We breathed hard. Candy pushed me away. “Okay, it's my turn now,” she said.
Candy took a card, looked at it, pressed her lips together and read, “let your partner do whatever he desires for thirty seconds. Okay, this game isn’t fair.”
“Oh, wow, Candy. I want to kiss again.” Candy put the card on the mattress, turned on her knees, put her arms over my shoulders and kissed me. 
“Hey, I get thirty seconds,” I said as Candy released my lips. I pulled her toward me, and we kissed for thirty seconds. I held her cheeks and she let me in.
“Okay, it's your turn now,” Candy said, pushing me away.
“You’re really getting into this, aren’t you?” I grinned. 
“Just take your card.” 
I drew a blue card and read, “Tell your partner something you appreciate about her. Hm.” I shifted my eyes up at the ceiling as I pondered.
“Oh, come on, Tim. It’s not that hard, is it?”
“Well, of course not. I'm just trying to pick one of the many things I love about you,” I chuckled. “Well, Candy, I appreciate you trusted me enough to leave Sheridan to go to Denver, and now from Denver to Ohio.”
“Thank you, Tim. It’s not that hard really, you’re a good provider, you’ve never let us down. Plus, I love the adventure you bring.”
“Thank you, Candy.” Tears flooded my eyes. I felt warmth coming through my chest in response to her kind words. Candy drew a pink card.
“Tell your partner your most erotic zone,” she read. She tilted her head and looked at me with a grin. “I love to have my neck kissed.”
“Candy, I didn’t know that. Do you want me to kiss your neck now?”
“No, it’s your turn to take a card, Honey.”
“Yes, Honey.” I drew a blue card. “Place your hand anywhere on your partner’s body for thirty seconds and remain still.” Now I grinned. 
Candy sat back on the bed, propping herself up with her arms slowly spreading her legs. I placed my hand on her inner thigh where I felt the warmth from her panties. Candy let out a little groan. I massaged her thigh.
“You’re supposed to hold it still,” Candy said.
“Oh, you’re right, I’ll try.” I was a statue as we locked eyes for thirty seconds. 
“Okay, my turn,” Candy said, pushing me back. This game was making my heart beat as fast as an Olympic runner’s. My face was warm. Candy took a card.
“Share an intimate position with your partner.” Candy threw the card on the floor and pushed me onto the bed, straddling me. She leaned to kiss me and pushed my shoulders against the mattress. I slid my hands up her legs to her firm butt and squeezed. Candy lightly licked my lips, and I reacted by squeezing harder.
“Candy, you’re driving me crazy. I want to have you.” 
“Be patient.” Candy sat back up on the bed. “It’s your turn, Tim.”
I looked at my card and read, “You can ask your partner anything, and she must answer truthfully.” Candy’s eyes widened. There were several questions that I wanted to ask. Some would definitely blow this romantic evening. I didn’t want to do that. I squeezed my lips to the side and frowned as I thought.
“What are you going to ask me?” Candy asked with enormous eyes.
“Baby, why am I so lucky to have this attention tonight?” Candy looked at the window. 
“Everything feels different now. I’m excited about our future in Columbus. I’m very proud of you for being brave enough to do this. Since we’ve been on this trip, I’ve been watching you and I get turned on. I think I just appreciate you a lot more than I used to. And honestly, while we’re driving, I’ve been thinking about all the sexy things Ginger said about you. It made me jealous, and I just decided on this trip that I wanted you.”
“Oh baby, you don’t know how happy that makes me. I hope we’ll be like this forever.”
“Tim, I feel things are better for us.”
“Candy, please, I want to make love to you.” Candy pulled her lacey pink teddy over her head, baring her round breasts. She reached over and placed her arms around my neck and kissed me. I put my arms around her waist and leaned her back onto the bed. She opened her mouth, gasping.
“Please take me, Tim.” I pulled her over on top of me so she straddled me. Candy guided me inside her. I welcomed the warm, tight, moist connection. Candy and I studied each other as I rubbed her back. I pulled her head toward me and kissed her. My dreams had come true.




Chapter 51


At six AM, the alarm shook us awake. We were both nude under our blankets. I gave Candy a hug and whispered in her ear,
“I love you, baby. I love you so much.” Candy squeezed me.
“I love you too, Honey.”
“Let’s get on the road.” We packed our things and carried Colin to his car seat. He never opened his eyes. Within ten minutes, I was on the highway and Candy was asleep. I drove forty minutes and stopped at a Red Barn convenience store to fill my coffee cup.
I drove on I-70 through Kansas City into the country where eight-foot-tall green corn stalks crowded the edge of the road. The road was a maze, blazing through the crops. As I rushed by the fluttering of the thick, long leaves, my mind relaxed. The fresh smell of the stalks breezed through the car. My coffee emptied, and I stopped at another Red Barn.
Our future life in Columbus was something I thought about. I had enough money to live for two months. I was going to find work and save up $50,000 to build a disaster restoration business.
The Columbus newspaper advertised a plethora of sales jobs. I knew I’d make money. But only if I believed in it. I had a painful experience of trying to sell a lousy product at Angel-Wise. Never again.
“Where are we?” Candy asked, yawning.
“We’re a couple hours away from St. Louis.”
“I’d like some coffee.”
“There’ll be another Red Barn on the next exit ten minutes away. I can pull in and get you a cup.”
“We should probably wake Colin and see if he wants to eat.”
We entered the exit and sailed down to the store. Candy picked Colin out of his car seat and rubbed his back till he woke.
“I love you, Baby,” I said.
“I love you too, Honey,” she said. We walked in and I got coffee for Candy. She got Colin a snack, and we stood by the car to stretch our legs. Colin explored a patch of grass.
“We’re early. We could spend an extra day in St. Louis and visit the Gateway Arch,” I said.
“That sounds like fun. Colin would probably like that too.”
“Yes, we could use some exercise, do some touristy stuff. I’m going to use the payphone to give Harley a call.” I walked to the booth, picked up the phone, and used my long-distance MCI card. Harley answered.
“Hey Harley, how are you? We’re almost in Missouri.”
“Hey Tim, things are progressing here. We’ve determined we’re going to start the first office in Virginia Beach, so head there.”
“Okay, Harley will do. I’ll call you in a couple of days.” I walked back to Candy. “Harley says now they’re going to open up in Virginia Beach.”
“I’m not sure they know what they’re doing.” Candy bit into a warm burrito.
“Well, I don’t know about that, but we’re headed to Columbus.”
“Did you tell him that?”
“No. What’s the point? They’ll probably change their mind again. Sheena wants me in Columbus. I trust her.” 
Candy folded her arms and glanced up at the blue sky. She closed her eyes as a breeze lifted her hair over her face. After ten minutes of relaxing, we got back into the car and drove onto the interstate. Candy rolled the window open, sweeping her hand up and down in the wind.
“I just love all this corn alongside the road.” Candy inhaled. “It smells good.”
“Yes, Candy, it’s very calming. I love it.” 
Two hours later, we arrived in St. Louis. We got a hotel where we spent two nights. We took an elevator ride in the Gateway Arch, spent time in restaurants and shopped at tourist trap stores. In the afternoon, we hung out by the motel pool, letting Colin splash and scream. Candy held my hand often and let me hug and kiss her. The second night, I called Harley from the hotel room.
“Hey Harley, I’m in St. Louis. Checking in with you.”
“Hey Tim. We can’t get a license in Virginia Beach for many months. We decided Ohio is best so we’re going to open in Cleveland. Head to Cleveland.”
“Okay, Harley, I’ll check with you in a couple of days. We’re taking our time getting there, going to stop in Terre Haute tomorrow.”
“Yes, thanks for checking in. Keep doing that. Talk to you later.”
“Bye Harley.” I hung up the phone. “Candy, now they’re setting up in Cleveland.”
“I repeat, I don't think they know what they’re doing.”
“Being an entrepreneur, your plans don’t always work out and you must adjust. But it’s not changing my plans. We’re headed to Columbus. I thought we’d get an early start in the morning, and then stop in Terre Haute.”
“Okay, Baby. As soon as I get Colin to sleep and hang up the blanket for privacy, I want you to myself.”
“Oh my gosh baby, you got me.”
In Terre Haute, we visited a theater with walls covered with gold relief sculptures of angels. The movie screen was six times as wide as a normal movie theater stretching around to each side of us. We watched a movie and ate buttered popcorn. The taste was better than any other popcorn we’d had. 
“Tim, I’ve had so much fun on this trip. We’ve seen a lot of curious things. This theater is unbelievable.”
“I know. I’ve seen nothing like this.”
“Will Columbus be like this?”
“If not this, I’m sure we’ll find intrigue and entertainment.”
“What did Sheena show you in Columbus?”
“I only saw the outside of buildings. We were on top of skyscrapers downtown, it was beautiful. I saw lots of green, lots of trees, not like the brown in Denver.”
“I wish she’d show me things like that.” 
“I’m sure you must have your own ghosts.”
“Well, they don’t talk to me. The hotel here is nice, let’s stay an extra night, okay?” Candy squeezed my hand.
“Sure, Candy, anything you want. We have plenty of time. When we get to Columbus, we’ll need a doctor for your pregnancy.” 
“I’m going to need a car.” Candy picked up Colin as we left the theater.
“Yes, I’ll get you one.”
Our second morning in Terre Haute, we slept in and took it easy. We had brunch in a little café and then headed to Indianapolis. We arrived at one PM and checked into a hotel. I used our room phone to call Harley.
“Hey Harley, it’s Tim again.”
“Hey Tim. Nothing’s changed, we’re heading for Cleveland. Where are you now?”
“I’m in Indianapolis. We’re going to spend three days here.”
“All right, call me before you leave Indianapolis.”
“Will do. Talk to you later.” I returned to the booth where we were having our breakfast.
“Candy, they say they’re still opening in Cleveland. We’re only three hours from Columbus, and I told Harley we’d spend three days here. He wants me to call before we leave Indianapolis.”
“What’s there to do here?”
“I snatched an assortment of brochures from the shop. Let’s figure it out.” We had a wonderful three days in Indianapolis. Every night Candy made love to me. The last night I gave Harley a call from the hotel room.
“Hey Harley, we’re leaving Indianapolis in the morning.”
“All right, I’m glad you called. Plans have changed. We’re going to set up our first office in Columbus. I’m already in Columbus at the Ridge Rock Motel on Main Street. It’s in Whitehall. Meet me there.”
“Okay, so for certain you’re starting in Columbus now?”
“Yes, for sure. We’ve already filed for a license. Looks like we’ll get it within the week.”
“I’ll see you there tonight.” I hung up the phone and looked at Candy.
“What’d he say?” Candy turned toward me as she brushed her hair.
“He says we’re opening in Columbus.”
“So, Sheena was correct.”
“Sheena told me to go to Columbus. She didn’t say I’d work with Harley. But I guess that’s how it’s working out.”
“Well, it’s nice you know what work you’ll have.”
“Yes, at least in the beginning. We’ll see how it goes.”
“But you think you’ll get rich working with these guys?”
“There’s a good chance. If not, I should earn at least 50,000. Then I can build my chain of cleaning companies and get rich that way.”
“When you talk about getting rich, it turns me on.” Candy put her arms around my neck.
“Rich rich rich rich rich,” I laughed.
“Okay, fella, for that, you’re going to get it tonight.”
“Oh, exciting.” I put my arms around her waist and kissed her. The next morning, we left at eight AM for Columbus. We appeared on the outskirts at one PM.
“There’s a lot of green here,” Candy said.
“Yes, there is. Let's take the 270 belt around Columbus. We need to figure out which suburb we want to live in.”
“I want to see downtown where Sheena took you.”
“Okay, Candy.” We spent two hours driving around Columbus looking at the different areas and then agreed it was time to go meet Harley at the Ridge Rock Motel. 
“Candy, I need a map so I can find the motel. Do you want coffee or anything?”
“Yes, I’ll come in with you to get Colin a snack.” I stopped at 7-Eleven and looked through the maps on the front rack. Finding one for Columbus, I pulled it out.
“Candy, do you need me to pay for anything?” I walked over to where she was pouring a coffee.
“Just this coffee for me, and an apple juice for Colin.” I walked to the checkout and put the items on the counter. The man with the scattered beard punched the cash register buttons.
“Sir, do you know where Whitehall is?” I asked. 
The clerk frowned. “Why would you want to go there?”




Chapter 52


“I’m meeting a business partner at a motel.”
He opened his mouth, lifted his eyebrows but said nothing. He cleared his throat. “Let me show you on the map.” He rolled it out and pointed. “And just be careful,” he said.
“Why’s that?”
“It’s not the best area.” 
“Okay, thanks for the heads up and the directions.” We all got back into the car.
“What do you think he meant by that?” Candy asked.
“I think he meant it’s an area with crime. I hope that’s not the case.”
“Me too. I don’t want to live in a dangerous place. Especially with Colin.”
We got back on 270 and headed south till we came to I-70 again. I followed that west to James Road and traveled north.
“This seems like a pleasant area,” I said. Candy agreed. After we drove a couple miles, the area started looking not as nice, and as we approached the area with Ridge Rock Motel, it became sketchy.
“Why would Harley choose a slum?” I asked.
“I’ve been wondering about those boys,” Candy said, looking out the window as she rolled it up
“There it is, the Ridge Rock Motel.” I turned into a clean motel with bright blue and red trim. They neatly clipped the grounds, featuring a fenced in pool. We arrived on June twentieth. The air was a sauna. I gasped to breathe. I had only lived in dry air before. I parked and walked into the office.
“Hi, I need a room for two adults plus a child,” I said.
“Do you need a crib?”
“Rollaway is fine. If I put him in a crib, he assumes it’s a jail to break out of.” The clerk left and returned, pushing a folded bed.
“I’m meeting Harley Stone. Has he arrived yet?”
“Yes, he’s in room one-twenty-three.”
“Can I call him from my room?”
“Yes, call the desk and I’ll connect you.”
“Thank you.” He gave me the keys, and I walked to our car.
“Okay, Candy, we’ve got a room. We’re in one-o-seven. Harley is here already. I’ll call his room and see when he wants to meet.” I drove in front of our room and we dragged our baggage inside. Colin leaped for the bed. He was loving this vacation. The hotels across America tour for Colin. I picked up the phone and called the front desk.
“Room one-twenty-three, please.”
“Hold, Please.” The phone rang. Harley answered.
“Hi Harley, we’re here. We’re in room one-o-seven.”
“Oh, Tim, glad you’re here. Meet me out by the pool.”
“Okay, Harley, soon as we get ready.” I hung up the phone and turned to Candy.
“He’s going to the pool. Colin, do you want to go swimming?”
“Yes,” Colin shouted. 
“Okay, let’s get your swimsuit on then.” Candy put her swimsuit on and a robe over it. We walked out to the pool.
Even though it was an old motel, everything had fresh paint, which was emphasized by trimmed, green, lush grass. The chain-link fence around the pool gleamed. Bleached white concrete surrounded the blue water that echoed the sun. Tall trees shaded the pool and walkways. We went through the pool gate and saw Harley sitting on a lounge chair. His big, tanned belly hung over his bright blue and yellow swim trunks. 
“Hi Harley!” I strolled over to him with my hand extended. Harley sprung up and shook my hand.
“Hi Tim, I’m so happy you made it out here. How are you and the family doing?”
“Very good Harley. I’d like to introduce you to Candy, my wife, and this is Colin, our son.”
“Come see your uncle Harley,” he said to Colin. Colin ran over as if he was a long-lost relative and vaulted into his arms.
“Wow, I guess Colin likes you.” I chuckled. Harley laughed like Santa Claus and spun Colin up on his shoulders.
“Swim, swim, swim,” Colin shouted. Harley let him down, and Colin headed for the pool. Candy caught him before he plunged into the deep end. I sat down on the reclining chair next to Harley.
“Hey Timmy, I got something for you today.” Harley reached into the bag sitting next to his chair. I remembered you like a good cigar. There’s a really wonderful shop four blocks down the street. I asked the owner for three of their best cigars.” Harley handed a small leather pouch to me. I opened it to discover three Macanudos.
“Thank you, Harley, that’s kind of you. Do you have a lighter?”
“Oh yeah, I got you a torch lighter. The guy said it was great to use for cigars. Oh, and a cigar cutter.”
“Yeah, that’s great, Harley. Thank you so much.” I leaned back in the lounge chair. I looked up at the puffy clouds and took a gigantic sigh. “Such a nice day.”
“It sure is,” Harley said. “I’m sorry we kept sending you to different destinations on your trip. I hope it didn’t spoil your family vacation.”
“It wasn’t a problem at all, Harley. I assumed you guys would figure it out, eventually.”
“We’ve come a long way, haven’t we?”
“Yes, Harley, we certainly have. I think it was only five months ago when I first met you. Now, here I am, moving my family 1,500 miles to go into business with you.”
“Yes,” Harley chuckled, “I had no clue when you showed up in your fancy suit and shocked the bejeezus out of everybody that we’d end up here.”
“Do you guys have the first office space picked out?” I cut the end of my cigar.
“We sure do. Got a lease on a storefront shop one block away from here.”
“Is it ready to go?”
“No, you’ll need to order telephones, get some tables and chairs, and a coffee pot. We’ll get an ad in the newspaper so you can hire salespeople. The manufacturer will deliver six skids of inventory next week.”
“Do you have a business license yet?”
“It’s in the works. We’ll have it soon. Candy, what do you think? Do you like Columbus so far?”
“I like it so far, Harley. Very excited to be out here. It sure is a change from Sheridan.”
“It sure is.” I lit my cigar. The lofting smoke drifted to my nostrils. I closed my eyes and let my muscles relax. “We went to Denver because I lost my business that I built in Sheridan just one day after the coal mines shut down. Then we had many experiences in Denver.”
“We sure did,” Candy said. Her legs dangled in the pool while she monitored Colin. “We never thought we’d be leaving Denver, especially to go so far east. I never imagined I’d leave that tiny town of one-hundred my parents raised me in. Tim has delivered me an abundance of adventure.” 
“Remember the tap party?” Harley put his hands behind his head and lay back on the beach recliner. “At first it was a joke to give you taps that turned us down minutes earlier. Then, you started selling them. All of them. Almost. Then you became a lesson for us.” 
“That was a dirty trick, Harley.”
“Well, at first, just for fun. But you sure showed us something amazing.” 
“Well, I believed in the product. I can’t sell it if I don’t. Like those stupid business security systems I got in.” 
“I was anxious when you were selling those,” Candy said. Colin splashed her.
“Me too, Candy. Me too. That was a very hard lesson.” 
“What did you do then?” Harley asked.
“I lost my voice and couldn’t sell, so I worked for this ass at ServiceMaster. I built a large disaster restoration business for him from scratch.” 
“He was an ass, huh?” Harley sucked smoke from his cigarette. 
“Yes. I made him a lot of money. Then one day he decided I was making too much on my straight commission and cut it in half.” 
“He was not an ass, he was an idiot,” Harley said. “You make me money. I won’t run you off. That’d be stupid.”
“Thanks, Harley.”
“Yes, thanks Harley,” Candy said. 
“So, what’s the plan for the rest of this week, Harley?”
“I plan to live here for a couple of weeks. How about you?”
“I’m going to get a townhouse to live in tomorrow. I want Candy and Colin to get back to normal. Then I’ll staff the office.” 
“Wait, get BACK to normal?” Candy laughed. “When did we ever have that?”
I laughed. “Okay, good point Candy. Normal for us, I guess.”
Harley stood and sat at the side of the pool, dangling his feet in the water. “We’ll build something great out here. Something great.”
Candy smiled at Harley and then looked at me. She winked and blew me a kiss. I caught it.
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