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Steve Berman was the kind of nice Jewish boy that parents always wanted their daughters to meet, tall and good-looking, with the brown eyes and strong chin of a young Robert Taylor. He was twenty-five years old and worked on Wall Street, where he had spent most of the last year at a computer terminal, generating endless permutations of financial outcomes. 

“Such a nice boy,” the ladies in his mother’s mah johngg group said, clicking their tongues. One lady always spit over her shoulder to ward off the evil eye after she said anything kind about anyone.

On the day before Steve was scheduled to leave New York to spend the Jewish holidays with his parents in Florida, his boss called him in for a conference. Alan Landesman was in his mid-thirties, a ten-year employee with a medium-sized window office. When Steve walked in, he saw that it was raining outside, knowl­edge that was denied to him in his windowless cubicle.

“Come in, sit down,” Alan said. “How are things going?”

“I’m almost finished with the Atlanta project.” Steve sat on a leather sofa that sagged toward the back, making him collapse into it as if it were a giant brown marshmallow. As he struggled to sit upright, he said, “I have just a few more scenarios to work out.” Steve knew the only scenario he had not analyzed was the effect of global thermonuclear war on property revenues, but he was hesitant about saying anything was finished until it was absolutely positively due. 

“Good, good.” Alan stood up and opened his briefcase on his desk. “Don’t mind me, I’ve got to catch the Metroliner to Washington,” he said. “I’ll just do a little packing while we’re talking.”

Alan walked to the credenza, dodging the sharp edges of a scrap-metal sculpture that looked like it was ready to reach out at any moment and grab a swatch of blue pinstripe. He picked up an orange rubber ball, squeezed it a few times and tossed it in the briefcase, where it landed with a soft thud.

“I’ll get right to the point, Steve,” Alan said. He walked back to the desk and pulled a tangled mess of striped ties from the top drawer. “You just don’t seem happy here.”

Alan dumped the ties into the briefcase. “Your work is fine, but I can tell you don’t have the right fire in your belly to make it to the top. And frankly, with the new crop of recruits ready to jump out of the training program, we’re going to have to let you go.”

A stack of annual reports on the sofa next to Steve teetered dangerously in his direction. He looked back and forth from the pile to Alan, who produced a handful of key rings and pocket calculators shaped like credit cards from another drawer. “I’m sorry it had to work out this way,” Alan said. “I wish you well, though.” 

“But why?” Steve asked. “I didn’t make any major mistakes. I’ve been on time every day, maybe a little late because of the subways, but you can’t fire a person for taking the subway.” He struggled against the sofa but kept losing the battle to remain upright. Two glossy reports slid onto his lap and he pushed them aside.

Alan walked over to Steve, picked up a handful of reports, and took them back to the briefcase. “This isn’t like school, Steve. Attendance doesn’t help your grade.” He cast around the room looking for other things to take. “You did a good job here. But we’re not looking for good people. We’re looking for great people.”

Alan took down the presentation easel behind his desk, retracted its legs, then folded it in half. As he put it into the briefcase Steve was tempted to get up and see how everything was able to fit. “People who are willing to plunge into finan­cial analysis, heart and soul,” Alan continued. “Make it their lives.” He waved his arm around his office. “Look at me. This is my life.” Then he looked at his watch. He snapped the lock on the briefcase, picked up his Burberry and his umbrella, and headed for the door. Steve was still stuck to the leather sofa.

“Personnel will talk to you about severance and the rest of the details,” Alan said. “Good luck.” He stuck out his hand and Steve shook it. Then he walked out, and Steve sank back into the accommodating leather. All he could see through the blurred window was the parking garage across the street, its neon arrow pointing out.

It was almost four o’clock when Steve returned to his desk. He looked at his watch, then at his computer, considered for a moment, and then picked up his coat and walked out. The rain had stopped but the air was still misty, and puddles yawned at the street corners, some so large they seemed to have tides.

He took the subway uptown without thinking about it, getting off at the Times Square stop before he realized he was on his way to his girlfriend’s office.

For about a year and a half, Steve had been seeing Cindy Levine, who worked in domestic credit at Citibank. He believed that if nothing unusual happened they would get married after a couple of years of dating and career development.

She worked at a windowless cubicle similar to Steve’s, on a high floor of an office building filled almost completely with Citibank workers, like a drone in the middle of the hive. He had to pass two security desks before he reached her.

“This is a nice surprise,” she said as he approached her desk. She stood up to kiss him. She was only four foot nine, and Steve always had to crunch down to reach her. “Did you have something to do in midtown?”

Steve shook his head. “I just came to see you.”

“But it’s only four-thirty,” she said. “Shouldn’t you be at the office?”

Steve ran his fingers nervously through his dark brown hair. “I got fired this afternoon. I came to tell you.”

“Oh, Steve, I’m sorry. What are you going to do?” Cindy’s green eyes, which sparkled brightly thanks to colored contact lenses, were full of concern.

Steve looked earnestly at Cindy and said, “I don’t know.” She was pretty in a businesslike, organized way. She had her nails manicured, her upper lip waxed, and her face massaged every week. She favored man-tailored suits and white blouses and sensible black or navy pumps.

“I wish I knew what to tell you.” She sat back down at her desk. “But I have all this work to finish. I can’t get out of here for hours.”

Steve felt like a puppy who’s just been slapped. “I don’t know what to do.”

“Go home.” Cindy stood up and took him by the arm, steering him toward the elevator. “Work on your resume. Start making a list of all the people you can call, even people you haven’t spoken to since b-school. I’ll call you when I get home and we’ll talk about it.”

“I’m leaving for Florida tomorrow.”

Cindy’s parents had died when she was young, and she was raised by an aunt in Nevada, far from the rest of her family and from any religious influence. She thought it was quaint that Steve visited his parents so much.

“Then you have a lot to do.” Cindy rang for the elevator, and when it came she kissed him and pushed him toward it. “It’ll be all right,” she said, as the doors closed.

The streets were crowded with commuters hurrying home in the velvety twilight, masses of men in navy suits and a single woman in a dress the color of blood. The street lights were coming on and steam rose from manhole covers in the pavement. The city seemed as mysterious to Steve as his own destiny. He bought a six-pack of beer from the Koreans at the corner store, and drank two cans before he’d even reached his apartment. He drank the rest in quick succession, then fell into a deep and dreamless sleep.

His flight to Miami the next morning was delayed because of a freak late-summer hailstorm, so he waited in the lounge, reading the newspa­per and squirming uncomfortably on a hard plastic seat. He thought he was like the plane, waiting for someone to guide him to one of a thousand possible destinations, so he read the clas­sifieds slowly, ready to rip out any promising leads, but all he saw were ads for security guards and operating room nurses and sheet metal polishers. He did not feel qualified for any of those jobs. 

He stood up and rotated his shoulders. His back muscles felt like brittle rubber bands. He threw the newspaper in the trash, took a real estate magazine from his carry-on, and walked over to the floor-to-ceiling window to watch the small white balls bombard the plane and the runway. He felt like he was out there on the tarmac himself.

While he was staring out the window, a big man with a bushy mustache came up to him. There was no threat in the man’s size, and his mustache, which had traces of gray in it, made his mouth appear to be smiling. He was in his late forties, and he wore a plaid shirt with a somber navy blue business suit and a bolo tie. He looked somewhere between cool and really strange. Steve pegged him as an old hippie.

“That magazine called my last project a shopping center from hell,” the man said, pointing to the journal Steve held in his hand. “I sent the editor a Polaroid of me flushing his goddamned rag down the toilet and canceled my subscription. Anything interesting in that issue?”

Steve shook his head. “Nothing to write home about,” he said, and winced. He had not yet told his parents that he had lost his job.

The big man introduced himself. “Maxwell K. Thornton IV, but you can call me Max,” he said. He was a real estate developer. “Two festival market­places in the last four years. One is along the shore of Lake Michigan, and the other’s at the end of the Skyline Drive in the Shenandoah Mountains. I’m building the latest now. Everglades Galleria. Heard of it?”

Steve shook his head. 

“We’re right at the edge of the swamps, west of Miami,” Max said. “Got alligators for neighbors.” He looked at Steve. “What do you do?”

Steve thought about creating a story, a life for himself. Instead he said, “I’m a financial analyst for a real estate syndicator,” as if he still held the job he had so recently lost.

“How do you think the new tax laws are going to affect the syndication business?” Max pulled a pipe out of his jacket pocket.

Steve leaned back against the window. “I think they’re going to send it down the toilet,” he said, and for the first time he was glad that he didn’t hold that dismal job any longer. “So what’s a festival marketplace, anyway? Isn’t it one of those outdoor malls where college-educated mimes panhandle outside stores that sell yuppie toys at big markups?”

Max began to fill his pipe with tobacco. “You could call it that,” he said. “You could also call it a license to coin money. That is, unless some government idiots get in your way.” He sealed the tobacco pouch. “It’s just a big goddamned swamp, after all. And it’s not like we’re gonna destroy it.”

Max stopped and looked at the pipe in his hand. “I thought I stopped smoking,” he said. “Hmm.” He dumped the tobacco back into the pouch and put it and the pipe back in his pocket. “What was I saying?”

“You were talking about not destroying the swamp.” 

Max nodded. “Hell, the whole idea is to make the mall an environmental showplace and convince people how important the goddamned Everglades are. We’ll have a scientific study center with ecological exhibits, alligator wrestling, a Miccosukee Indian village, and this place where you can rent an airboat and go out into the swamp yourself.”

“Alligator wrestling?” Steve asked.

“I thought you’d think it was interesting,” Max said. “I have this feeling about people. Give me your ticket.”

“What?”

“I can tell we’ll have a lot to talk about. Give me your ticket and I’ll get you upgraded to first class. We can talk on the way to Miami.”

Steve had been hoping to lounge across a couple of seats and read through a stack of Fortune magazines, but he thought he’d rather ride in first class and talk to Max Thornton. He pulled his ticket envelope out of his pocket and handed it over.

It gave him a little shiver, as if he was giving away more than an economy-class ticket in a paper envelope. While Max was gone, Steve turned back to the window. The hail had tapered off. The sun was shining and airport employees were already sweeping the tarmac. The hostess at the gate turned on the loudspeaker and announced they were ready to start boarding.

Steve had never flown first class before. On the plane, he relaxed in his extra-wide seat and sipped a glass of complimentary Chablis. “Do you ever go shopping?” Max asked him.

“Sure,” Steve said. “I buy groceries every week.”

“I don’t mean that kind of shopping. Ever go to a mall?”

Steve nodded. “Where I grew up.”

“So tell me what a mall is to you.”

The stewardess came by and cleared away the glasses, and the plane began to taxi down the runway. “It’s a place where you go to buy things.”

“Wrong,” Max said. “But go on.”

“There’s usually a couple of department stores.”

“Not necessarily.”

The plane built up speed and launched itself into the air. Steve savored the moment. All his problems were back in New York. He turned a little toward Max. “Tell me what a mall is, then, if I’m getting it all wrong.” 

“First of all, you don’t go there to shop,” Max said. “You go to be entertained. While you’re there, you’ll buy things, if they’re presented well and the price is right.”

Max rolled up the in-flight magazine and tapped his knee. “Times have changed. Nobody’s comfortable with their family any more. Even husbands and wives, they don’t have much to say to each other. Nobody talks.” He batted the magazine heavily on the seat in front of him.

The man in front of Max turned around and looked at him with alarm. Max ignored him. “So they go to the mall,” Max said. “Maybe there’s a performance in center court, or a car show in the common area. Maybe it’s boats or antiques or the Special Olympics this week. The mall is a place where you can take your family, yet you don’t have to act like a family there.”

“Whenever I go down to visit my parents, they always want to go to the mall,” Steve said thoughtfully.

“So you don’t have to interact,” Max said. “It’s like TV.”

The plane gained cruising altitude and the stewardess began to serve snacks. Max pulled out a mini-cassette tape recorder with earphones and a fistful of tiny tapes. He handed one to Steve. The label read “Six Steps to Successful Selling.”

“Just listen to it for a minute.” Max slipped the cassette into the recorder and handed the earphones to Steve. A man’s baritone voice came on giving a feel-good speech about selling anything to anybody. Steve listened for a minute and then pulled the earphones out. “Interesting.”

“Gets me revved up to go out and lease space. Got to do some of that when I get to Florida.” Max sat back in his chair, stuck the earphones in his ears, and closed his eyes.

Max periodically changed tapes while Steve read through his magazines. Over North Carolina Max packed up the recorder and straightened the back of his chair. He crossed his legs in the lotus position, barely keeping his knees within the confines of the extra wide seat, and put his palms together, as if in prayer. Steve put down his magazine.

“It’s a little routine I picked up in a monastery in Nepal,” Max said, putting his hands down. “Helps the jet-lag.”

“You’ve been to Nepal?”

“Hell, I’ve been around the world twice,” Max said. “The first time with my first wife and the second time with my second. Couldn’t get along with either of them, so we ended up in every museum and shopping center between here and Katmandu. The most interesting place of all was this outdoor shopping mall called a souk in Morocco.”

“Why?” Steve asked.

“That’s where I figured it all out,” Max said. “That fa­milies get along better when they’re distracted. The only time I got along with a wife was when we had something else to concen­trate on. I’ll tell you, I jumped on the next camel out of that souk and hotfooted my way back to the U.S. of A. I felt like I had found my calling, so to speak.”

Max put his palms together again, bowed his head and closed his eyes. Just before they landed, his head popped up like a turtle’s and his eyes opened wide. He yawned and stretched, and came out of the lotus position. “This meditation always makes me feel a hell of a lot better.”

“I sure could use something that would make me feel better,” Steve said.

“Take my card,” Max said. “I’m always looking for good people. If you think you might like to work on the Everglades Galleria, give me a call.”

Steve stuck the card in his pocket as Max stood up and squeezed himself into the aisle. There was something interesting in the idea, moving to Florida to work for a developer. Then he stood up to get his bag down and hit his head on the bulkhead. He sat back down hard in the seat. “Alligator wrestling?” he said out loud.
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His parents were waiting at the gate when Steve walked off the plane, carrying the over-the-shoulder suit bag they had bought him when he graduated from business school, which had come with a card that read, “You’re really going places now!” His fellow passengers streamed by, carrying matched luggage and small children, as Rita kissed him and hugged him while Harold stood a little to the side.

Harold Berman believed that the Florida lifestyle called for clothing most men would wear only on a golf course. For dressy occasions, like picking up a son at the airport, Harold wore bright plaid pants and pastel colored polo shirts with little crests. He only owned a couple of ties, and never wore them. For informal occasions, Harold and Rita had matching jogging suits, in which they never jogged.

Across the aisle, an old man in baggy plaid shorts and a faded t-shirt held up a sign that read: “Welcome to Miami, God’s waiting room. We hope your stay here will not be brief, and that you will not die suddenly, but linger long enough to say goodbye to your loved ones and sell your stocks when the market is up.”

Rita was full of questions about the flight and Steve’s life in New York as the Bermans walked through the crowded lobby, passing families of Orthodox Jews in long black coats and Indians in multi-colored saris and sandals. The store windows were full of cheap souvenirs for absent-minded travelers. Harold pointed to a display and said, “Look, Rita. That t-shirt that says ‘Kid for rent - cheap.’ Let’s buy one for Steve.”

“I’ll wear it if we can get you one that says ‘Dad for rent’ too,” Steve said.

“Nobody’s buying any T-shirts,” Rita said. “Keep going.”

Steve had long before accepted the ways his father had of showing love—the backhanded compliments, the gentle sarcasm, the exaggerated displays of anger. He had always been able to let his father’s gibes slide off his back. Even though his father joked about trading Steve in, he knew that none of his cousins or the children of his parents’ friends could come as close as he did to satisfying his father’s exacting standards.

But the rejections always hurt, at least a little. Every time his father said, “I told you, Rita, we should have gotten a dog. But no, you insisted on having a baby,” Steve grew another thin layer of skin over his heart. But now that he’d been fired, he felt too vulnerable and shaky to let his father’s comments slip away. The only way he could fight back was quip for quip, joke for joke.

“Hey, Dad, how many Jewish fathers does it take to change a light bulb?”

“I don’t know,” Harold said.

“Two. One to change the bulb and the other to give a lecture about how long light bulbs used to last when he was a kid.”

“Very funny,” Rita said, in a way that forestalled further comment. “There’s the exit.” She pressed forward, leav­ing Harold and Steve fanned out behind her. 

Rita Berman was sixty years old, and though her brown hair had turned gray and there were laugh lines around her mouth and wrinkles across her forehead, she had the vigor and vitality of a younger woman. She had been a homemaker until Steve was thirteen, but when he became a teenager, silent and secretive, and Harold was promoted to a management job with a lot of overtime, she was restless and bored. So she started decorating houses, and found in herself a talent for understanding other people and the kind of homes they wanted.

The Bermans walked outside, through the heat and fumes of the covered drop-off lanes, dodging rent-a-car minivans and cruising taxis. Cuban women dressed in nurses’ uniforms shook white cans filled with change at over-dressed Yankee tourists who took them for part of the quaint Latin flavor of Miami. French Canadians argued with each other over the best way to get to Hollywood, and Colombian drug couriers with cocaine-filled condoms in their bowels sweated and looked forward to toilets in safe houses.

It was a typical Miami day, sunny and nearly cloudless. Two lanes of the highway were closed for a never-ending road con­struction project, the chunks of torn asphalt gleaming in the heat like black diamonds. In the distance, a wavering curtain of steam seemed to rise from the pavement.

Harold pointed out the new condo construction to Steve. Some were gated communities of Mediterranean-style townhouses and garden apartments that kept the makers of orange-red barrel roof tiles in business. Others were gleaming towers of glass and marble, with balconies curving around their sinuous facades like Salome’s veils.

Steve was more interested in the giant inflatable rooster on top of a restaurant that advertised early bird specials and the billboard featuring an enormous nose and the slogan, “Groceries so fresh you just have to follow your nose.” The real estate courses he had taken in business school had concentrated on the movement of large sums of capital, not on the individual specif­ics of home purchase or a particular market, but his father never understood that. Harold had bought and sold houses and condos in his life, and he applied that knowledge to Steve’s experience, in a transitive reasoning process that was typical of his thinking as an engineer. 

“All right, Harold, Steve isn’t interested in condos,” Rita said finally. She twisted around in the front seat to be able to face her son. “So tell me, how is the job?”

Steve had not lied to his parents since the last time they had talked about sex, when he was seventeen and his mother was sure he was still a virgin. For the most part he had been able to avoid direct questions about sensitive subjects, like drug and alcohol use, sex, and why he insisted on going to business school instead of being a lawyer like his parents wanted.

“I just finished a big project,” Steve said. There, that wasn’t a lie. “An office park outside Atlanta.”

“Your father went to Atlanta once.” Rita looked back to Harold. “Wasn’t it Atlanta? Where they had that big electrical fire?”

“That was Altoona,” Harold said. “Altoona, Pennsylvania. Not Atlanta, Georgia.” He shook his head. “Your mother.” 

“Well, then, maybe we’ll go to Atlanta sometime. It’s nice, this office park?”

“Very nice,” Steve said.

“The office market in Miami stinks,” Harold said, looking back at Steve. “I was just reading in the paper how bad. I think I saved the article for you.” Harold often sent Steve newspaper clippings about recent home sales or how to hire a real estate agent. 

Steve read these articles diligently, though with a slight sense of confusion, as if they represented obscure material that might be included on a final exam. And in a sense they did, because Harold, in his own way, was still trying to prepare Steve for the world ahead, a world in which his son would be success­ful, a home owner and real estate tycoon.

Steve did not know if he would ever be able to fulfill his parents’ dreams for him; they wanted so much.

The Bermans lived in Aventura, in a spacious apart­ment overlooking the blue ribbon of the Intracoastal. About a block away, they stopped for a light next to a brigade of elderly men in electric carts. They wore matching leather jackets and helmets with an insignia on them. When Steve looked closer he could see they were called “Hell’s Alte Kockers.” While they waited for the light to change, they revved their engines and gave each other the thumbs up.

The parking lot was crammed with rental Fords, Geos and Chevrolets in a rainbow of colors. Steve had to look twice at the plastic flamingos on the front lawn—someone had rearranged them into an obscene position. “Grandchildren,” Rita said when Steve pointed them out to her.

Harold negotiated his way into his parking space, zigzagging past an elderly woman with a shopping cart full of paper towels and a harried young father with three kids on leashes. Rita was out of the car as soon as it came to a stop, and she was halfway across the parking lot before Steve had unloaded his bag from the trunk.

“You in a hurry, Rita?” Harold yelled to her. “You hear the toilet calling your name?”

Rita stopped and turned around. She waited for Steve to catch up. “To your father, retirement means you have the whole day free,” she said to him. “He retired. I still cook and clean the house and pick up his dirty clothes. I gave up a career in interior design to become a full-time maid. And he wonders why I’m always busy.”

“No, Rita, I wonder why you’re always talking,” Harold said as he caught up to them. Rita took off again immediately.

Rita and Harold Berman had probably spent at least twenty-five years of their thirty-one-year marriage bickering. When his Uncle Jerry and Aunt Mimi split up, Steve was fourteen. As he walked toward the condo, Steve remembered going into his parents’ bedroom then and asking them if they were going to get a divorce too. “Why should we?” Rita had asked. 

“Uncle Jerry and Aunt Mimi are getting one,” Steve had said. “And you and Daddy fight just as much as they do.”

“We’re not getting a divorce,” Harold had said. “Your mother and I love each other very much, and if you hear us arguing, remember that’s just the way we talk to each other.”

Rita stopped to wait for Steve next to a bank of  impatiens and hibiscus by the front door of the condo building. 

“I’m going upstairs to start dinner,” she said. “Your Aunt Mimi, Sheryl, Sheldon and Mrs. Blatnick are coming for dinner at five. Then we have services at seven-thirty.” She turned around and waved at the security guard, and the electric door slid open.

Steve stood in the lobby and waited for his father to catch up. It was blessedly cool there, a glistening expanse of beige marble interrupted only by strategic placements of silk flowers and tiny Louis XVI chairs trimmed in gilt. In the window, the condo board had placed a display of twinkling lights that spelled out “Happy Rosh Hashanah.”

Rita was still waiting for the elevator when Steve and his father rounded the corner, and she and Harold continued to squab­ble on the ride upstairs. In the hallway an elderly woman in a nightgown strode forcefully toward them, pumping her arms. A stopwatch hung on a cord around her neck. “Keep up the good work, Mrs. Feigenblau,” Rita said. “This is my son. He’s here for the holidays.”

“Mazel tov,” Mrs. Feigenblau said, striding past. Steve took a deep breath. He would not crack, he told himself. He would not tell his parents he had lost his job until he had found a new one. He had spent so much effort trying to create a personality that could prove to his father that he was capable and qualified, struggling for good grades in school and a good start to his career. He did not want to disappoint his parents, and he was not prepared to admit that his father’s low opinion of him might be rooted in truth.

As Steve unpacked, Rita kept popping in to tell him about the neighbors, about the relatives, about his father. Though she had retired from her design practice, she had kept her hand in by helping her condo neighbors with decorating and remodeling plans. She knew a dozen architects in Miami and had secured access for herself to the trade shows and wholesale houses of the design district.

She had decorated the den in browns and whites, with nubbly fabrics and imitation zebra rugs, to create a masculine retreat for Harold, and to give herself a break from the peach and pale green of the rest of the apartment. The sofa bed was leather trimmed with brass and had thick cushions.

“If you could help me unpack the Lenox, I’d really appreciate it, sweetheart,” she said, hovering in the doorway. “You know your father. He’s afraid if he lifted a finger around here to help he’d break it.”

Steve pulled a manila folder out of his suitcase. His resume was inside, and he hoped to get a few minutes while he was in Florida to update it and figure out what he would say about leaving his job. Reluctantly he put it aside and stood up. “How come you invited Aunt Mimi anyway? It’s not like she’s still related to us.”

“She was once married to my brother,” Rita said as Steve trailed her into the living room. “Her children are your cou­sins. As far as I’m concerned she’s still family.” She sat down on the floor in front of the china cabinet, an expensive antique she had bought years before at a designers’ discount, and started handing quilted cases filled with plates, bowls, cups and saucers up to Steve. 

“So what’s she doing down here?” Steve asked. “Has she retired too?”

Rita made a face. “She has nothing to retire from. Her mother is here for the winter and she and Sheryl are visiting.”

“And Sheldon?” 

Sheldon was Mimi’s brother. 

“And Sheldon,” Rita said.

Mimi’s father, who was always called the late Mr. Blatnick, had been a wholesaler of ladies’ better lingerie, supplying many of New York’s finest department stores. He had left his widow and children enough money so that, according to Rita, none of them ever had to pick up pennies from the sidewalk. She was vague, however, on exactly how much money that might be.

Steve stacked the quilted cases of china on the dining room table. Sun streamed in from the western windows and he could hear the air conditioner humming in the closet next to the front door. Rita had turned it down to 68 when they came in. It was almost like being in New York—clear and cold.

Rita stood up, holding onto a chair for support, then sat down with her back to the window. She and Steve began unpacking the cases, taking out seven of each dish, while she filled him in on everything his aunts, uncles and cousins had done since he last visited, along with some news from the condo association and family friends. Finally she said, “If I finish this, can you get the Madeira tablecloth out of the hall closet?”

“Sure,” Steve said. “I know you always like to give me the tall person jobs.” He found the tablecloth, white linen with lace inserts at the corners and in the center, at the top of a narrow closet next to the guest bathroom. Underneath it were stacked a dozen matching napkins, each with a lace insert. 

“I bought this tablecloth when I was on my honeymoon with your father,” Rita said, when Steve brought it back to her.

“I know, Mom. You tell me every time you get it out.” Harold and Rita were married during World War II, and honeymooned in Washington D. C. At the end of a long weekend, Harold, who was in the Air Force, left Rita alone in New York as he flew off to England to evaluate German technology. Rita had often told stories of holding that tablecloth when she read her husband’s letters from overseas.

“It doesn’t hurt you to listen.” Rita shook the cloth out onto the table and Steve helped her settle it around the corners. “I saw it in a store on Connecticut Avenue and I had to have it, but it was so expensive. Your father saw how much I loved it and that afternoon he went back to the store and bought it for me.”

She folded a napkin into fourths and laid it at the head of the table. “It was the first time I really felt married.” She smiled at her son. “I’ll finish here. You go wake your father and see that he puts on something that doesn’t clash.”

Steve watched his father sleep for a moment before he woke him. Harold’s face was smooth and unlined, even at sixty-five. It was the face of a man who had been for many years oblivious to the larger problems of daily life. He was an electrical engineer who had grown up in rural New Hampshire, a place where there were few Jews and even fewer engineers. He was precise, methodical, and interested in minor details, and the Bermans’ home had always been filled with little gadgets he made, like the Lucite top on the coffee jar that dispensed exactly one tablespoon.

Steve pulled on his father’s leg and said, “Wake up, Dad.”

Harold opened his eyes, yawned, and said, “You’re home.”

“That’s right. Come on, let’s go in and watch TV.”

In the living room, Rita had catered to her own excellent taste. The room was a symphony of pastels, highlighted when appropriate by a bright blue throw pillow, a painting of poppies, a tasteful arrangement of silk flowers. The furniture was white wicker, which Rita thought was light and airy and so appro­priate for the climate. 

Louvered wooden shutters protected the slipcovers and the carpet from direct sunlight, and overhead fans lazily swirled the air-conditioned air. Harold walked over to the television, cleverly concealed in an old wooden kas Rita had bought in the Pennsylvania Dutch country when Steve was a teenager, and immediately tuned in to a program about the way Tasmanian devils raise their young. He seemed to Steve to have a knack for finding a program about marsupials somewhere on cable at any time of the day or night, as if they subscribed to a special channel.

As he watched the wombat family, Steve thought about his own. Though he was an only child, he came from a big family. At every religious and secular event, he was surrounded by dozens of cousins, from grizzled veterans of cookouts and caravan vacations to new recruits barely out of diapers. His aunts and uncles, first and second cousins, and assorted in-laws and lost souls filled the Seder table and got in the way of the Afikomen hunt. He could not remember a time when he was the only one young enough to ask the four questions.

The Blatnicks were different from the rest of the Bermans’ cousins. Even Harold’s relatives, who had started out poorer than dirt, had all made modest successes for themselves. They were doctors, lawyers, and businessmen, and their kids grew up in nice suburban houses and went to decent colleges. But nothing in the Blatnicks’ world was as it appeared on the surface. They existed in a shadowy realm of impressive deals that never quite came through, imaginary lawsuits against famous people they felt had slighted them, and broken-down models of classic cars. None of the Blatnicks were college material; at most they had a few college threads running through them.

Steve’s cousin Sheryl was a month younger than he was, and she was about as intelligent as cole slaw. Steve remembered how they used to compare notes about school when they were kids, and how Sheryl’s class always seemed to move slower than Steve’s had. 

“Sheryl’s class hasn’t even dissected frogs yet,” Steve told Rita after one family reunion when they were both thirteen. ”She’s probably not allowed to handle sharp objects.” 

He was laughing about that when the doorbell rang.
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Steve opened the door a little too quickly and since old Mrs. Blatnick’s brittle, crabbed hand was on the knob, he nearly pulled her off her feet. She was a short, stooped lady who obviously hadn’t drunk enough milk when she was a kid because her head stuck away from her body like a turtle’s. Her hair was a shade of yellow never found in nature, teased up into a high bun and congealed with enough hair spray to protect a fleet of beauty pageant contestants.

Her daughter Mimi was right behind her, still arguing with her about what floor the Bermans lived on. “I told you, Ma,” she said. “You never want to believe me. I told you it was fifteen, and here they are.” She and Rita touched cheeks.

“All right, Mimi, that’s enough,” Mrs. Blatnick said. “Next time we’ll leave you in the car.”

“Let me look at you,” Rita said to Mimi. Even though Mimi pampered herself with spa treatments and facials and weekly pedicures, her face had the tight, drawn look of women who had spent too much time in the sun. “You look marvelous. And I love your bag.” Mimi was carrying a green leather pocketbook in the shape of an alligator, with the handle linking the right front and rear feet. The jaws were buttoned shut.

Sheryl and Mimi’s brother Sheldon shuffled in behind her, and everybody kissed and hugged. Sheryl had bleached her brown hair blonde, but it was a poor dye job and the roots showed clearly. A rhinestone tiara on a plastic headband was balanced between her ears. She was dumpy and she had a false front tooth that had been stained brown by nicotine.

While the adults settled down, Sheryl and Steve walked out onto the balcony overlooking the Intracoastal where Rita was raising dozens of hibiscus. She was proud of her ability to keep so many of them in bloom, in shades of red, pink and peach.

“How’s life in New Jersey?” Steve asked. 

“Pretty boring,” Sheryl said. “Most nights your options are ordering a pizza or slashing your wrists.”

“So, you like it down here?”

“We just got here two days ago,” Sheryl said. “I haven’t exactly had the time to come up with an opinion.”

“But my mom says you’re staying for the winter.”

“It’s not like I’ve got anything better to do,” Sheryl said. “Somebody had to stay with Grandma and I got nominated.”

It was not clear whether Sheryl had ever held a paying job, though she had spent part of a summer working in her father’s office, losing files, disconnecting phone calls, and demonstrat­ing that all she had learned in her high school typing class was how to chew gum and comb her hair. She had sampled a number of community colleges and junior colleges, but never stayed at any one long enough to accumulate a transcript, much less a degree.

“What about your Uncle Sheldon?” Steve asked. “Didn’t he drive down with your grandmother?”

“Nobody’s gonna trust Uncle Sheldon to look after a cat,” Sheryl said. “You think he can look after Grandma?”

Steve shrugged. “I think someday your Uncle Sheldon will fulfill his true potential and become an ax murderer, so I can see your family being reluctant to leave him in charge of your grandmother.”

Sheryl rarely understood Steve’s jokes, and she had perfected a dull stare to use whenever he talked to her. She broke off a hibiscus blossom that was just orange enough to clash with her lavender dress, and stuck it into her cleavage.

Though Steve made fun of the Blatnicks, he considered them comic relief for the Jews, after centuries of persecution and pogroms, and he was glad his mother had kept in touch with them. It did not surprise him that the Blatnicks had been invited to dinner for Rosh Hashanah. What he found surprising was that the Blatnicks were able to live independently in the world, without more responsible people to look after them and make sure they arrived where they were supposed to.

When Steve and Sheryl came back inside, everyone was sitting down at the dinner table, which glistened with Rita’s good crys­tal, her sterling flatware, and a pair of porcelain candelabras she had picked up for a song at an antique shop in Philadelphia. Steve sat across from Sheldon, who was no relation of his at all, and for whom he always felt a special dislike.

Sheldon reminded Steve of a Yiddish phrase his father had used about a man who lived down the street from them in Pennsyl­vania. His father spoke of how “the dumbness sat on his face like a blanket.” Sheldon dressed very well, though, and his Italian sports jacket must have set him back five hundred bucks easy. Steve coveted the tan leather loafers Sheldon was wearing without socks.

Steve was smarter than Sheldon, and he made what others might consider an excellent salary, but he was also struggling to live in Manhattan and he knew he couldn’t afford to dress the way Sheldon did. It made him resent Sheldon even more.

Sheldon was another unemployed Blatnick. He had given up on fashion photography and encyclopedia sales, and lived on a trust from his father’s estate and whatever he could steal out of his mother’s pocketbook when she wasn’t looking. He was about forty-five and never married, but stupidity and his inability to stick with anything made him nobody’s prize catch. He had brought with him a shopping bag stapled shut at the top and he insisted on keep­ing it with him.

Rita brought the pot roast out, swimming in a thin brown gravy with potato carcasses bobbing around the meat like little sailors drowning in a cruel sea. Harold said the blessings over the wine and the bread and the Blatnicks and the Bermans attacked the meal like the Maccabees falling onto the Romans.

“So, Sheryl,” Rita said. “What are you going to do while you’re here in Florida?”

“She might take some courses at the community college,” Mimi said.

“That would be nice,” Rita said. “What do you think you’d like to take up?”

“Space,” Steve mumbled under his breath.

“She might take a course in Spanish,” Mimi said. “Or maybe something with computers.”

“I have a tongue, Mother,” Sheryl said. She stuck it out at Mimi. There was a large yellow lump of potato kugel on it. “See? I can talk for myself.”

“Don’t talk with your mouth full, sweetheart,” Mimi said.

Rita gave up on Sheryl and turned to Sheldon. “Are you staying down here for the season, too?” she asked.

Sheldon shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not,” he said. “My brother Dusty and me might buy a restaurant in West Orange.”

“Over my dead body,” Mrs. Blatnick said. In her anger she spilled some gravy down the front of her white dress, and Mimi swooped in with a napkin dipped in ice water. Steve saw Rita cringe.

The tablecloth and napkins had taken on a kind of totemic significance in the Berman family. For a long time, one of the twelve matched napkins was missing. It disappeared after a Thanksgiving dinner at the Bermans’ house in Pennsylvania, and they didn’t find it until the following August, when Harold handed Steve a rag he’d been using to clean the oil and caked grass from the lawn mower engine.

“Dad, isn’t this one of Mom’s napkins?” Steve asked. He held the rag up and spread it out. Sure enough, there on the corner was the lace insert.

“My napkin!” Rita said. She was planting marigolds or something in the side yard, where there was never enough light for anything to grow. “Harold! How could you!”

She grabbed the napkin from Steve and stalked inside, where she washed it at least a dozen times. It finally came clean, but if you looked closely you could see where several of the lacy veins had been torn irreparably. Rita wrote up the experience and sent it to the detergent company, and they sent her a coupon for a free box.

The incident was a testament to Rita’s ability to keep her fractious family together as much as to keep her set of twelve napkins intact, and seemed to Steve to symbolize Rita’s determi­nation to keep in touch with Mimi even after they were no longer legally sisters-in-law.

Everyone watched silently while Mimi tidied up her mother’s dress. When she was finished she dropped the crumpled napkin next to her plate, and it sat there like a dead egret, its beau­tiful white feathers finally folded in on itself. Steve could tell that Rita was longing to jump up and throw it into the washer.

In the silence, Steve could hear a low ticking sound. At first he thought it was coming from the kitchen, but careful listening indicated it was coming from the shopping bag at Shel­don’s feet.

“Sheldon, what’s in the bag?” Steve asked.

“It’s personal.”

“It’s not a bomb, is it? Because I can hear it ticking.”

Sheldon frowned. “Maybe it is and maybe it isn’t,” he said.

“Shelly, it isn’t polite to bring a bomb when someone invites you for dinner,” Mimi said. “Maybe you should put it out on the balcony.”

“Is it a very big bomb?” Rita asked. “You know, all my hibiscus are out there, in clay pots. I wouldn’t want anything to happen to them.”

“If he’s got a bomb he should take it outside,” Harold said. “Put it in the dumpster. You wouldn’t want to put it down the trash chute. What if it exploded on the way down?”

“I didn’t say it was a bomb,” Sheldon said. At that moment, the bag stopped ticking and began to ring with a noisy clatter that made everyone at the table jump. Sheldon reached down and slapped the bag, and the ringing stopped. “I have to take my pill,” he said. He pulled a grubby looking red pill from the pocket of his jacket, and popped it in his mouth.

Mrs. Blatnick belched, a long, mellow sound that was almost musical and reminded Steve of contented cattle lowing in the fields. “Mother!” Mimi said.

“I can do better,” Sheryl said. She belched, too, and hers sounded like the horn of a New York taxicab.

Sheldon belched. His was more like a croak, like a frog on a lily pad serenading his sweetheart.

“Honestly, Rita, I’m mortified,” Mimi said. Rita smiled weakly.

When everyone was finished, Rita, Mimi and Sheryl cleared the table. “I have a special treat for dessert,” Rita called from the kitchen.

“How about an after-dinner glass of brandy?” Steve asked.

“Fine,” Harold said. “Get out the Armagnac.”

Steve brought the crystal decanter to the table and poured brandy for himself, his father and Sheldon. He took a deep sip, feeling the hot liquid slide down his throat, hoping it would ease the knot of tension in his stomach. He looked up at the rest of the guests and smiled.

Harold had drifted off for a brief nap between courses. The peaceful smile on his unlined face made him look like an angel from a Renaissance painting, his wispy white hair like a halo around him. Mrs. Blatnick seemed to be focusing on something in the far distance, perhaps an image of her late husband hovering out over the Intracoastal, waiting to be fed a choice bit of chopped herring. Sheldon was playing with matches.

He kept bending the matches back and striking them against the cover without breaking them off. Mrs. Blatnick moved her gaze from the distant past to the present and said, “Sheldon, stop that!” Sheldon, startled out of his trance, knocked over his brandy glass and dropped the book of matches onto the table­cloth, where the last match he’d lit ignited the spilled brandy and whooshed into flames.

Harold woke up with a start. “Rita, get the extinguisher!” he yelled. Rita raced in with the spray can kept next to the stove, and Harold grabbed it and sprayed the tablecloth. The fire went out quickly, but through the pile of foam left on the cloth Steve could see an ugly brown hole. The smell of smoke and chemical extinguisher lingered in the air.

Steve wanted to get up and punch Sheldon, who looked more confused than sorry. But the energy drained from him as he remembered he was unemployed himself, no better than a Blat­nick. Who was he to criticize Sheldon? When Sheldon was Steve’s age, his parents had probably thought he had lots of potential, too. Their hopes for him must have been as high as Harold and Rita’s hopes for Steve. Steve slumped back in his chair, his head looking towards his lap.

Rita surveyed the damage with tears in the corner of her eyes. Then she took a deep breath and smiled bravely. “Maybe we’d better have dessert after services.”

The Bermans believed in a version of Judaism that had more to do with tradition and culture than actual religion. Rita made hamantashen for Purim because her mother had made them, but her cookies had four corners instead of the traditional three because she could fit more of them on a baking sheet that way. Harold had to be persuaded to synagogue every year at the High Holy Days, but that did not diminish his insistence that Steve marry a Jewish girl and carry on the traditions of the religion.

None of the Bermans spoke or understood much Hebrew; the only words Steve remembered from his three years of Hebrew school were disconnected ones like eparon, which meant pencil, and boker, which meant morning. When any of those words appeared in the Hebrew text Steve perked up, the way he had in a class where the teacher had peppered his dialogue with the names of students he felt were not paying attention. Steve’s name had come up often, and he was always looking around nervously and trying to pretend he knew exactly what was going on.

For the most part the Bermans felt services were a ritual of standing, sitting, chanting and reading without much relevance to their daily lives, though they were grateful that they were not Catholic and so did not have to kneel.

The High Holy Days were a chance to get dressed up and see people they had not seen for a year. It was a family event, the way back-to-school shopping had been when Steve was a child, or the annual neighborhood picnic back in Pennsylvania. The Bermans celebrated Christmas with gifts and a family dinner, even though they lit a menorah and gave Steve eight presents, one for each night. When he was a child, he was given candy eggs in a straw basket filled with artificial grass for Easter. There was an egg hunt on the lawn at his father’s plant every year, and once he had come in second and won a large chocolate rabbit.

Harold and Rita had joined a synagogue when they moved to Miami, and this year Mrs. Blatnick had bought guest tickets there for herself, Mimi, Sheldon and Sheryl. Services seemed long and slow to Steve, and he looked around often to make sure no one he knew saw him in the company of the Blatnicks.

There was an unpleasant aroma of fart lingering in the air around Sheldon, and Sheryl insisted on folding and refolding the solicitation letter from the United Jewish Appeal into a paper airplane that Steve was sure would not fly more than one or two pews ahead, but otherwise the Blatnicks were well-behaved. 

Mimi insisted on treating everyone to dessert at the Dairy Queen, rather than going back to the condo. “You’ve done enough for one day,” she said, patting Rita’s hand.

Mimi sent everyone to sit on the picnic benches in the center of the parking lot and wrote down their orders on a little note pad. The darkness was punctuated by a couple of high-intensity lamps mounted on the side of the ice cream hut, and the air was redolent with a mixture of night-blooming jessamine and automo­bile exhaust. “I want a strawberry sundae, but only if they use fresh strawberries,” Mrs. Blatnick said. “You be sure they’re fresh, Mimi. I don’t want any canned strawberries on my sundae.”

“All right, Ma,” Mimi said. “Fresh strawberries.”

Steve and Sheryl accompanied Mimi to the window. Of course the strawberries were not fresh, and when the sundae arrived they sat in a glutinous lump around the base of a swirled pyramid of soft ice cream.

“Mimi! These are canned strawberries!” Mrs. Blatnick said. “Didn’t I ask you for fresh strawberries?”

“They don’t serve you fresh strawberries in the nursing home either, Ma,” Mimi said. “You get the message?”

“Rotten kid,” Mrs. Blatnick said as she dug into her sundae.

The next morning when Steve walked into the kitchen, Rita was standing by the window surveying her damaged tablecloth. She’d had the cabinets resurfaced with pickled cedar a few years be­fore, and the Florida ceiling replaced with recessed halogen bulbs. But even so, she regarded it as a work in progress, not as finished as the living room or the den.

Her gray hair, which still had a lot of brown in it, fell loosely to her shoulders, and she looked up when Steve came in. “Your Aunt Mimi gave me the name of a place in Paterson that does n that does reweaving,” she said, her fingers worrying the burned spot over and over. “I don’t think it’ll ever be the same.”

“I’m sorry, Mom,” Steve said. Rita sat down at the kitchen table and looked out at the waterway. A big sport fishing boat was passing by on its way out to the ocean. There was a man at the helm, and a woman on the foredeck splashing water on a little child. Steve remembered a game he and his mother used to play in the pool, when he was young. She would stand in the shallow end, reach down and behind her for him, and pull him through her legs and up into the air, laughing and cascading water around him.

Rita had always thought with her heart, rather than with her head. Whenever someone in the condo was in trouble, she was there, with casseroles, sympathy or the name of a very good specialist. She had made her career in interior design not by knowing what colors went together best, but by understanding her customers and what they wanted.

Harold, on the other hand, was a rational, logical thinker and Steve had always identified with him. He had gone to busi­ness school to train himself to use intellect and reason rather than emotion, and in making a career in finance he had done everything by the numbers.

When he saw Rita holding her tablecloth, his brain said that she would get over the damage even without his help. But he wanted to help her, to spend some time around his parents again. Getting a job in Florida might be easier than going back to New York and competing against hundreds of other MBAs whose creden­tials were just as shiny as his. In Florida he might have an advantage. And besides, it never snowed in Miami. There was something to be said for that too.

“Look, Mom, I met a guy on the plane coming down here,” Steve said. “This guy Max Thornton. He’s building some kind of shop­ping center complex out west of the airport, and he said he’s got a lot of openings. He said I should give him a call if I ever wanted to move down here.”

Rita’s eyes lit up like a menorah on the eighth night of Hanukkah. “You’d do that? Move down here?” She smiled and said, “Oh, Steven!”

Steve smiled back at his mother. For the first time since he had arrived in Florida, he felt a sense of relief, an easing of the pressure building up inside his chest. Rita stood up. “Well, there’s no reason to procrastinate,” she said. “I’m going to pack this tablecloth up and send it to be repaired.”

Steve stayed in the kitchen for a while, staring out at the Intracoastal. There was a steady parade of boats, threading their way through the channel between small islands. It was easy to see the markers from high above, but he thought it must be difficult to navigate down there, with the islands in your way, blocking you from seeing what was ahead. But everyone down there looked so happy and confident from his angle, surrounded by their families and friends, moving steadily forward.
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Monday morning, Steve took a deep breath and dialed the number on Max’s card. “Steven Berman,” he said to the receptionist. “I met Mr. Thorn­ton on a plane on Friday.”

She put Steve on hold, and while he waited, he listened to the Silhouettes sing “Get a Job.” He was tapping his foot and singing along with the music when Max plugged in. It took Steve an extra second to collect himself and say hello.

“Sure, sure, I remember you,” Max said. “So, you looking for a job?”

“That depends,” Steve said. “You have any available?”

“Sure,” Max said. “Got a million of ‘em. Why don’t you come out to the site tomorrow and I’ll show you around? We can talk.”

Steve made a date for late in the afternoon, when Max said the site wouldn’t be quite so busy. “You don’t have to be so happy,” he said to Rita irritably, after she broke into beaming again. “You’d think I’d just become the first Jewish pope.”

Steve borrowed his father’s car and drove west for a long time, past the waterfront suburbs and the inner-city slums, past the neighborhoods of neat stucco houses where the prosperous West Indian immigrants lived, even past the big houses in gated developments, where the porches and swimming pools were protected from the swamp mosquitoes by acres of mesh screen­ing.

Finally he saw the signs for the Everglades Galleria. Max Thornton loomed ten times life-size, wrestling with a giant alligator in front of a rendering of the future shopping center. The caption beneath the picture read, “The easiest deal you’ll ever make. Call today for leasing information.”

The project’s logo was an alligator with its jaws propped open, and Steve followed the pointing tail down a rutted dirt road to a group of trailers. He pulled up in a cloud of dust as a giant flatbed loaded with roof trusses thundered past, the driver leaning on his air horn.

In the distance Steve saw the skeleton of the mall. It was quiet in the parking lot except for the distant hum of the bull­dozers and tractors, and the gurgle of a small stream that ran past the trailers. There were four of them grouped together, linked by common walkways and a broad flat porch. An area in the front of the trailers had been graded and planted with hibiscus and bougainvillea, but they had not thrived in the hot sun. The vast flat plains between the trailers and the construction had been bulldozed for parking lots.

Just as Steve opened the trailer door, a giant man in an electric yellow tie thundered past him, yelling back inside. “I didn’t realize I was running a hire-the-handicapped program!” he screamed. “Who messes up such a simple order?” He leaped down the short staircase in a single bound and jumped into a pickup. He threw it into gear, backed up, and roared down the dirt road toward the highway. Steve stood there with the door open for a minute, watching him, and then walked inside.

“They put mayonnaise on his pastrami,” the receptionist said. “He’ll get over it. How can I help you?”

She was an attractive young black woman with a lilting island accent. She wore a swath of bright cloth on her head, wrapped around like a turban. The name plate in front of her read “Celeste.”

“My name is Steven Berman, and I’m here to see Mr. Thornton,” Steve said. “I have an appointment.” 

Celeste buzzed the intercom. “Uncle Max,” she said sweetly into the phone. “You have a visitor.”

She listened for a moment, then hung up. “Go straight back,” she said. “Turn left at the blue poster and then right at the red one. His office is at the end of the hall.”

Steve was surprised that the black woman was Max Thornton’s niece, but that was Miami for you. He walked slowly down the hallways, past a warren of small offices cluttered with battered furniture and racks of drawings. It was a much more casual workplace than he was accustomed to, and yet he felt comfortable there. Underneath the red poster, where he turned right, there was a big hole in the wall, just above the molding. He puzzled over it for a moment, then moved on.

“Come in, Steve, come in,” Max said when Steve hovered in front of his door. The wall behind Max had been ripped out and replaced with a giant picture window looking out on the dusty site. Max looked just as large and shaggy as Steve remembered him. He motioned Steve to a chair.

“So, you like it up there in the world of stuffed shirts?” Max asked. “Hunched over a computer all day?”

Steve shrugged. “It’s OK. I feel I can contribute to the profitability of the company.”

“Don’t give me that crap,” Max said. “They pay you a lot and you don’t have to work hard. Am I right?”

Steve smiled in spite of himself. “It’s not the most chal­lenging work I can imagine.”

“Here, you’d get a challenge, all right. Chal­lenge you right off your ass. I don’t know that I can match the money you’re getting in New York, but I can sure as hell promise you it’d be interesting.” He stood up. “Come on. Let’s take a walk.”

When Max came around the side of the desk Steve saw he was wearing faded jeans and knee-high rubber boots. “You can leave your jacket here,” he said. “We’ll come back for it.”

It was late, and the land had been baking in the hot sun all day. The heat hung in the air like a damp blanket. There was no hint of a breeze. Steve thought that the sun felt good, that it might be nice to have a job that didn’t keep him cooped up behind double panes of tinted glass all day.

Max waved his arm as they walked. “The science center is going to be over there, and next to it the Miccosukee Indian Village. We’ve hired some Indian consultants from Arizona to make sure it’s authentic.”

“I thought the Miccosukees were a Florida tribe,” Steve said.

“Indians are Indians. And next to the Village is the alligator wrestling pit. That’s my personal favorite. I guess you saw the signs on your way in.”

Steve nodded. He thought it was a dumb idea, but he felt obliged to flatter Max a little. “Good gimmick.”

“Nah, it sucks. But I just wanted to see my picture up there wrestling with a gator. Gives me an image, you know.”

Steve wasn’t sure he knew at all. “Would I be working for you?”

“Not directly,” Max said. “I go back and forth between here and the home office. I’ve got a hell of a project manager, though. You might have seen him on your way in. Big fella, likes to wear bright colored ties.”

The pastrami monster, Steve thought. “I think I did.” He was looking at Max rather than at where he was going, when his foot slipped on a mucky spot. He cried out and wind­milled his arms, but it didn’t help. He ended up knee deep in swampy water.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
invasion of
the blatnicks

8.
4 _—
o el
it VLR
= T i






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg
invasion of






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





