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FOR SUSAN

 



 


 


mac∙ro∙glint noun

 


1. AN EVENT OR THING, esp. in THE UNITED STATES OF
AMERICA, OF SUCH GREAT SIGNIFICANCE THAT ITS EFFECT(S) REVERBERATE
THROUGH ALL STRATA OF SOCIETY

2. A CULTURAL GAME CHANGER

3. AN UNMATCHED, UNIQUE PHENOMENON

 


mac∙ro∙glin∙tor, mac∙ro∙glint∙al, mac∙ro∙glint∙ly,
mac∙ro∙glint∙ness

 


slang: AN INTENSE ORGASM; A
COUP D’ETAT; AN UNSTOPPABLE FORCE; AN UNEXPECTED TURN OF
EVENTS

 



PROLOGUE

 


The FedEx Overnight envelope sat on a kitchen island
in rural Georgia, unopened and half-hidden under a pile of
magazines and circulars. Camden had tossed it there a week before
and absently buried it deeper each day.

As his visitor refilled a coffee cup, he noticed the
sender’s return address and asked when Camden planned to catch up
on his mail.

“When somebody sends me something worthwhile,” he
replied.

“You’ve got a letter here from your former
colleagues.”

“Probably nothing new.”

“Would you mind if I took a peek?”

“Be my guest.”

“I already am. On my second day now.”

Camden chuckled.”Sure, Rob.”

The envelope contained another certified check. The
envelope contained another update brochure. The envelope contained
another letter.

Dear Dr. Camden:

Enclosed is Southern United Enterprises check number
J203609 in the amount of four hundred ninety-three million, five
hundred thousand dollars ($493,500,000.00), representing the
second-to-final payment due you under your separation agreement
with the Company. As per that agreement, our accountants will make
available to you or your representatives the calculations employed
in arriving at this figure including withholdings.

Along these lines, the Company requests that you
respond to our recent inquiries concerning your plans regarding
checks J197442 ($493,500,000.00) and J198677 ($493,500,000.00). The
difficulties inherent in carrying this additional nine hundred and
eighty-seven million dollars on our books for ninety and one
hundred eighty days respectively are quite involved. We would
appreciate your cooperation in presenting them, along with the
enclosed check, for payment. In the alternative, we would again
request you consider agreeing to a direct deposit option, in which
case all three of the aforementioned amounts will immediately be
electronically paid, along with any future monies due you,
including the final amount, which, as you know, will be
substantially larger than the previous payments.

Ms. Lane requested that I forward to you the latest
installment of our CYD Update brochure.

Please feel free to contact me if I may be of further
assistance in this matter.

Sincerely,

Julie Marx

Assistant to the

Group Vice President

The pamphlet was vintage Lane - part information,
part misinformation and part propaganda, with the usual doses of
criticism, pessimism and grandstanding mixed in for flavor. The
guest skimmed it, set it aside then held the check up to an
overhead light.

“Nice chunk of change they sent along, Doctor.”

“I’ve got enough money to get by. Usual crap in
Trisha’s advertising piece?”

“Nothing new.”

“Hasn’t been for close to eighteen months now.”

Most of the details concerning Camden-Young’s
Disease, easily the worst single affliction to have ever been
leveled on mankind by the combination of Mother Nature and human
tinkering with Her, were well known. The accidental creation of the
CYD envirus at the H. Saferstein Genetic Engineering Laboratories
near San Diego and its release following a massive explosion that
destroyed the facility. Its unique camouflaging asset which made it
undetectable anywhere except in human and some animal bloods. The
inability of science to develop vaccinations or cures because
envirus technology continued to baffle the best of scientists and
the most powerful computers.

The Febrifuge Blue line of pharmaceuticals created,
manufactured and sold by Southern United Enterprises were
godsends—consumed by A through C carriers for remarkable calming of
symptoms and relief while D carriers, often illegally, sought the
drugs for the extraordinarily pleasant highs they experienced
following injection. Though not actually needing a sales pitch to
move the products, it didn’t hurt that SUE had as its spokesperson
Wexford, the most popular singer/celebrity on Earth.

Camden stood slowly, almost cautiously, then stepped
toward the trio of huge white dry-erase boards mounted on stainless
steel easels at the far end of the great room, softly sharpening
one of his treasured knives on a thin, 18-inch ruby-coated tool.
The displays were covered with thousands of symbols creating
hundreds of formulae in black, red and blue. He stared at them,
occasionally cocking his head as if to assist his understanding of
previous thoughts. Beside the board on the left was a rolling ten
step, industrial platform ladder necessary to reach the highest
notations.

“Figured it out yet, Doc?” his visitor asked.

“It’s there.” He paused.”Somewhere.” He paused
again.”Maybe.”

“You indi…you…yesterday, you said, I thought you
indicated that you could break the code.”

Camden sighed deeply as he gestured with the knife to
the board on his left.

“Over there, I’m thinking maybe I’ve got a quarter of
it locked up.”

Then he pointed to the center and right boards with
the sharpening rod.

“Mixed in here, perhaps another third. Perhaps less.
Probably less.”

His guest moved into the room.

“It’s been said that if there was anybody in the
world who could come up with the cure, with a capital T and a
capital C, it would be you.”

“Could?” he smiled.”Could? I already have.” He
paused.”Probably.”

“I…don’t follow.” He hesitated.”Oh, are you…are you
talking about the legendary notebooks that were allegedly…”

“Seized by sweet Trisha just prior to my
unceremonious departure from sweet SUE.”

The visitor stepped closer.

“They…the notebooks? They really exist?”

“Last time I saw them. And I know damn well that
she’d never destroy them. And I also know damn well that nobody
else could decipher my scribbles nor the thought processes behind
them.” He paused.”And finally, I know damn well if I ever get my
hands on them, however I get my hands on them, there’s going
to be quite a…what do they call it? A game changer?”

“So you’ve spent the last year just working on one
formula?”

Camden shook his head, gesturing with the
sharpener.”Over there, I’ve got something that might be even more
important.”

“More important than curing CYD?”

“Mmmhmm.”

“But what?”

“It’s…awhile back, I’d accidently come up with a
concoction that turned out to be a bust.” He stepped closer to the
center easel.”But then I got to thinking about what the test
results delivered. Not so much the end product. More about what
might happen if the process could be…backtracked if you will.” He
paused.”Readjusted, tamped down. Amalgamated.”

The guest chuckled.”Could you simplify that for
me?”

“Wish I could, but it’s…the concept is right. It’s
the execution that’s eluding me.”

The visitor grinned.”Okay. As Julius Caesar used to
say…let the games begin!”

Camden pointed the knife in his direction.

“Agreed, my young friend. As long as you keep in
mind, as he didn’t, the fate of those who run afoul of evil enemies
wielding extremely well-honed blades.”

 


(The CYD Update brochure can be found
at the end of the novel)

 



CHAPTER 1

 


It’s good to be home, Stonetree thought.
Sometimes vacations were more trouble than they were worth.

From his position beneath the comforter, he couldn’t
tell if it was early or late, sunny or cloudy. The rattling of the
windows was a remnant of the previous evening’s storm, and the
slightest smell of coffee told him that Sharon was already up. It
wasn’t enough of a clue, however, to tell him if she was still in
the house. Probably, he supposed, she was sitting at the kitchen
table, fiddling with her fingers as she did when she was nervous.
Most likely, he guessed, she was waiting for him to join her to
continue the conversation they should have finished the night
before.

When the flight from London touched down at 9:00,
hours late after an interminable holding pattern to avoid passing
through the vicious weather, they were both too exhausted to do
much more than gather up their baggage, stagger through Customs,
then limo/cab back to his North Side condo. Once there, they
flopped onto the two oversize love seats in the family room and did
nothing but stare out the half-open blinds for what must have been
a good half hour. No lights, no music, no unpacking, no talk. Only
exquisite, drained silence, broken occasionally by a random car
passing on the street or the distant growl of thunder.

He’d finally mustered enough strength to get himself
a scotch, her a glass of wine. As he held it out before sitting
down across from Sharon, he could see a tear had been wiped away
from her cheek.

He asked what was wrong. All she gave in response was
a slow shake of her head. He ventured she was just tired and maybe
a bit shaken from the landing, but she gave no reply. He chuckled
and said he’d been scared too, offering it was appropriate that the
voyage had ended with a bang, hoping she’d remember they’d almost
missed the outbound flight by making love quickly and passionately
when they should have been finishing their packing leisurely and
carefully. He’d forgotten his robe and shaving cream while she’d
overlooked a hair dryer, a favorite pair of sneakers and their
entire supply of maps and pamphlets.

He considered crawling over to her and tugging at her
leg like a puppy seeking attention. She was curled tightly into a
corner of the couch, distancing herself from the vacation, from
him, from everything but her own troubled thoughts. He sensed if he
held her, she’d cry, so they sat again in silence until he
eventually fell asleep. He couldn’t remember getting up later, or
undressing, or making his way to bed, or if she’d kissed him good
night. The weariness he felt before dozing off was now replaced by
apprehension. Being home might bring more to an end than only a
trip.

As he tossed the comforter to one side, he noticed
the television glowing silently against the far wall. The second
team hosts and weathergirl of The Today Show chatted and
laughed, so it must be past 10:00. He couldn’t recall turning the
TV on the night before.

After showering and tossing on the abandoned robe, he
trudged out of the bedroom, quietly enough not to startle Sharon if
she was there, but loud enough to let her know he was coming. His
suitcase was still in the front hallway, but hers had been moved
and was now wedged against the door. He walked through the dining
room and peeked into the family room. She was sitting at the coffee
table, idly paging through a magazine. She looked up after a moment
and smiled weakly, as one smiles when the bad news hasn’t been as
bad as expected.

“So, it looks like you’ve continued your unbroken
four month string of getting up before I do,” he began.”The milk in
the refrigerator must be awful by this time. What did you put in
your coffee?”

“It is,” she replied.”Just sugar.”

“I really slept like a rock. How about you?”

She shrugged. Moving into the kitchen, he fumbled
through a cabinet looking for his favorite cup, stretching his neck
to relieve the tightness rising from his shoulders.

“I’m surprised I slept that well,’’ he continued.”The
last time I got back from Europe I couldn’t get two hours of solid
sleep for a couple of days. I didn’t know if I was supposed to be
asleep or awake or eating or working. It was crazy. And after that
landing last night. Jesus! I’m amazed I could even close my eyes.
Do you want some more?”

She stood and eased to the kitchen island, sitting in
what she called the visitor’s chair, nudging her mug a few inches
toward him. After leaning across to fill it, he sat beside her and
toyed with the sugar bowl, wondering how long she’d been up and how
long he could delay asking the obvious question. He was fairly
certain why she was behaving this way, but didn’t want to sound
confrontational.

He wanted everything to be like it was in those first
heady months they knew each other. He didn’t want to resign himself
to the fact that those times were now farther away than Buckingham
Palace or The Tate Modern. Vacation was over and the time for
everyday reality had arrived. He would have sifted through the bowl
for an hour, but she placed her hand on his and whispered, “Come
on, David. Let’s talk.”

He raised his head and stared into a face that seemed
to sport a genuine smile. She wasn’t wearing any makeup, scrubbed
and fresh, just like the morning they met. Her
chestnut-bordering-on-red hair, long and tousled, gave her the look
of a college student, not a 29 year-old woman. A sprinkling of
freckles and her small, childlike nose added to an impression that
more often than not called for the production of proof of her
age.

If only her eyes could be as brilliantly green as
they’d once been. If only they could be as crystalline as they were
the day he ambled into the cupcake shop in search of a quick snack.
If only today could bring a replay of their first conversation,
their first phone call, their first date, their first kiss. Now her
eyes were glassy and flat, filled with tiny, bright red lines.
Their source could not be mistaken by anyone who had seen the same
lines in other sad eyes.

“They don’t look too good, do they?”

She sighed. Her hand rose to hide them from the light
or from Stonetree, or both. Reaching up, he gently pulled her hand
back to the table and held it under his own.

“What?” he inquired with a dose of curiosity that
sounded contrived even to him.

“My eyes, David. Look at my eyes.”

“What about them? They look a little bloodshot.
You’re tired. How did you sleep last night?”

“Not for a week,” she moaned.”I haven’t been tired
for a week. Would being tired cause tremors, David? Do your
hands shake when you don’t get enough sleep?”

She thrust both hands forward, making him recoil
slightly. The trembling wasn’t obvious, but it was there. She froze
for a moment, and then gradually pulled them back, finally locking
her fingers behind her neck and letting out a long, resigned
breath.

“Not jet lag?” he asked.

“Not jet lag,” she replied.

The first time he’d speculated that Sharon might have
Camden-Young’s Disease was on the first full day in London. They’d
spent the previous evening visiting with their hosts Wing and
Susan, then went to bed reasonably early and slept late. He’d
noticed the next morning over breakfast that she looked as though
she had a serious hangover. She said she felt fine, but as the day
wore on, it was apparent she was ill.

The following day, he’d again noted her ragged look,
although it wasn’t quite as pronounced. She said she thought it was
an allergic reaction to something and was taking antihistamines.
She seemed to improve, so he put his anxieties on a mental shelf.
However, though she’d also been dosing OcuGlaze, the insidious red
lines were still noticeable, at least to him. As were the
occasional times she’d lost her balance.

“So what do you think?” he finally asked.

“What do you think?” she shot back.”You’re the
expert, I’m not.”

“I’ve got a CPA,” he retorted.”Not an M.D. I didn’t
go to medical school. I don’t work in a doctor’s office. The
company only makes …”

He stopped. He’d gone too far. His suspicion was no
longer a secret, and he could never, ever retract the accusatory
tone that permeated his voice.

“They only make what?” she growled, venom in
her words.”They only make what, David?”

“Sharon,” he said calmly, “let’s not argue. Let’s
bring this conversation down to a little more rational level,
okay?”

She nodded.”I’m sorry. I’m just upset. I don’t know
what to think. I’m scared.”

“And you’re tired and traveled out,” he reassured
her.”So am I. But we had a good time. Right?”

“Uh-huh.”

“And we promised each other that we’d go back again,
didn’t we?”

“Uh-huh.”

This time her response was weaker, and he could sense
the beginnings of a crack in her voice. He stood and moved behind
her, delicately massaging her shoulders. Why did this have to
happen to him, he wondered. Why couldn’t she just be like she was
when they met? Why couldn’t they just have a couple more days off
to do nothing but recover from all the rushing around? Why did the
fantasy that was London have to come to such a disappointing end?
Why couldn’t it be like it was before? He could feel her start to
tremble.

He moved his hands to the tops of her arms and
squeezed them, pulling her back. She stood and wrapped her arms
around him, holding him tightly. She began to sob, then to cry, and
then to gasp, all in such quick succession that he was certain
she’d faint.

Guiding her to her love seat in the family room, he
held her until she relaxed with her head against his chest. For a
moment he tried to imagine what it would be like if their positions
were reversed, but quickly shook the thought from his mind. She
looked up and touched a finger to his cheek.

“What am I going to do?” she moaned.

Stonetree propped her up and looked her directly in
the eyes, hoping his expression wouldn’t show the pain and fear
evident in hers.

“Okay,” he began.”There is no point in the two of us
panicking. First of all, we don’t know that there’s anything to
panic about. Secondly, if there is...” He hesitated. What if there
was something to panic about? “If there’s something to panic
about,” he concluded, “well, I guess we’ll have to panic about it
together, right?”

The nonsensical nature of his remark seemed to stun
her at first, but then she began to laugh uncontrollably, shaking
harder than before. He decided if they had to talk about it, maybe
keeping it light would help. He waited until her laughter subsided,
but before he could speak again, she excused herself to use the
bathroom, muttering, “This is insane” before closing the door. It
was just then that his transphone began to chirp, so he reached for
it atop one of the cushions behind him.

“David? David, how was the trip?” It was his pod’s
admin assistant, Debbie Reed.

“Oh, it was great. Lots of fun. I’m really beat,
though. I could use another.”

“Did you get to the Tower of London like I told
you?”

“Like I wouldn’t do anything you recommended.”

“Wasn’t it Paradise on Earth? Specifically, the Jewel
House?”

“Little nicer collection of gems than Macy’s
carries.” He paused.”Why’re you calling? Did I run out of vacation
days?”

“Well, according to my screen you took only a couple
of days in January, no days in February or March, it’s the end of
this month, and you have used up a total of eight…”

“Make that nine,” he interrupted.”I’m not coming in
today. That was the deal. Remember? Remember when I was walking out
last week and you told me to have a good trip and I said thank you
and you said I’ll see you next Friday and I said no you won’t…”

“And that’s why I’m calling. I’m only a
messenger.”

They were going to do it to him again. They couldn’t
leave him alone on his first day back from vacation, and didn’t
understand that he just didn’t care whether they needed him for
something or not.

“Debbie, do you still have my stats up? Do you see
how…better yet, tell me how many more vacation days I’m entitled to
this year?”

“Counting today or not?”

“This isn’t funny, Deb. Climb off, all right?”

“Well, I’m sure glad you came back with such a
wonderful attitude. Wouldn’t the King have you over for tea?”

He chuckled. If there was one person in the world who
could be counted on to match him attitude for attitude, it was she.
Still, he wasn’t in the mood to visit Southern United Enterprises,
despite the fact that he’d almost planned on being down near the
Plaza anyway. He loved the city on Fridays, the beginning of spring
only making it better.

“So how many days?”

“Uh, if you don’t take off today, it looks like you
have another 12 coming, and that doesn’t count the wonderful 14
paid holidays sweet SUE gives us all. Even the peons.”

“Let’s do this the easy way. Make it an even 11, and
I’ll see you on Monday. Thanks for calling. I know you miss me.
Good luck and goodbye.”

He switched off the trans and began to count the
seconds backward from 15. The phone chirped at seven.

“No, Deb,” he said as he walked to the sink with his
cold cup of coffee.”I told you, vacation. Spell it with a capital
V. Tell whoever wants me that I can’t be reached. Tell them I’m
having mental problems.”

“You do have mental problems.”

“Well, tell them they’ve gotten worse. Okay, who
wants me? Is it a problem with the quarterlies? Once they’re out of
Division, it’s not our problem anymore.”

“I don’t know.”

“Does Wallace want to see me?”

“I think Mr. Walker is out of the office until
Monday.”

“Well, Wallace is the boss, and if he doesn’t…”

He caught himself. He realized he was starting to act
as if it was important, whatever it was she’d called
about.

“Time out,” he continued.”I’ll take a breather. Who
needs what?”

“Trisha Lane called down here a couple of minutes ago
and said that if it was at all possible, she wanted to see you
before the end of the day.”

“And you said?”

“And I said that you were out of town and wouldn’t be
back until Monday.”

“And she said?”

“She asked if I’d be talking to you.”

“And you said?”

“I didn’t know.”

“And…”

“And she said it was important, that I should get in
touch with you and give you the message. Click.”

“Is Riley around? Let me talk to him. Maybe he can
see what she wants.”

“I thought of that David, but he’s out. I think he’s
sick again.”

“Great. Uh, lemme think for a minute.”

Without being able to talk to either Riley, the
assistant vice president of the Finance Division, or Wallace
Walker, the vice president, he was in a difficult position. Lane
was arguably the most powerful of SUE’s three group vice
presidents, controlling both Pharmaceuticals and Media, and was not
known to take well to real or perceived insubordination. So why
aggravate someone in an influential position? Still, it was only
SUE.

“I don’t know,” he said.”I’ve got a lot of things to
take care of today. . .”

Sharon walked back into the room, looking refreshed.
She’d put on a bit of makeup and pinned her hair up as she
typically did when she had something she wanted to get out of the
way. He thought it was a good sign, so held up his index finger to
indicate he’d soon be done with the call then motioned for her to
get some fresh coffee.

“So what do you want me to do?” Debbie asked.

“Are you in the mood to lie for me?”

“Anything for you. I’ve got a review coming up.”

“If Lane calls back, tell her you couldn’t get in
touch with me.” He hesitated.”Did she call or did her secretary
call?”

“She did.”

“And what did she want, exactly?”

“To see you today.”

“Yeah, well, if she calls back, just say you couldn’t
reach me. Riley and Walker are both out, huh?”

“Yes.”

“Maybe I’ll check back later. Did the guy ever call
back about the Mustang?”

“Is his name Hendricks?”

“That’s him.”

“He called on Monday and said to tell you it hadn’t
been sold and if you wanted to see it, you should contact him
before tomorrow.”

“Did he leave his number?”

“I asked, but he said you had it.”

“Oh, it’s... no, it’s somewhere in my office. Okay,
maybe I’ll be in. I don’t know.” He looked over as Sharon sat down
at the table.”I’ll call back later. If Lane calls again, tell her
you couldn’t reach me.”

“As ordered.”

“Bye.”

He turned the trans off and walked to the table,
sitting down beside her. She rubbed the side of her nose
methodically, as if she were giving a signal. He did the same and
they both laughed. He felt better, and she seemed to be herself for
the first time since they boarded the jet at Heathrow Airport.

“You think you’ve got it, don’t you?” he began.”Is
that it?”

She looked at him blankly, then toyed with her
bracelet. Maybe he was mistaken. Was it possible there was
something else wrong? She frowned slightly and looked out
the window.

“What do you think?”

“Like I said before…”

“I know, David,” she interrupted as she looked back
and propped her chin on her hand.”You’re not a doctor, and the
company only makes treatments for the symptoms, not cures for the
damn disease. Is that about right?”

He nodded, as it was the most he could offer or at
that point, anyone could offer.

Despite the fact that CYD was a national catastrophe
that one couldn’t read a newsfeed or watch a news broadcast without
hearing about, he rarely thought about the affliction. He used to
worry about it a great deal and thought about it every day. The
last time he remembered giving it any serious consideration was 14
months before on his thirty-third birthday.

His Tourcam was clean, and he didn’t have a hint of
primary symptoms. Nevertheless, he’d avoided the typically
outrageous behavior a Sixer was supposed to engage in when the
milestone was reached. He’d spent the day alone, not even
mentioning it to his friends. As he studied Sharon’s face, he
remembered how he’d scratched his head, wondering about fate and
luck.

He could imagine what was going through her mind.
She’d entered what the psychiatrists called the realization phase
without harming herself, which meant she was at least on the right
track. The neutral phase would follow and would last, he guessed, a
good month. But then she might shift into crisis.

Crisis phase could be more dangerous than CYD itself,
especially for women. The devastating effect of possible hair loss,
combined with an already existent sense of doom, pushed hundreds of
thousands of victims out on the wire each year. Many
made at least one suicide attempt, usually employing whatever
method was in vogue at the time. Those who failed were often maimed
or scarred for life.

Sometimes self-destruction wasn’t enough. Paranoia
was a common secondary symptom during crisis phase, and oftentimes
cruisers would take a suspected Sixer or two with them as they
exited life. If suicide wasn’t in their plans, they’d sometimes go
after someone else for practice or just to unload some anger. The
bodyguard business was booming. He did a quick calculation. No, he
couldn’t afford one.

He wondered if she possessed the capacity to kill
either herself or someone else. If exposure to negative behavior
was a factor, she certainly wasn’t lacking. Both her younger
sisters, the twins, torched themselves on the lawn at their
parents’ house. Her friend Janet was raped and murdered by two
cruisers before they piped themselves down the block. Three months
before, a young customer at the shop discovered she didn’t have
enough money to purchase a dozen cookies, so she pulled a wine
bottle from her shopping bag and after smashing it against the
counter, frantically slashed first her wrists, then her throat.

Sharon stood and picked up her coffee cup. She took a
sip, set it down then went to the refrigerator, returning with a
bottle of orange juice and positioning it at the center of the
table, asking if he wanted some.

“I’ll drink yours if you don’t,” she offered.

“It’s been about a week, hasn’t it?” he asked.

“I figured you suspected, and I love you for not
making it an issue during vacation. I really appreciate that.
OcuGlaze can do just so much, and then you’re on your own.” She
laughed and shook her head.

“It’s not an issue now.”

She went to the cabinet and brought back a large
glass, which she filled to the top. She gulped half of it, then
propped her chin again and gazed at him, her eyes filled with
question marks. After a moment, she said, “Talk to me.”

“What do you want me to say?”

“I don’t know. Anything.”

“I guess the first thing to do is get you in for a
Tourcam.”

“Already did.”

He winced.”When?”

“A couple days before we left.”

“So you didn’t get results?”

“They told me about a week. I told them I wasn’t in a
hurry.”

“Which one did you have?”

“The whole shot. A T-three. I figured it was worth
it.”

“They’re doing quite a job with the residual reads,”
he said enthusiastically.”It might be real good.”

“Or it might not.”

He leaned forward.”But it might. It hasn’t been more
than a few days. You might be…”

“A B-girl?” she snapped.”Lucky me! But I guess
it beats the alternatives. I doubt you’d want your friends to catch
you with a skinhead!”

He recoiled at the term. Although an entire language
had grown out of the CYD crisis and was part of everyday
communications, some of the slang still made him cringe.

“Sharon, don’t.”

“What do you mean don’t’? I’ve got to get used
to it.”

“You might only be Class C,” he began.”That’s no big
deal. You take the drugs for a while, they find a cure, and it’s
over.”

“And if I’m Class A?”

“And if you’re Class A, you take the drugs for a
while, they find a cure, and it’s over.”

“That simple, huh?”

“Sharon, we could argue about this…Jesus! This isn’t
an argument! We could talk about it until hell freezes over, but it
isn’t going to change anything. And it won’t change us.”

“Promise?”

“I promise. Come on.”

He stepped away from the table, motioning for her to
follow. She took his hand and they walked to the family room where
they sunk again into one of the love seats, not speaking for a long
while.

When they finally continued their conversation, it
concerned other topics. She wanted to check on things at the shop,
see if her apartment was still in one piece, pick up the mail and
go to the grocery store. He told her about the call from Debbie,
wondered aloud about the Mustang, and said he might go into the
city in the afternoon. Everything was as normal as could be, until
she got up to leave.

“I don’t want to call them; I don’t want to know. Not
yet. Can we wait until Monday?”

“Anything can wait till Monday.” He smiled as he
pulled her close.”How do you feel? Aside from pissed off.”

“You’re so sweet.” She paused.”Pretty good. A little
tired. I might have a temperature.”

He raised a palm to her forehead.

“You feel okay to me.”

“No, I’ve got a temperature. I’ve been taking it.
About 99, 99.5. It wasn’t too bad this morning. Almost normal.”

“That’s a good sign. We’ll wait till Monday. Stop at
the drugstore and get some 700s. Better yet, I’ve got some 900s
upstairs. Want some?”

“I guess, if you’ve got ’em.”

“And I’ve got a couple of Bradean-4 Injectors
too.”

“Those are pretty expensive. Where’d you get
them?”

“It was after the holiday promotions in December.
They had cases of them sitting around up in Marketing. A guy I
know, Boonie, I’d done a favor for him, he gave me a half dozen. I
showed them to you, remember?”

“When?”

“You remember. It was just after you and Becky took
over the store. Tina and Russ came over, and we had our first
annual championship Standoff! Tournament.”

If CYD was one of the darkest points of the past few
years, Standoff! was one of the brightest. The board game was timed
perfectly, its appearance famously compared to The Beatles
surfacing shortly after the Kennedy assassination. It was a
soothing dollop of pure entertainment, an ebullient diversion that
increasingly distracted the American public’s attention from the
seemingly inescapable tragedy around it. And it didn’t hurt that
gaming experts agreed it was probably the most perfect gambling
device ever conceived. Unlike its ancestors from Liverpool,
however, Standoff! was home-grown, the creation of a cantankerous
attorney from Manitowoc, Wisconsin, who also happened to be called
uncle by another of America’s favorite diversions, pop
singing sensation Peggy Quinlan.

“Oh, yeah!” she said, returning his smile.”Tina was
incredible! She really should have entered the Nationals.”

“And we had the champagne...”

“While they were here, and then after…

“Now you’re catching my drift.” He laughed.”Your
memory’s still there.”

“Can we do that again?” she asked.”Maybe leaving out
Christina and Russell and Standoff!?”

“Anytime you want.”

“Tonight?”

“No, not tonight,” he said.”You’ve got your errands
to run. Maybe over the weekend. How about tomorrow?”

“Promise?”

“Look,” he said with a bit of excitement, “you come
over tomorrow afternoon, and we’ll drive out to see this guy
Hendricks about the car and come back here and have a nice quiet
evening.”

“How quiet?”

“Quiet enough that you’ll sleep well.”

He trotted to the den and returned with two devices
and the capsules. He carried the suitcase out to a limo and after
agreeing to schedule another trip for the autumn, kissed her
goodbye. As he stood on the edge of the street, watching her leave,
he tried to organize his thoughts. There were a number of things he
could do with the rest of the day, but only a few held any
interest.

After unpacking and throwing a load of clothes into
the washer, he drained what was left in the coffeepot and perched
himself on one of the kitchen counters, watching the second hand of
the clock above the pantry tick around its face. It was close to
noon. He wandered around the condo for 15 minutes, examining the
plants, writing his initials in the light film of dust on the
dining room table, and wondering how much Hendricks wanted for the
Mustang.

Sitting on the coffee table was the remaining Brad.
It was smaller and lighter than the Bradean-2’s, maybe three
quarters the size of a pack of cigarettes, despite its doubled
capacity. Peeling off the cellophane wrapper, he pressed the
injection button and the ready light indicated it was fully
charged, the two high-pitched beeps confirming it.

He flicked open the front cover and peered into the
four small chambers. Instead of being the dark brown they turned
after 30 or 40 uses, the barrels were enamel white. Maybe, he
thought, getting cool would put the day into better perspective. He
pushed the injection button a few more times, watching the green
light flicker on and off, listening to the unit’s invitation.

He went back to the den and opened the earthenware
jar atop of the desk. It contained perhaps 80 capsules, roughly
divided between Febrifuge Blue 800, 900 and about ten stray 700s he
guessed must be over a year old. He poured the contents onto the
desk, picked out the 700s, and tossed them into the wastebasket
then swept most of the remaining capsules back into the jar,
leaving four each of 800s and 900s. While some people enjoyed the
effect of blending, he always felt a bit queasy after combining
different series.

He pushed the four 800s aside and loaded one of the
remaining capsules into the Brad. Closing the cover, he held the
injector to the underside of his left wrist. Perhaps, he mused,
maybe two would be better. Reopening the unit, he popped an
additional 900 in and squeezed the cover closed again.
Repositioning the device, he took a deep breath and pressed the
injection button.

A bright crackle sounded from the unit and he felt
the familiar slight pinch on his wrist. In a few seconds he smelled
the exhaust, which until now he’d never been able to categorize.
Febrifuge Blue 900 was manufactured with an additive to mask the
antiseptic, sour medicine odor of all the earlier compounds. Curry,
he thought. It smells like burnt curry.

He closed his eyes for a moment to savor the cool
wave that washed through his body and felt a light pressure on his
scalp as if someone was gently pushing down on the top of his head.
The wave receded almost as quickly as it had rushed across him,
replaced by a sensation he always associated with lying in the sun
on a brisk, breezy day. The room seemed to darken a bit as if the
sky had suddenly clouded over, but soon regained its normal
appearance. He chuckled and lifted up the blind on the window
beside the desk. Tricked again. Not a cloud to be seen.

Another wave washed through his body, colder than the
first. The shiver, however, lasted only a few seconds. He again
felt the relaxed, dreamlike sensation he loved and closed his eyes.
Sometime, somewhere in his past, he believed he’d felt this way all
the time. Exactly where and when he couldn’t recall. It was so
peaceful.

Not that he cared much about the technicalities. He
felt it now, and feeling it now was what mattered. Artificial peace
beat organic anxiety any day of the week. He didn’t need an excuse
to use Febrifuge Blue 900 because the drug was an excuse in
itself.

When he finally opened his eyes, nothing was
different. Except the minute hand on his watch, which had moved
from the one to the four. Tricked again. It seemed like no more
than a few seconds. And there was that sublime sense of…something
he could never quite put his finger on. It wasn’t actually a
heightened awareness, or some temporary elevation of his
intelligence. It was…it was a subtle increase in the clarity of his
thoughts and senses, as if a strip of gauze had been lifted.

Although he’d never given it a try, it was said sex
between Sixers after righteous doses was as good as it could
get.

Leaning back in his chair, he slowly opened the
unit’s cover and emptied the residue into an ashtray. He took a
deep breath and closed his eyes again, picturing the Southern Cross
in his mind’s-eye and naming the quartet of stars Tyler, Trisha,
Kravatz and Hendricks. He gazed at them a moment, exploring the
different combinations and considering the important question of
how long it would to take him to visit all four.

 



CHAPTER 2

 


What was planned to have been a 20-minute nap turned
into almost an hour of light sleep filled with lucid dreams.
Popping back into instant consciousness, he felt a brief echo of
the chill, reminding him he’d now coast for a few more hours, not
desiring another dose but instead simply enjoying the ride.

Just after 2:00, he dressed in a pair of black jeans,
a blue button-down dress shirt, a blue blazer and his favorite tie.
Satisfied with his appearance, he made his way down to the street
and hailed a passing limcab for the brief ride down to the Plaza,
just west of the Wrightsville neighborhood bordering the
rejuvenated Center City.

While he could have walked to get in a few miles of
exercise, or taken a bus, he’d have been crazy to do either.
Private transportation for anybody who could afford it was not only
fashionable but also the safest mode of local transportation
available. The urban limcab business was booming in city
environments throughout the country. The suicide bombings on buses
had become so common that news reports rarely devoted any coverage
aside from the location, fatalities and injuries. Muggings of
pedestrians, from simple robberies to murders, received even
less.

Licensed limcabs—unlicensed ones were subject to
serious fines and jail time for their drivers—provided at least
reasonable safety and reliability. Resembling classic London taxis,
they included armed chauffeurs in sharp uniforms, bulletproof
glass, emergency beacons and secure, micro Wi-Fi transphone
routers. Fares were about triple those of ordinary taxis, twice
those of ordinary limos.

The 15-minute ride through the midday traffic and
construction allowed him to read through NewsGlance on
Pinkiefinger.com, his favorite, transfriendly source of information
and opinion. Its succinct, bite-size features and columns had
become the go-to daily news source for tens of millions of
readers.

International led with a report from the Vatican
stating the massive wave of conversions to Catholicism over the
past three years, especially in the Mid and Far Easts, along with
South America and Africa, had established it once again as the
foremost religion in the world. Pope Marcellus III, on the first
pilgrimage of his reign to his home country of Zimbabwe, was said
to be so overcome with this revelation that he’d broken down in
tears when sharing the news during a sermon at an outdoor mass
attended by over a million of his countrymen.

The French government reported that contributions for
rebuilding the recently destroyed Eiffel Tower, the target of a
terrorist piloting an explosive-filled private jet, were so
generous during the first week of fundraising that no additional
donations would be necessary.

Walbee, the immensely popular, self-styled Marketing
Wizard turned Social Provocateur turned Philanthropic Radical’s
scheme to remove pennies, nickels and dimes from everyday financial
transactions by having them sent to his charitable foundation had
already apparently removed (out of a typically 25 billion) more
than 20% of the coins from circulation, not to mention an even
larger amount contributed from mason jars and car seats. And now
that Pinkiefinger’s PinkieWallet payment service and UPS had joined
forces with him, the troubling situation could only escalate.
Adding fuel to the inferno was Walbee’s recent promise to award ten
$5,000,000 prizes and a single $25,000,000 one based on a drawing
to be held from the names of all of the individuals who had sent in
at least $10 of their pocket change. Though the date for the
lottery had not been set, it was thought it would occur in late
December as part of the World Standoff! Tournament festivities.

A recently completed survey of over ten thousand
civilians and scores of scientists, psychologists and sociologists
found that more than 80% of Americans now believed that The
Acceleration Mirage—the sense that time was passing faster than it
had in the past—was not an imagined, subjective phenomenon but
rather a genuine physical force which would someday in the near
future be objectively proven to exist. These findings were thought
to be related to another survey in which close to 70% of
respondents agreed very strongly with the statement
Science cannot be trusted while 63% agreed with the
proposition, Most people cannot be trusted.

In a related story, the CDC reported that alcohol and
nicotine use had reached historic heights. Almost two in three
respondents between the ages of 18 and 54 reported drinking one or
more alcoholic beverages a day at least five times each week, and
52% admitted to smoking at least one cigarette or cigar a day at
least four times a week. In response to questions as to why they’d
increased their use of the two products, the overwhelming majority
answered either Anxiety about the future or Time is
running out.

City trumpeted the mayor’s charge that the council’s
majority bloc with conflict of interest in their refusal to fund
the city’s second Body Retrieval Squad. The first team, he claimed,
was overworked and underequipped. An explosion on a bus two nights
before had claimed its twelfth victim. Members of the PTA were
picketing City Hall to protest the refusal of the Board of
Education to fund any further lunch program milk purchases, and the
Streets and Parks Department expected to hire up to a thousand
part-time workers for the summer.

In Money, the lead story concerned yet another
investigation of the insider/short-selling practices that may have
contributed to the devastation of the fast food industry. In a
related story, McDonald’s announced that all its remaining outlets
would close within two weeks in anticipation of the complete
restructuring of its product line and marketing.

The Continental Commodities Exchange said it would
consider the recommendation that there was a sophisticated enough
structure in place to allow a trial program for 1980s Artifact
Futures, and the second most profitable niche investment vehicles
in the first quarter were Hawaiian and Australian real estate and
real estate trusts.

A humorous essay written by Jip Spotswood,
Stonetree’s oldest and easily best friend, examined the first most
profitable, the Combat Art craze and the spectacular profits some
investors were earning in the trading of items from the estate of
artist James Lisle Davidson (a.k.a. J. Lionne-Demillunes). Invoking
the madness accompanying the Dutch tulip mania of 1634-1636, when
many amateur speculators invested their entire life savings on just
the possibility of purchasing a single bulb, the writer
focused on a recent flash auction series occurring in
Pinkiefinger’s popular lineup of diversions. The item offered by
the estate was a single, paint stained three-inch stencil of the
letter K that according to the COA perhaps had been used in
the execution of seven listed paintings. The opening bid was
$100.

Over the following six, one hour segments, the item
changed hands a half-dozen times, the estate reclaiming it twice
for the standard 10% seller’s buyback premium, then relisting it at
the most recent winning price. At the close of the auction, the K
was finally sold to one of the three remaining bidders for
$4,950.

I don’t know about you, Jip concluded, but
if I’m going to spend five grand on a small piece of used
cardboard, I’d at least require it be delivered by a gorgeous woman
to my high roller suite at Caesar’s Palace along with a two bottles
of Dom Perignon.

Sports led with a story on Stephanie Van Register’s
win at the Australian World Invitational Tennis Tournament in
Sydney. The record 17 million dollar first prize, Van Register
announced, would be donated to CYD victim housing subsidies. In a
related story, it was revealed that her rival Jenny Winters had
committed suicide two days before the tournament began.

PGA officials were in a quandary based on a pair of
recent top ten finishes by Ricky San Simeon who, having reached a
green, would lay down on the grass and make extraordinary shots
using the tip of his putter like a pool cue. The USC Board of
Regents announced a phase-out of most sports programs at the
university, and Major League Baseball Commissioner Will Bainisi
announced all bat and ball boys and girls could not reach or exceed
their 13th birthday while employed.

Crime’s lead was an article stating Wexford, his
manager Doug Smite, and two associates had been cleared by a grand
jury investigating the bombing of a police station in suburban
Pittsburgh the previous September. The night before the incident,
the pop star, being backed by special guests The Alliance (led by
his mentor, Andy Polanski) at a CYD charity concert, had been the
target of the fourth assassination attempt in less than a year.
This time a delirious teenager approached the stage and threw two
hand grenades, both of which fell short of their marks, landing in
the crowd killing seven fans and injuring another 20.

The youth was taken into custody, charged with murder
and held pending his arraignment the next day. At 7:00 the
following morning, the holding cells were literally leveled by a
blast thought to have emanated from a briefcase filled with
high-octane explosives.

Following the previous assassination attempt, Smite
had warned that the next person who threatened Wexford’s life would
be dealt with “the way butchers handle pigs” and offered $500,000
to anyone who brought “the next crackpot to justice.”

He skipped Living, skipped Fashion then finished with
his favorite, Arts & Entertainment.

The summer movie season was expected to be a
blockbuster, with Hollywood offering new installments of James Bond
and Chin-Chin Davis, along with the long-awaited final episode in
the Empire of Ice trilogy of films based on author DJ
Wingrove’s classic multi-volume sci-fi epic. Also in the pipeline
were nine remakes of 1980s movies including Out Of Africa,
Moonstruck, Back To The Future and Desperately
Seeking Susan. Entertainment stocks were hot, and a
story on them would appear in Money the following Monday.

The estate of James Lisle Davidson failed in its
lawsuit to reclaim a pair of examples of his Combat Art that were
allegedly misappropriated by an employee of an art gallery. The two
sketches of popular board games of the future, signed
and stamped with the identification logo, both eight by ten inches
in size, were currently on option to an unnamed third party from
the employee for $200,000 each. A work of the same size and subject
had recently sold at auction for $375,000.

According to the employee, Patrick Waxler, he’d
traded Sex for a drawing, twice, a point not disputed by the
gallery owner Curtis Branch. The New Mexico jury determined that
Branch had apparent ownership of the two sketches as
to Waxler though not actual ownership as to the estate due
to a poorly drafted contract prepared by and offered to Branch by
the artist, who was adjudged legally incompetent. Contacted by the
press following the announcement of its ruling, the respondent
stated: “I think the jurors did great jobs. Curt was happy with the
ones I gave him, too. And I mean, now I’m like going to (deleted)
Disneyland.”

Time Magazine’s next cover story was
reportedly going to be titled No, It’s The Decade Of
Obsessions, going upstream against the accepted proposition
that America was in the midst of The Decade of CYD. Wexford,
Standoff!, the 1980s fascination, the Combat Art madness, the
fracturing social media, Selfscan/LEP, Trust and the new racial
divides would all be examined.

Penetration of the popular music charts by the
Pacific Wave groups continued, with five of the top 20 going to
Australian or Japanese natives. However, American singers and bands
held a lock on the Top Ten. Wexford’s first single release from his
album Under The Covers, Stash That Blade, was parked at #1
for the third straight week, and the second release, a rework of
Don Henley’s Sunset Grill, had jumped three slots up to #14.
Linda Bowen’s scorching revisiting of Quarterflash’s 1981 Find
Another Fool again had to settle in at #2 for the third week
while her Please Dazzle Me dropped to #18. Peggy Quinlan
(Bowen’s rival, according to the tabloids) saw her Ninth
Avenue stay frozen at #3 while Christie Cramer, Billy Blair
& The Alliance’s Witchcraft debuted at #4. Angelique
Caulfield continued her smooth transition from Christian pop to the
mainstream with Moving From Heaven To Earth, rising seven
spots to #5.

But the biggest news was that Pandora’s Obsession’s
current release, the third revisiting of their first chart-topping
hit I’m Your Girl (Not Your Friend), coupled with a cover of
Rick Springfield’s 1981 Jessie’s Girl, had popped in at #6,
making it the first composition to have ever made the Top Ten an
incredible four times, not to mention the astonishing facts that
since their introduction five years earlier, the group was closing
in on Billboard trophies for most Top Ten songs by a group
and most Top Forty songs by a group, along with continuing their
already mind-boggling achievement of 266 straight weeks with at
least one song in the Hot 100.

Rounding out the Top Ten were Carrie Underwood,
Taylor Swift, Kelly Clarkson, Stefani Germanotta and Katy
Perry.

Reflecting their spots on the singles’ chart was a
harmonic convergence of bewildering proportions on the
Billboard Album Chart. In early March, by agreement among
the artists and their record companies, all five of them had
released their latest compilations—Underwood’s Greatest Hits
Volume Three, Clarkson’s Greatest Hits Chapter Three,
Swift’s Greatest Hits III, Germanotta’s Best of Stef
3 and Perry’s The Best of Katy Perry v.3—on the same
day. Two weeks later they were holding all five of the top spots
and continued to do so, jockeying up and down in the standings like
the thoroughbreds they were.

Waiting in the wings was one of the most anticipated
recordings in memory, a rumored duet between PO’s leader Laura
Loveland and CCBBA’s Billy Blair covering The Bangles 1985 If
She Knew What She Wants.

In a related story, NewsGlance provided a
reprint from PO’s bassist Pamela Watts’ PinkiePage concerning the
search for her beloved leather and brass-tacked backed guitar
Fendiebaby that had disappeared in Chicago years before.

When he stepped out of the lim, Stonetree glanced up
to the Citicorp clock. It was 2:38 and he’d told Lane he’d be at
her office by 3:00. As he walked toward the Plaza, he played with
figures in his mind. At the very most, Hendricks could ask $200,000
for the car, which was extremely generous. Now what exactly was
$200,000? It was about two-thirds of his annual salary, which was
an awful lot to spend on a toy. It was about 45% of the remaining
balance of the mortgage on his condo and twice what the typical
family of four was supposed to survive on each year, while probably
a small fraction of what SUE’s CEO Pierre Picard made each morning
simply by waking up.

Instead of the Mustang, Stonetree could visit Dr.
Kravatz for 800 sessions. He could buy a small Lionne-Demilune’s
sketch. He could take Sharon out to 400 nice restaurants. He could
buy her an elegant engagement ring or a spectacular memorial
service.

But the more vexing question was why in hell he was
so obsessed about purchasing a 1967 Ford Mustang. He’d never driven
one, didn’t know anybody who owned one and for that matter, while
he did have a driver’s license, the only cars he’d ever driven
belonged to friends or rental companies. Sure, he’d leased a few
Grand Cherokees—one for an entire year, two for a couple of summers
and a number for week-long periods—yet it simply didn’t make any
sense. He’d tried to solve the mystery at Kravatz’s shop three
different times, approaching the puzzle from various angles, but
had never even come close to a resolution.

He didn’t have his employee badge when he reached
Security, so he filled out the Lack of Badge form. This was
despite the fact that he and the guard on duty had been on a
first-name basis for at least a year. When he asked how many
demerits could be expected for not having his I.D., Eddie replied
wide-eyed that he didn’t think demerit records were kept on
management-level employees. But this pointless drill was one of the
last remaining remnants in the formerly overflowing basket of
corporate security measures than had been so commonplace just a
year earlier. Ben Walbee had seen to that.

Seizing on the fact that demand for qualified workers
was far outstripping supply, and vamping on the title of Pandora’s
Obsessions’ signature song, he’d christened this protest I’m
Your Asset (Not Your Enemy). Gone were the ubiquitous video
cameras that formerly hung from the ceilings of most American
companies. Also missing in action was the micromanaged Human
Resources tracking of real or perceived stumbles by employees such
as offhand friendly comments that previously would be magnified
into sexual harassment violations. Also relegated to the dustbin
were all monitoring and investigations into the private lives and
behaviors of 9-to-5er’s for any reason unless it involved criminal
activity; and even then, only criminal activity that had a direct
bearing to on-the-clock duties or performance.

Picking up a visitor’s ID, he ambled to one of the
management access elevators. After signing in and flirting with
Security Sheila in 18’s lobby, he hurried to the men’s room to
straighten his tie and comb his hair. That done, he made his way to
18-north to say hello to Wallace Walker. As he neared the corner
office, he noticed it was dark and recalled Debbie telling him
Walker was out. He then walked back to the lobby where Sheila
gestured him to the executive access lift.

He finally arrived at his destination on 25, the
second highest floor in what was generally considered the best of
BotHos—Boutique Home Offices—in the United States, if one didn’t
count the one belonging to the Jennings Foundation only a few
blocks distant.

It was 3:05. Lane’s secretary wasn’t there, but he
could hear her boss talking on the phone so he busied himself with
trying to read the papers on her desk though he’d never been good
at reading upside down and still wasn’t. He’d partially figured out
what the executive bonus structure might be for the following year
when he heard a voice from the inner office call, “Maty? Bring in
my appointments options, please.”

Stonetree peeked in, waved and deadpanned, “Sorry.
Only me.”

Lane smiled pleasantly and motioned for him to come
in. She pointed to the two couches at the near end of the office
then returned her attention to a document on the desk, flipping
page to page slowly, speaking softly into the telephone.

As he waited for his audience, he studied the
surroundings. The space was slightly smaller than he’d expected,
although certainly large enough to comfortably host 50 guests for
lunch. It was decorated in subtle rust and cream and beige, all of
the furniture teak or rosewood or of Classic Scandinavian
provenance. The walls were much more interesting.

Directly behind her was a large, vertical canvas,
mostly shades of gray, the nine ordinal numbers plus zero repeating
over and over, no doubt executed by Jasper Johns in his heyday. To
her right was a solid expanse of glass, floor to ceiling, running
the length of the enclosure.

To her left was another painting, this one a colorful
abstract of a woman seated in a chair, most probably a Picasso.
Behind him was a third large work, this one featuring a small
pyramid within a ghostly larger one, a series of tight, stenciled
black letters running vertically on either side. The Combat Art
logo at the bottom identified Lionne-Demilunes as its creator.

The wall to his right boasted a trio of artifacts.
The first item was an acoustic, sunburst EKO twelve-string guitar.
It took him a moment to peg its familiarity but then it hit dead
center: it had to be the instrument Wexford was holding on the
cover of his eponymous debut album.

Beside it was…this one was harder to decipher. It
appeared to be a men’s suit coat hanging on an ordinary brass hook
with a necktie casually draped over one of the shoulders as if the
owner had just returned home from work and was now fixing a
cocktail. Perhaps something new by an unknown, avant-garde
artist?

Finally, there was a nicely framed collection of five
knives mounted on aged parchment in descending order of size. The
first was maybe eight inches in length, four of blade and four of a
malachite handle inlaid with silver accents. The last was more than
twice as long, its intricately pounded blade accounting for most of
its length, a striking, polished turquoise grip finishing it
off.

There were no plaques, no awards, no certificates, no
photographs. There were no plants, no magazines, no bric-a-brac, no
clutter. In fact, except for the document and a legal pad on the
desk, there was no paper in sight. Aside from her telephone there
were no electronics to be seen. The view, however, was impressive
as she stood, then stepped to the opposite couch to join him.

She was, he thought, probably the most striking woman
he’d ever met. Although they’d talked only a few times in the past,
he certainly knew her better than she knew him. Lane was the stuff
of which corporate legends were made.

Her rise through the ranks of SUE management was
nothing short of spectacular, but there were still a few chapters
left to be written. Her history was well documented by the media,
the rest being filled in by conventional company wisdom and
cafeteria gossip.

Although she’d majored in mass media in college, she
couldn’t find a position in the electronic media field upon
graduation, so she took the first job that was offered, a sales
position with Baxter.

According to one account, she volunteered to take the
toughest territory with the lowest sales and worst physicians.
Impressed with her spunk, but put off by her arrogance, the man who
hired her granted the wish.

Sales remained flat for a few months but then slowly
began to turn around. After her first year, the territory had moved
from an adjusted 25th in her zone to an adjusted eighth. The
following quarter saw it move up to an adjusted fifth, then quickly
to number three. The sales manager died, she took his job, promptly
had the number one and two reps transferred out of the zone, fired
all but her remaining top five producers and in a short time
commanded a staff that was easily the best in the industry. Then
she quit.

She spent the next six months of her life as a guest
at a friend’s ranch outside of Santa Fe, horseback riding two or
three hours a day, doing some nontechnical climbing and reading.
Stonetree had seen a reprint of a picture of her taken back
then—majestically atop a stallion, her black jeans blending into
the horse’s body, her tight red sleeveless T-shirt in sharp
contrast to the desolate background. Although probably not planned
to be, it was one of the most sensual photographs he could ever
recall enjoying.

When she returned to the city there were a dozen job
offers or inquiries waiting for her, a few promising terms that
most people would murder to get. Instead of accepting any of them,
she wrote polite refusals to all of her suitors and filed a job
application with Southern United Enterprises which had just
surfaced out of the merger. Hundreds of workers were being
terminated, retired or laid off but she’d refused to take no for an
answer, and with her track record she was difficult to turn away.
Eventually, she was given a mid-level marketing position in
Pharmaceuticals, she transferred six months later to the struggling
Media division, her starting pay said to be a third of the highest
offer she’d refused.

Media was picked up whole when Southern Technology
acquired and then merged with United Science and Communications and
renamed Southern United Enterprises. At the time, Media consisted
of the small recording label Court Records, a music publishing
company, a fleet of six Gulfstream executive jets, three radio
stations and a beer distributorship. On her own initiative she
drafted a plan that argued against the proposed sale of the entire
unit, boldly approaching SUE’s chairman Pierre Picard with her
scheme.

Her outline called for the termination of most of the
contracts with the existing roster of performers, the sale of four
of the jets, the disposal of the three radio stations and the beer
distributorship and the sacking of her vice president. She also
proposed the construction of state-of-the-art audio and video
recording studios and the use of the remaining two jets to taxi
passengers deemed potentially helpful to the
execution of her vision.

A recent increase in the sale of music on all retail
platforms informed her profits were to be made, especially by
strengthening Court’s publishing arm.

The masterstroke of her scheme was the perception of
a faintly emerging breed of country/pop performers following the
dawn of The Age of CYD presenting material containing three
recurring, interrelated themes. The first was the specter of young,
especially gruesome death and its ramifications. The second was the
new and disturbing class structure surfacing in the United States
based on financial standing, the ability to face or inflict
violence and Tourcam results. The third dealt with hope for a
better day, no matter what fate might deal out.

Picard had molded Southern Technology from a minor
collection of specialty manufacturing companies into a mid-cap
player then bet his future and that of the company on the
development, manufacture and sale of Febrifuge Blue 100 five years
earlier. He soon again rolled the bones on another wager, this time
taking SUE private. With the assistance of hedge fund genius Chucky
Tessler of Tessler Letherland & Revenge, along with internet
billionaire and start-up angel Guillermo Billie Dots
Santana, the deed was done just weeks before Blue was approved by
the FDA.

The bet paid off beyond anybody’s greatest
expectations. SUE now held in excess of a 60% share of the entire
market for CYD treatment products and this ever-expanding money
machine had created hundreds of billions of dollars in sales.
Though its balance sheets were closely guarded secrets, as were
those of the principals, Forbes counted Picard, Tessler and
Santana as the 29th, 41st and 18th wealthiest men in des
Etats-Unis. While the three men had little to do with each other
anymore due to personal and business conflicts, when it came to the
company they formed a united front.

The story went that upon being shown the plan by
Lane, Picard was struck with its insight and daring. He immediately
summoned her superior, the now-immortalized corporate martyr Henry
Schuster. Schuster studied the five-page outline and summed up his
opinion of it with the statement, “Pierre, it just doesn’t work
here at SUE.” To which the CEO supposedly responded, “And Henry,
neither do you.”

With checkbook in hand and the new title of
Vice President, Media on her SUE business card, Lane
plunged into the work of putting her plan into action. Within a
couple of months she’d signed a number of new performers including
Peggy Quinlan, Afterburner and Impostor Michaels. Then she chanced
one night in Philadelphia upon a plain, unremarkable, shy
24-year-old singer/guitarist who was the opener for a popular East
Coast act.

She’d gone to see the headliners but immediately saw
the potential of the young man whose name wasn’t even announced
when he and his backing quartet took the stage. According to
legend, after his set she stepped backstage to meet him. She
introduced herself as “Trisha Lane, a recording executive” and he
replied “I’m Wexford, an unemployed sandwich maker.” The fuse on
Court Records’ skyrocket was ignited and the rest was history.

Tenacious was a frequent adjective used in describing
Lane, both then and now. Her propensity to pick a fight with anyone
who stood in the path of her singular vision was known both inside
and outside the company. When some of the other adjectives were
added to the equation - precise, distant, intense, driven - it
wasn’t hard to appreciate that her rivals had all but become
extinct.

The former vice president of Pharmaceuticals objected
to the Search for Survival blood drive as a crass, ridiculous and
unseemly gimmick to sell records and pander to disturbed
adolescents and young adults. He found himself out of a job in less
than a month. When the former group vice president over both
divisions was faced with a direct challenge for position from Lane,
he wisely accepted a generous early retirement package, joining the
ranks of what had become known as the Lane Alumni Association.
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