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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 INTENSES ORGASM; A COUP D’ETAT; AN
UNSTOPPABLE FORCE; AN UNEXPECTED TURN OF EVENTS

 



Prologue

Monday, January 2nd

 


Jip Spotswood was exhausted. And though John
Zeiger had texted “Don’t worry about the deadline—just knock it off
when you get your thoughts together,” he wanted to write the essay
as soon as possible while the crushing enormity of the past 72
hours was still weighing on him.

The broadcast of the festivities had run more
than two hours past the 7:00 p.m. scheduled signoff due to the
deluge of facts and accompanying speculations Walbee believed need
be shared with the close to five billion viewers who’d tuned in.
But around 9:20, after the plug had mercifully been pulled, all he
wanted to do was hop in the limo for the short ride to McCarran to
board the PEG Gulfstream awaiting its final pair of
passengers.

He and his partner didn’t speak a word until
they arrived at the stairs of the jet and made their way into the
cabin.

“How about we talk tomorrow?”
Scanlan offered.”I need a little rack time.”

“Me too.”

There were only three other passengers, the
trio spaced as far apart as the configuration allowed, two of them
dozing. One of the flight attendants said, “Good evening. Get
buckled in,” while the other added, “Really enjoyed the show. You
guys did a great job.”

He’d downed a small goblet of Shiraz before
the jet lifted into the dark desert sky, and then another 20
minutes later. Falling into a dreamless sleep, he might have stayed
in it for twelve hours but for being gently shaken awake with the
advice, “Mr. Spotswood? Mr. Spotswood? You’re home.”

Once inside the safety of his condo, he’d
skipped the typical back-at-home routine—starting a wash of the
whites, checking all seven rooms for signs of a breaking and
entering, taking a quick shower, examining the plants, queuing up
some music—in favor of brewing up a twelve cup pot of Kenya AA and
having a yes-no-yes-no dialogue with himself concerning the
possibility of reaching into the freezer for a mood
enhancer.

Now he sat at the desk in the den, a steaming
mug off to the right, staring at the blank gray monitor screen, the
cursor leisurely requesting a title.

 


My Weekend At Prism

The Agony, The Ecstasy, The Truth, The
Lies

& The Aftermath

 


Try something more pithy, Jip.

 


My Weekend At Prism

The Truth, The Lies & The
Aftermath

 


He took a sip, then another.

Of which you know precisely what?

 


My Weekend At Prism

The Aftermath

 


He leaned away, blinking a few times, then
rubbing his eyes.

Your weekend? Keep it objective,
son.

He looked to the refrigerator door, wondering
if the stash held the answer. Standing and stretching, he made to
turn, to ease into the kitchen then the fridge and removed the flat
black leather case she’d left behind hidden in a frozen pizza
box.

You’ve been down that road before and you know
exactly where it led.

He sat down, draining what was left of the
Double A. He looked to the door again, but only briefly. Returning
his attention to the screen, he lowered his fingers to the keyboard
and gradually removed letters, one at a time, until he arrived at
what seemed to be the right take.


 


Aftermath

 


Saving the file as the same, he clicked Shut
Down.

After pouring a fresh cup, he sat at the
island savoring the slight bump the caffeine was providing.
Glancing to the refrigerator, he wondered if he should…was there
even the remotest of possibilities that he’d, he’d…

Nah. But he’d leave it right where it was for
the time being, as Reynolds had suggested. Maybe that quick shower
he’d skipped would untie some of the knots.

As he headed for the master bath he noticed
the blinking lights and message numbers on the answering
machine.thirty-eight greens, 13 yellows, one red. He pressed the
upper prompt.

“Honey? It’s Cassandra. Friday
morning around 9:30. I tried your trans but it seems you’ve
apparently blocked me. However, I know your ego will cause you to
check into home base, which is why I know you’re listening to my
voice this very moment.

“I also know that somewhere in the
distorted emotional realm which you believe reflects reality is
some fanciful belief that I will or perhaps already have tired of
your puerile, schoolyard bullying, childish denials and totally
immature refusal to understand the true nature of our
relationship.

“I’m not a needy adolescent girl
seeking the validation she never got from daddy. I’m not one of
your growing number of writer groupies dreaming of what it would be
like to catch the eye, then capture the body, of the big shot
famous author. I’m not some pink cotton candy you purchased at the
carnival then discarded because it was too damn sweet.

“I am the woman who loves you…and
the woman you love in return.

“Starting tonight and continuing
through the weekend, you will step onto a stage, a world stage that
no man has ever commanded. Hundreds of millions of women will meet
you for the first time, and I have no doubt that many of them will
instantly fall for your indisputable charms…just like I did that
day at the wine store. All of them will fantasize about what it
would be like to be Jonathan’s girl…just the way I did.

“Trouble is, which none of them
could know, is that you’ve already found the girl of your dreams.
Trouble is, you haven’t yet apparently realized that fact
yourself.

“My plane leaves later this
morning. I’ll contact you from the air. Until then, keep three
things in mind. I will not be denied. I will not be denied. I will
not be denied.”

Click.


Chapter One

Friday, December 30th

 


As the stretch eased onto the expressway,
Spotswood gazed out the rear window at the scattering of lights
sparkling across the city’s skyline. Between the predawn winter
darkness and close-to-zero temperature, they seemed brighter than
he could ever recall. Or maybe it was because, as his mother used
to tell him, “It’s probably just because you’re
excited.”

That would be putting it mildly. Ahead of him
in Las Vegas, at the newly opened Prism Resort & Casino, was
easily the most spectacular adventure he could have ever imagined
embarking upon. The $100 Million World Standoff! Tournament, hosted
by Standoff! creator and Prism’s owner Franklin Potcheck, was far
and away the grandest sporting event ever to be held in the history
of games and gambling. The Saturday evening entertainment, a battle
of the bands between the world’s reigning superstars, Christie
Cramer, Billy Blair & The Alliance versus relative newcomers
but the extraordinarily accomplished Pandora’s Obsession (not to
mention a stellar lineup of special guests), had already been
acknowledged to be The Biggest Rock Concert Ever Held In The
History of The Universe, the sobriquet he’d personally popularized.
The estimated electronic audience—which had been pegged at only two
billion viewers just weeks earlier—was now speculated to eventually
tally north of the four billion mark. And he was going to be
dead-center-ground-zero to observe and report on the extravaganza
from the best seat in the house: The Anchor’s Chair.

Prior to a fortuitous meeting with his buddy
Dave Stonetree, he’d already gained entrance into Potcheck’s inner
circle via his post as Arts &Entertainment
Correspondent/Editor-at-Large at pinkiefinger.com, the world’s
second busiest social media site, of which the entrepreneur was
also the majority shareholder. But it was after what he now fondly
referred to as My Lunch With Stoney that the pieces seriously
started falling into place. While casually discussing some of the
various possibilities Potcheck and his partner Ben Walbee had been
kicking around for the opening of the 19,000 seat Oasis Theater,
he’d mentioned his best friend’s magnificently brilliant, detailed
proposal for the headlining show. While he didn’t think it stood a
raindrop’s chance in the Sahara to work for his sponsors, he knew
its sheer audaciousness would at least amuse their grandiose
sensibilities.

And it did. In spades.

Activating his transpad, he accessed
Pinkiefinger’s popular NewsGlance feature to see if anything else
was going on around the planet aside from the insatiable interest
in the tournament/concert’s approach.

International led with the expected
announcement that recently-elected American Pope Peter I would soon
be departing Vatican City in favor of taking up residence at the
elegant, four square mile retreat Sanctuary Creek northwest of
Chicago. He cited his familiarity with the area as a native son,
parish priest in and subsequently archbishop of the Archdiocese of
Chicago, not to mention the facts that the Windy City was the home
base of the Sanctuarian Party and that the lavish 23 room mansion
on the SC grounds was a trifle more spacious than the Papal
Apartments in Rome.

The news was met with more than a bit of
disdain by Martin Cardinal Elliot, the leader of the rival American
Conservative Party, who quickly issued a press release stating: “It
comes as no surprise that His Holiness would choose to dwell in the
lap of luxury rather than live a modest, humble life such as that
of his predecessor and namesake. I will pray that as he reigns
during his first and probably last three year term that he will
devote as much attention to his flock as he does to the
well-heeled, indigenous favor-seekers who will undoubtedly come to
knock.”

Pyongyang announced that it would present a
delayed broadcast of the World Standoff! Tournament’s four matches,
on the conditions the victor was Ronnie Young Chang and that it was
conclusively demonstrated Chang was Chinese (as the player claimed)
and not South Korean (as some pundits speculated). Beijing’s
Ministry of Information denied having any part in the
decision.

The repatriation of Iceland was proceeding
much more smoothly than had been anticipated following the island
nation’s virtually complete evacuation earlier in the year under
the threat of multiple volcanic eruptions that could have turned it
into the Second Atlantis.

National led with the struggles Jamie
Castillo, United States Attorney for the District of New Mexico,
was dealing with concerning the prosecution of United States vs.
Hanson, Lee and Lane. While plea deals had been reached with 19
other co-defendants in the alleged massive art fraud concerning the
handling of Combat Art Estate of James Lisle Davidson (aka J.
Lionne-Demilunes), the three remaining defendants, Garrison G.
Hanson, Larry L. Lee and Trisha S. Lane, were pushing for a “speedy
trial (to be) judged by our peers.” Though a grand jury had
recently sanctioned the additional charges of kidnapping and
conspiracy to commit murder (of Davidson), Castillo was running out
of time to choose and swear in a trial jury, now at risk of having
all of the charges dismissed without the legal possibility (due to
double jeopardy) of them being re-filed, much less
adjudicated.

The rest of National was devoted to coverage
of the Standoff! hoopla. The final results of the Wall Street
Journal/Pinkiefinger poll boarded on astonishing:

• 98% of households would tune into
at least one of the scheduled18 broadcast hours, including 91% who
would watch at least part of each of the three days’ segments. 82%
stated they expected to view at least 10 hours while 64% speculated
they’d watch “all of it” or “practically all of it.”

• 53% stated they would attend or
host a party to watch the first match and/or opening concert, 87%
the second and third rounds and/or the Battle of the Bands concert
on New Year’s Eve and 91% the final round and/or the highlights
shows.

• 86% of respondents agreed that
they had or knew someone who had placed wagers on either the
Tournament or The Battle of the Bands, 47% adding “betting on
both.”

• Pandorasobsession.com and
Pinkiefinger.com (which jointly held exclusive rights to sell all
authorized World Standoff! Tournament and Battle of the Bands
items, along with all Pandora’s Obsession and CCBBA clothing and
other memorabilia, reported a running average of over 83 million
dollars a day in sales over the past three weeks (worldwide)
including related merchandise and estimated an additional
$380,000,000 in sales before the final match.

In a related article, Publisher’s Weekly
speculated that based on its latest data, sales (all formats) of
Jonathan P. Spotswood’s pair of “on tour with” accounts of two week
stays with CCBBA and Pandora’s Obsession, Wheels Up and Inside The
Box, were on track to become the top two best sellers of the year
in America, establishing a number of new industry
benchmarks.

Did I really just read what I think I
did?

He’d received some short emails over the past
month from his agent Tori Sprightly saying the books were doing
really well, but between long days focused on prepping for The Gig
and many nights devoted to Cassie, he hadn’t paid the messages much
mind. He was about to reread the blurb but instead shut off the
trans when he felt the limo come to a stop at the far end of the
main runway of City Executive Airport beside one of PEG’s
G-950s.

The air stairs were raised as soon as he
boarded and the engines began to rev before he’d taken a window
seat in the first row. Because of the unusual outfitting of the
cabin—obviously designed for the use of a single couple not
concerned with business meetings—he couldn’t tell if anybody else
was aboard aside from Davina “Wings” Oudot, but as the craft sped
down the blue-lit path, he really didn’t care. He was already 14
hours behind schedule and desperately wanted to literally get the
show on the road.

A few minutes after liftoff, she delivered a
Mimosa and a platter of exquisite artisanal breakfast snacks on a
pewter tray, passing it across before sitting beside
him.

“Thank you, Wings. I don’t recall
phoning in with a special meal request.”

“As if you needed to? Here at
Franklin Air, we have dossiers on all of our frequent
fliers.”

She was a throwback to the glory years of
flight attendants hip—the 1960s and 1970s—when flying was said to
be much more enjoyable and the stewardesses considerably
more…stewardess-ish. He’d read up on those times for an article on
the agonies of present day commercial carriage, incredulous that
back then some DC-10s and 747s came with piano bars, tables placed
between facing sets of two seats in coach outfitted with primordial
video games, not to mention complimentary hot meals on flights
lasting only two hours.

Also back then, the airlines weren’t shy about
touting the beautiful women on hand to serve the passengers, one
even using a sexually charged come-on in televised and print
advertisements featuring a lovely lass inviting (the predominantly
male) passengers with the line, “I’m Patty. Fly me.”

Wings had it all. A pretty face, complimented
by sparkling eyes and a mane of puffed-up brown hair along with a
killer figure accentuated by her tailored skirt-jacket uniform. But
even more appealing was her attitude. Instead of the ennui-laced,
no eye contact drudgery many of her sisters brought to the office,
she conveyed a sense that she was happy to be there, along with a
playful sassiness when circumstances merited—and a pealing laugh
that could melt lead.

He picked up one of the offerings and studied
it a moment, unable to pinpoint the precise ingredients.

“White Baltic Smoked Salmon from
Denmark,” she advised, “with a creamy dill and caviar sauce over a
thin slice of imported scamorza cheese inside triple-crushed
Russian black bread…imported thrice weekly from St.
Petersburg.”

“Sort of like an Egg McMuffin…but
different.”

“Slightly.”

“What’s scam…the cheese you
said?”

“It’s a sweet
provolone.”

He took a bite.

“This is excellent!”

“Only the best for our…” She looked
away a beat, then back, smiling sweetly. “I read in the Glance
earlier that your books are breaking records all over creation.”
She paused. “Couldn’t happen to a nicer guy.”

“That’s very kind of you to
say.”

“I mean it Ji…Mr.
Spotswood.”

“Jip would be fine, Davy.” He
finished the treat as she looked away again.

“Hosting 101. Gotta keep it
formal.”

“C’mon. I read an exception in
Franklin’s Rules of Order that requires hostesses to address
passengers by their nicknames if scamorza is involved in any
way.”

She laughed. “Ohhhh! That exception! Slipped
my mind.”She touched his arm. “Okay. Jip it is.”

“So, ’re you guys going to be
working double shifts over the weekend?”

“Not this guy! The boss is having
all us first-stringers…it’s just great…he’s giving all of us our
own rooms at the resort, tickets to the concerts, meals and
incidentals, invitations to a big party after the Battle…it’s just
great!” She paused. “Plus, we’re all getting paid double time and a
half just to be on standby, and we even get to bring out a guest if
we want to… comped!”

“Who’s the lucky man?”

She regarded him slyly. “I’m keeping my
options open.”

Spotswood heard a man cough from behind, then
clear his throat and ask, “Am I interrupting anything?”

She stood and turned. “Care for some
breakfast, Mr. Walbee?”

He eased closer, setting an arm atop the seat,
then peeking over it. “I’ll have what he’s having.”

Benjamin Francis Walbee. The immensely
popular, self-styled marketing wizard turned social provocateur
turned philanthropic radical could have been pulled from central
casting to play himself, his force-of-nature physical presence the
envy of many men and a magnet to even more women. His 6’4” height
had come in handy during his undergrad years when he’d led the
Badgers to back-to-back NCAA basketball championships. His 160 IQ
had served him well in graduate school, knocking off a four year
MBA/JD matriculation summa cum laude in both disciplines. His
rough-hewn features and commanding voice fit perfectly in the
advertising milieu he’d chosen as a starting point in the private
sector, augmented by a lightning bolt creative sense and a
pitch-perfect feel for choosing just the right path to navigate a
project from concept to fruition.

Five years into his stint at marketing giant
Chieffo Worldwide (and 18 months after it had been rebranded
Chieffo Walbee Worldwide), he’d generated seven massively
successful campaigns, earning him a pair each of D&ADs, ADDYs
and CLIOs along with a personal fortune in excess of $300,000,000.
Then a few days before his 34th birthday, over lunch at Gino’s East
with his mentor and partner, he’d confided, “Vince, I think I’m
going to call it a day. Actually, a career. Take care of the
shop.”

After his tray was delivered, he took a sip of
his Mimosa, then studied the plate. “What’s the one with the dark
bread?”

She raised her chin to Spotswood who
deadpanned, “Egg McMuffin. But slightly different. Special cheese.
Scamorza.”

“Ah! Nothing like a sweet provolone
to start the day, eh?”

The audible he’d called at the pizza joint
ended up lasting over a year as he traveled from ordinary to exotic
locations throughout the United States and sometimes Canada (his
aqua phobia curtailing any overseas jaunts) in search of, as he
said in a three part Wall Street Journal profile, “Something I
couldn’t put my finger on. It wasn’t like I was looking for some
mystical calling or a burning bush. Rather, it was…I had a sense
that America, the country that had given me so much, was…there was
just something amiss, like a picture puzzle where the pieces didn’t
quite fit together properly. Just enough to cause distortion. And I
guess I wanted to someday be a man with some sheets of sandpaper
who could…could do some fine-tuning.”

“Say, Davy?” he asked as she
delivered a second round. “Is that little cot in the aft a
king?”

“California king. Four inches
narrower, four longer.”

He smiled slightly. “Ever road-tested
it?”

“Many times.”

“Really?”

“Part of my job description is to
assure the comfort and enjoyment of all my passengers.”

“Well that could be certainly taken
a number of ways.”

“I know.” She flipped her hair back
with both hands, then grinned. “It was meant to be.” She took a
step back, placing her hands on her hips and looking about the
cabin. “I’ll leave you gentlemen to your discussion. Just holler if
you need anything…or feel free to help yourselves to today’s other
accoutrements.”

After she made her way to the back of the jet,
they sat silently for a few moments. Then Walbee extended his hand,
saying, “I’d like to congratulate you on the books.” Then he
quickly pulled it back. “Oh, sorry. I forgot your…”

“It’s okay, Ben,” Spotswood nodded,
extending his own. “I’ve gotten over that.”

“Good to hear,” he agreed, shaking
it. “Therapy?”

“Along those lines.
Yes.”

Walbee’s quest was cut short when Vince
Chieffo passed away in his sleep and the Directors of CWW summoned
him to an emergency meeting of the Board, of which he’d previously
agreed to remain a member. His mentor’s attorney began the summit
with the revelation that the deceased had left most of his shares
in the firm to his daughter Avvie, who held the nepotistic position
of Senior Vice President/Administration, while passing the rest to
his masthead partner.

Avvie spoke next, tearfully expressing her
immense anguish over the death of her father then relating that in
a conveniently recent conversation Daddy had told her that if he
ever decided to step down, she should become the next CEO. She then
looked to her fellow beneficiary, requesting his approval. He, in
turn, after stating he’d been away too long to have a sense of what
was best for the company, suggested, with a formal motion, a poll
of the others as to the proposition. The tally—including hers for
herself—came to 6 in favor, 5 against. When the process arrived at
Darryl Deets, the longest-serving member and acting Chair, the
retired judge stated, “Ben? I don’t think she’s qualified to run
the mailroom, let alone the whole shebang. But unless you can come
back…for maybe a few years…perhaps to place the shop in order
looking to a possible sale…I’ll have to approve.”

Following a moment of reflection, Walbee
countered, “I’m in for nine months. Max.”

“Then I vote nay.”

“So it’s a tie?” Avvie yelped. “So
I’m in charge now?”

“Not on my watch,” the former
protégé stated.

After washing his hands only once, then
pouring a mug of coffee in the well-outfitted galley, Spotswood
returned to his seat, hearing what sounded like passionate laughter
from the back of the craft.

Nah. Couldn’t be

Ten minutes later, Walbee returned with his
own cup, dressed in a different outfit, overlaid with one of the
popular Franklin Air windbreakers.

“That Wing’s really something,
isn’t she?”

Spotswood nodded.

The nine months turned into 15 as Walbee put
in 18 hour days week in and week out rebuilding CWW in his own
image. Three suitors were waiting on the sidelines when the firm
announced its desire to either merge or be purchased. Six weeks
later, after agreeing to serve five years on the Board of Anderson
+ Moore, the deal was closed and Fortune now had a new entrant to
its 400.

During a month-long stay at an isolated 200
year-old cottage in northern Maine, 15 miles from the nearest town
and five from the closest electrical feed, Walbee divined the
answer to the question that had haunted him for so long: He was the
cause of the distortion; or at least part of the dissonance. He was
the consummate master of selling things—things that people didn’t
necessarily need, but always items or services or diversions he
could convince them they wanted. And the fact that his gift—that he
could so effortlessly shill these widgets that fill voids—he
determined, had to now be redirected to actually accomplishing
tasks that were inherently beneficial.

But where to begin?

Inspiration arrived in the guise of Mrs. Sarah
Felson, the proprietor of a quaint B&B he visited a few days a
week for breakfast and newspapers. Sharing coffee with him one
rainy morning, she lamented the fact that her youngest, Brownie,
had been caught holding 30 grams of cocaine which he’d
inadvertently acknowledged he planned to sell half of to his
girlfriend’s brother. Her son had been offered a plea deal to
possession with intent to sell and a two year sentence or could
roll the bones at trial at the risk of ten to 20. He’d never so
much had gotten a speeding ticket.

Just then Sparky, Sarah’s randomly bred animal
companion, took a nip at Walbee’s hand as he offered the mutt a
piece of bacon. “Don’t worry,” she’d advised. “He’s a good boy.
He’s never bit anyone…yet.”

His mind flashed back to law school, first
year Torts, the Prof expounding on the rationale behind the English
Common Law doctrine: Every previously well-behaved dog deserves one
free bite.

“I’m really sorry about that flight
issue we had yesterday,” Walbee began, resuming his seat. “With the
security concerns and all, had to make sure the Sunrise was at
100%cleared, and all the other equipment was already deployed
elsewhere.”

“That’s okay, Ben. Long as we get
there by 9:00 local I’ll have plenty of time to prep for
tonight.”

“Good. Glad you
understand.”

He took a sip of his coffee, hesitated a
moment then swiveled, placing a hand on Spotswood knee.

“Jip, would you indulge me for…I’d
like to share a few of my thoughts, thoughts that concern you and
the approaching fireworks.”

“Happy to.”

“Seventy-two hours hence,” he said
in an oddly solemn tone, “assuming no mishaps…and believe me,
neither I nor Franklin expect any…your life will be immutably
changed. So much so that you may find yourself staring into a
mirror and asking the reflection What the fuck happened to
you?…whoever you are.”

Spotswood looked away shyly, smiling to
himself, then looked back.

“C’mon. I mean, I know it’s a big
gig, certainly the biggest of my life, but, ahhh… I’m not…I’m just
reporting on the…I’m just reporting a story.” He paused. “Well, a
bunch of stories.”

Walbee seemed to sigh. “Just reporting on a
bunch of stories, eh? Okay.” He thought a few seconds. “Some
examples?”

“Obviously Standoff!”

“Biggest damn board game in the
world. Biggest phenom in home entertainment over the past five
years. They’ve got two towns named after it, one in Nevada and one
in Ohio. Most popular name for pets three years running. Some
couple who met at one of the locals in California,” he continued, a
wide smile spreading across his face. “Some screwball couple gets
married after they both get eliminated, settle down in Venice Beach
then name their first kid Standoff.”

“According to my
research.”

“I’ll guess they call him Stan for
short?”

They both laughed.

The Just One Free Pass campaign was planned
for months, and when it was eventually launched it went off like a
Fourth of July display. The best lobbyists, public relations pros,
sociologists, economists and lawmakers that money could buy
delivered such a perfectly coordinated assault that even its
creator was amazed, along with NFL star Roosevelt Johnson and
suburban housewife & mother of three Sally McNally (both
previously convicted single-time offenders), who served as the
public faces of the first wave of the endeavor.

The Federal proposal, along with companion
bills in 42 of the 50 states became law, providing that individuals
arrested and convicted (or pled) for possession of small amounts of
prohibited substances would be entitled to just one free pass—no
fine, no imprisonment, and following two years of no further
offenses, expunged criminal records.

The second wave, an attempt to have people
currently serving sentences that under JOFP would not have been,
didn’t fare as well, falling three votes short in the U.S. Senate
and managing success in only 19 states. But the myriad benefits of
both schemes became touchstones of modern social reform—and Walbee
a certified phenomenon.

“And aside from Franklin’s little
parlor pastime?”

“Well, the Battle.”

“What did you name it
again?”

“The biggest rock concert ever held
in the history of the universe?”

Walbee smiled. “That’s going to be your
favorite part?”

“Absolutely!”

“Sorry we cut you out of the loop
regarding the special guests. But I agreed with Franklin that you
and Connie not knowing who they were would increase the
suspense.”

“Two questions. Who made the picks
and how many accepted?”

“Which picks?”

“The performers and conditions for
starters.”

“As far as the Battle, just the one
acoustic requirement, the one64 novelty and the additional cover.
The two of us suggested a few favorites of ours to Andy and Laura
to perform in Act Two based on the ones you mentioned in Wheels Up
and Inside The Box. Then we…mostly he…came up with a wish list for
Act Three and he phoned up every one of them.” He grinned.”I have
to say he can be very persuasive when he puts his mind to it. Far
as I know, nobody’s RSVP’d with regrets.”

“Nobody declined?”

Walbee chuckled. “Franklin sort of presented a
Don Corleone-type deal. You know, an offer they couldn’t
refuse?”

“Man, I’d love to see that set
list.”

“It’s outstanding.”

“You already know what songs
they’ll be playing?”

“Sure. The designated tunes’re
written into each of their contracts.” He chuckled. “You know how
Franklin is, eh?”

Delighted with the outcome, but well-aware
that the public’s attention span could be fleeting, Walbee plunged
into the second campaign, I’m Your Asset (Not Your Enemy). He’d
long been troubled by a basket of interrelated issues he felt were
counterproductive to the achievement of optimal workplace
efficiencies. He was certain that employees would be happier and
thus generate more and better returns for their employers if
permitted to act more like themselves while on the job and were
freed from the Big Brother atmospheres that had come to dominate
mainstream corporate down to small business America.

He detested the ever-watchful eyes of Human
Resources departments that oftentimes spent most of their energies
looking around for the tiniest infraction of their
self-perpetuating volumes of rules and regulations. He abhorred the
permeation of socio-political cults of victimization and the
sensitivity-correctness nonsense that in the blink of an eye
because of an arguably misplaced comment or contact or glance might
cost somebody a career. Most of all, he hated surveillance cameras
unless the product or service demanded placement.

On the other hand, he didn’t feel it was his
place to dictate to management how to run their shops. So with the
help of a pair of his favorite copywriters and the results of a
telephone poll of 15,000 currently employed individuals between the
ages of 25 to 59, the Asset’s Bill of Rights was born. A package of
the twelve point Declaration, ready-to-use petitions and a crafty
set of talking points supported by the poll results and additional
research was made available free for the downloading at
assetsbillofrights.org, the site itself announced via a $20M
marketing campaign.

The results spoke for themselves throughout
workplaces in every corner of the country. And the Man Behind the
Curtain’s creds skyrocketed; Time Magazine in a cover article
christening him The Most Trusted Man In America, causing the
whispers of a Presidential run to begin in earnest.

“Let’s return to you, Jip. Your
post Tournament-Concert life.”

“If you want. But I really don’t
think much is gonna change.”

Walbee shook his head in exaggerated
disbelief, then grew serious again.”It’s already changed.” He
paused. “Substantially.”

“It has?”

“You’ve probably been a little too
engrossed in the moment to have noticed…or known.”

Spotswood looked out the window and stared at
the checkerboard of farms and farmlands they were passing over.
Turning back, he asked, “How do you mean?”

Walbee’s eyes darted a bit as if trying to
choose a starting point to focus on.

“How about we begin with the death
threats.”

Spotswood took a deep breath, held it for a
few seconds, then exhaled slowly, letting go with a nervous cough.
“Did you say…”

“Yes. Six last count. Only one
credible thus far, and that was taken care of.”

Who the fuck did I piss off?

“In the car this morning, how many
people accompanied you?”

He thought a few beats. “Well, there was the
driver and…and I think he said the woman beside him was another
driver he was dropping off at City. That’s it.”

“Did you happen to notice she was
armed and wearing body armor?”

“No, sir.”

“Did you notice the cars in front
and behind yours? The se-cur-ity cars?”

“No, sir.”

“Quit calling me sir. We’re
colleagues now…equals, if you will.”

“Yes, sssss…thank you, Ben.
I’m…that’s very, very flattering.”

“It’s not flattery. It’s the
truth.”

Spotswood wondered if he should ask, then
decided he had to. “Why didn’t you tell me about them
before?”

“The threats?”

“Mmmhmm.”

“Need-to-know, and you didn’t.
You’ve had plenty of other stuff to concern yourself with and we
had the intel and assets to keep it that way.” He paused. “And you
shouldn’t worry about it now. Comes with the turf. After awhile it
just becomes background static.” He offered his hand again.
“Welcome to the big leagues.”

 


After crisscrossing the country to tout Assets
and meet with a number of well-connected politicos to discuss other
topics of mutual interest, then returning to the cottage in Maine
which he now owned to recharge his batteries, Jip re-entered the
public arena and the headlines with his current jewel.

With No Time For Change, he’d moved on to yet
another incarnation, Philanthropic Radical, reinforcing his
standing as a genuine man of the people. Almost anybody under 60
conducted the great majority of their financial transactions with
their transphones, credit/debit cards or cloud-based flip accounts
and hadn’t much use for paper currency and even less for coins. No
Time presented a masterpiece of simplicity to dump the three
smallest metal denominals along with making a charitable
contribution and picking up some lottery tickets to boot. All one
need do was send at least $10 worth (as many times as the donor
chose) to the non-profit notimeforchange.org, which had been
promoted via a $35 million publicity blitz. Once documented, the
sender would be entered into the drawings set to be held during the
WST weekend promising ten $5M prizes and a grand one of
$25M.

Again, Walbee’s latest brainchild, with the
help of his impeccable marketing savvy, had succeeded beyond the
wildest estimates. The most recent Federal Reserve tally revealed
more than 23% of the running average of 25 billion coins in
circulation had been removed from the marketplace, not to mention a
suspected even larger amount contributed from mason jars, car seats
and dresser drawers. When Pinkiefinger’s Pinkie Wallet operation
jumped into the fray and the UPS started offering free shipping,
the Administration started rattling some sabers in an attempt to
turn off the spigot, presenting Walbee with a priceless opportunity
to enhance his outsider status. After taking to the airwaves to
criticize the “business-as-usual, do-nothing Feds who haven’t
realized that every coin costs more to produce than it’s worth, and
besides that, nobody wants your anachronistic metal portraits of
three men who actually cared about picking their fights with
enemies of this great country instead of ignoring the vox populi,”
the President herself was forced to stand down, even announcing all
three of her children would be allowed to break into their
piggybanks.

Spotswood glanced out the portal, shocked to
see an F-36Bcruising a few thousand feet away.

“Holy crap! There’s a fighter jet
flying beside us!”

“Two actually,” Walbee said
nonchalantly.

“This is nuts.”

“No. This is prudent.”He paused.
“And not our idea, I might add.”

“Well, then what the hell is it…two
did you say?”

Walbee stood, moved across the aisle, raised
the curtain of the opposite window and peered out. Returning, he
resumed his seat. “Yup. Two.”

Maybe this is a bigger deal than I thought it
was. “Could you please tell me why we’ve got
this…escort?”

“Can you keep a secret?”

“Sure.”

“Good. So can I.”

They both laughed, then Walbee leaned in. “We
were contacted by Homeland Security in early November, said the
chatter they were monitoring was ramping up, that the tourney and
associated activities was becoming…probably already had become the
most target rich environment for terror attacks they’d ever seen.
What’s not to hate? We’ve got a package containing so many evils,
so much of what the United States excels in and what our primary
enemies hold in holy contempt. Wealth, beauty, celebrity, rock and
roll, spectacle. Entertainment with a capital E.” He thought a
moment. “Bull’s-eyes.”

Spotswood looked to the aircraft again,
coasting as smoothly as a canoe on a placid lake. “Are they after
anyone… do they… HSA, do they know?”

“I’d rather not burden you with the
list.”

Burden me?

“If it helps,” Walbee continued,
“you’re not one of the primaries.”

Primaries?”Meaning?”

“They’re looking to take out some
whales. Me, Franklin, the Final Four.” He sighed. “Andy, Laura, any
of the other acts who’ll be performing in part three of The
Concert. Especially the females.”

The Concert was expected to last over four
hours—not counting commercial breaks. The Battle of the Bands
between CCBBA and Obsession would consist of seven songs by each
group. The middle set would have them return for another eight or
nine, a potpourri of numbers performed individually or with a
mixture of members from both. Part Three would bring out a genuine
cavalcade of stars, currently guesstimated at 17, backed by
shifting lineups drawn from the 14 Alliance and PO musicians and
vocalists, with each of the Friends joining in after their single
solo if the mood struck them. Then, a final encore song bringing
everybody back on the stage, the title of that song a secret
guarded more closely than formula for Coke.

“The encore is, of course, our
biggest concern, both as to the musicians and the audience. When I
hear the final notes and see no damage has been done, I will be a
very, very happy man.”

They didn’t speak for the next few minutes,
then continued after Wings delivered fresh cups of
espresso.

“I guess that explains all of the
security today. I would never have guessed you’d have people
guarding me like that.”

Walbee chuckled. “Oh, you’ve had a security
detail a bit longer. Back to when we first got the word, heard
about the chatter.”

“Huh?”

“Since early November, we’ve had at
least two sets of eyes watching after you.”

“Huh?”

“You just didn’t know about them,
which we thought best.”

“People have been spying on
me?”

“Not spying. Monitoring your
welfare.” He paused. “There’ve only been a couple of iffy
situations, I’m told, but those were dispatched without
difficulty.”

Now I know this is bigger than I thought it
was.

“Which brings me to
something…something that we ran across. Probably nothing, but would
you mind?”

“I don’t follow.”

Walbee looked about then continued.
“Cassandra’s her name? Been spending a lot of time with her
lately?”

Spotswood froze, holding his breath until he
finally had to let it go. “What about her?”

“Very attractive young
lady.”

Spotswood cleared his throat. “I know.” He
hesitated. “What about her?”

“Are you familiar with a piece of
British history…early 60’s…known as the Profumo Affair?”

“No, sir.”

“Ah.”

He waited for Walbee to continue, but he
didn’t. Time seemed to be slowing with each passing second. The
F-35B appeared to have stopped in midair, no longer flying—just
suspended in the sky by invisible strings.

Don’t ask. Leave it alone. If there was a
problem, he would have already said so.

“John Profumo,” he finally said,
“was the War Secretary in the government, at the height of the Cold
War. Took up with, mind you he’s married at the time, took up with
a very attractive young lady named Christine Keeler. They have a
brief fling. No harm done, eh?”

“I’ll guess maybe there
was?”

“Turns out Ms. Keeler was
concurrently the mistress of a Soviet spy. When all this became
public, it eventually led to the fall of the party in power…trashed
the whole government.”

Spotswood didn’t have a clue where this was
leading as the passage of time continued to decrease. “What do you
want to know, Ben?”

“Nothing,” he replied, placing a
hand on Spotswood’s knee again.

“Could you tell me, at least, what
you do know?”

The man laughed as if he’d delivered a great
punch line. “Jip! We weren’t, they didn’t have cameras or mics in
her flat, nor yours! That’s your business, not ours.” He smiled.
“It’s just that when they saw you were spending so much time with
her, they got curious about who she was. Just doing their
job.”

“And?”

“She had connections to someone of
more interest to us as far as some issues go.”

“Security issues? Who?”

Walbee shook his head. “Again, need to know,
and you don’t.” He paused. “Probably harmless.”

“If it helps, I broke…I stopped
seeing her a few days ago.”

He laughed again. “That’s what Profumo
said!”

The intercom clicked on. “Gentlemen, we’ve got
some weather ahead that we’re going to try outrunning but probably
a good idea to make use of the harnesses. And Davy? Please secure
the cabin.”

Just as she passed toward the galley, a single
jolt shook the craft as if it was a bowling pin at the head of a
perfect strike.

“Fasten your seatbelt, Jip,” Walbee
warned with a grin. “As Bette Davis said, it’s going to be a bumpy
night.”


Chapter Two

 


As the jet approached McCarren Airport15
minutes after sunrise, Walbee instructed the pilot to take a flyby
so they could get a bird’s-eye view of the property. Located on the
southern end of Las Vegas Boulevard, a mile distant from the
closest neighboring mega-resort, its semi-isolation was planned and
didn’t detract an iota from the fact that Prism was now the big dog
in town.

The main pyramid-shaped building was similar
to the Luxor, but three stories higher. And while the Luxor had its
famous Sky Beam, Potcheck had gone one better, installing a
fantastical display of his own design that literally had to be seen
to be believed. Instead of a simple static light pointing upward,
the Sky Prism appeared to be a pair of beams miles each in length
at a combined power of close to 190 billion candelas that were
seemingly entering then exiting the top of the structure at 45
degree angles, inbound white and outbound in a rainbow display of
the six bidding colors of the Standoff! board. Beside it was a
smaller pyramid, holding the 19,000 seat Oasis Theater along with
numerous shops and restaurants. Off to one side was an empty square
surrounded by temporary bleachers said to be the site of one of the
big surprises promised to be revealed the next day.

At just a shade over 6,000 rooms, Prism wasn’t
the largest resort in the world, but easily one of the most
luxurious. The standard rooms on the lower 16 floors each offered
an open space plan featuring a spacious sleeping area, an even
larger sitting area and master baths with oversized showers, tubs,
triple sinks and dressing/makeup tables with seating for two.
Refreshments could be prepared in a triangular offset area
containing a wet bar, refrigerator/freezer, microwave and toaster
ovens along with a generous assortment of flatware, glassware and
utensils. Four video screens, a full stereo system, lighting easily
manipulated into hundreds of combinations, a pair of docking
stations, three ceiling fans, two hard-wired telephones and an
electronic masking wall designed to block both sound and light in a
dozen variable severities between the sleeping and sitting spaces
completed the layout.

Beginning on the 17th floor were the two
bedroom suites, followed by the increasingly lavish three bedroom
versions, then the fours, and eventually culminating with the pair
of duplicate five bedroom penthouses.

An avid golfer, swimmer and tennis player,
Potcheck spared little expense when it came to outdoor amenities.
Five pools ranging from a 15 acre monster surrounding a pair of
islands down to a pair of competition lappers were scattered on two
sides of the resort. Beyond them were 24 courts divided equally
among hard, clay and grass, one apiece with seating for three
thousand including retractable roofs, mist machines and passively
cooled seats and surfaces. Adjoining those were the first tee and
fairway of an 8:10 scale replica of Augusta National including over
150,000 artificial and natural trees, shrubs and plants. But his
favorite touch, bordering the other two sides of the property, was
the72 hole miniature golf course featuring a number of
cleverly-designed trick plays along with retractable, overhead
sunscreens and computer-controlled mist machines guaranteeing a
pleasant day’s outing in the severest of Nevada midsummer, midday
scorchers.

After unpacking and taking a stroll through
his 27th floor three bagger, and calling down to Room Service for
one of the dozen breakfast sandwiches on the menu and a large pot
of Kenya AA, he connected his laptop to one of the docks and queued
three of his favorites albums: Extra Innings by The Alliance,
Second Chance by The Alliance with Christie Cramer and Switchblade
by Christie Cramer, Billy Blair & The Alliance. The first was
his inspiration for what thus far had been the greatest single
accomplishment of his life. The second, and therefore the third,
would never have been recorded, would not exist were it not for
him. He’d altered pop music history with nothing more than a hunch
and a 2,000 word freelance essay he’d sold to Rolling Stone
Magazine for $2800. What would the world be like today if he hadn’t
accidentally created the biggest draw in show business?

The first time he saw Christie was two and a
half years before on a cold, dry night when he drove to Memphis
Midwest to meet his friend Sandy Coldmeadow for a couple drinks and
catch up on the comings and goings of their lives; add another body
to the amateur night audience.

Coldmeadow had phoned two nights earlier and
requested his presence to help another friend of hers break into
the business. Sandy had fronted for a popular local band,
Conniption, for a couple years but gave it up to devote her voice
to jingle singing, a profession with a lot less wear and tear than
the club circuit and a much better proposition financially. But if
she was going to sit on the sidelines, she wanted someone out there
she could live her old life through vicariously, and the chosen
surrogate was Christie Cramer.

Christie wasn’t a singer. She was a junior
college History teacher; Masters plus half a Ph.D. Her and Sandy
lived in the same apartment building in the near West Side of the
City and over the past few years had become quite close. He
remembered Sandy mentioning Christie in previous conversations, but
had yet to meet her.

Sandy knew a great voice when she heard one
and was not going to give up on her project until Christie gave it
a shot. Sandy was tired of the ‘I’ve got papers to grade and I have
to go visit my mother “excuses the ingénue gave for a year.
Finally, the night had arrived—a crowd of maybe 250 her first
audience.

He’d arrived as the first of the five amateur
night acts took the stage, spying Sandy and her protégé seated at a
small table at the rear of the showroom. All he got was a nervous
hello and timid shake of the hand before Christie excused herself
“to go put on some lipstick and puke.” Break a leg, the two fans
wished her.

The first act wasn’t half bad, the second a
little worse. The third, a four piece outfit called Not Mensa,
kicked out a three number set of rockish country that got
everyone’s attention and more applause than Coldmeadow thought was
in order.

“Just wait, Jonathan,” she’d
cautioned. “Christie could open the gates of heaven with her
chops.” The house band took the stage, but Christie was nowhere to
be seen; Coldmeadow hurried to the dressing room to coax her out.
The musicians seemed jittery and bored, never having rehearsed with
her, eager to return to their table and their women. After a
moment, the debutante finally walked out and picked the microphone
from the stand, turning to the drummer, saying
something.

She looked no more than 25, her thin,
five-and-a-half foot frame topped with an incredibly luxurious pile
of auburn hair. Her green eyes sparkled, as did the red, sequined
top she wore, the sleeves pushed up to the elbows. Trim hips, legs
wrapped in a pair of starched black jeans as she rocked uneasily
atop her high red pumps.

“The shoes were my idea,” Sandy
said as she sat down and shook her head. “Make her look a little
larger than life. I hope she doesn’t fall over.”

The lights dimmed and a solitary spotlight
picked up Christie’s beautiful, frightened face. The band went into
the intro of her only number, an upbeat version of the Presley
classic I Can’t Help Falling In Love With You.

As soon as the first seven words left her
lips, there wasn’t a single person - not the truck driver at the
end of the bar, not the couple necking in one of the booths, not
the hardened barfly standing near the doorway - who didn’t shift
their undivided attention to the center of the platform. The voice
was so strong, so resonant; the gestures so natural, so sure that
he’d thought for a beat he was the victim of an elaborate hoax
concocted by his friend.

By the time Christie got to the river flowing,
the audience was entranced.

But the tour de force arrived when she blasted
into the final verse. Instead of keeping with the key of the rest
of the number, the singer and the band modulated up a fifth. She
repeated the title of the song three times at the conclusion, each
time adding new layers of depth to the statement. When the last
chord sounded, it was as if spring had come to an end. The ovation
lasted close to a minute, the band itself joining in. Christie
stood smiling and listing, bathed in this sudden display of group
affection, twin tears draining from her eyes as she motioned to the
crowd to please let up a bit on the obviously intense pleasure she
was receiving from them.

The fifth act didn’t even bother to come out.
The owner of the place didn’t even poll the crowd for its vote. He
gave Christie five hundred dollar bills and asked if there was
anything at all he could do for her. She graciously declined and
after receiving the congratulations and compliments from a dozen
patrons, along with her first request for an autograph, Spotswood,
Cramer and Coldmeadow retreated to a nearby Dunkin’ Donuts and
stayed up drinking coffee and chatting until 4:00 in the
morning.

As they finally headed back to their cars,
Spotswood asked her what label she wanted to sign with.

“I’m a History teacher,” she
smiled, motioning back in the direction of Memphis Midwest. “None
of tonight is real. I’m just trying to get Sandy off my case.” She
then stepped forward and kissed him softly on the cheek, wrapping
her arms gently around his neck, adding: “Thank you for coming,
Jonathan.” He wanted to tell her how special she was, but couldn’t
get the right words in line before she was in Coldmeadow’s
Mustang.

So instead he wrote the article and sold it to
RS, a rambling piece about amateur nights and music and reluctance
and spark. It was disguised as an objective report, but his true
motive was to keep this teacher from returning to her students. At
the very end, in his final paragraph, he tossed out a suggestion he
never would have guessed in a score of lifetimes would lead to
anything more than the end of the essay.

“An isolated performance such as
hers, in an out-of-the-way venue like Memphis Midwest, brings to
mind a hundred What-if’s, a thousand might-have-beens. If
window-shopping is allowed, I’ll take Nieman-Marcus over Target any
day. And for a match made in heaven, I’ll take Christie Cramer and
The Alliance.”

Extra Innings played as he poured another cup
of the Double A. Their eighth and last outing before the lineup
change was a well-crafted set of 13 songs that hadn’t made
Billboard’s Top Ten albums ranking without justification. The five
member band with its latest chick singer featured solid playing and
the pair of Polanski and Lera’s beautiful countertenor voices,
rock/pop choirboys of the first order. But age and circumstance had
taken their tolls; The Alliance, perhaps, was pulling into the
station at the end of the line.

Their pedigree stretched back to the golden
years of rock and roll. One could sense it, a little here, a little
there on each of their albums. The Everly Brothers. The Beatles.
The Rolling Stones. Eagles. Fleetwood Mac. All part of the same
brotherhood; the same as snowflakes but different as
twins.

The band had been founded three decades before
when Andy Polanski graduated from law school and then decided after
a couple years at a big financial services company that he really
wasn’t cut out for three piece suits or lawsuits. Instead of
prolonging the inevitable, he rounded up two friends from his
undergrad days and started the group with him and Dave Lera
handling the keyboards while Mick “Boomer” Stanton covered
percussion. Although they added guitarists, bassists and female
singers, replaced now and then over the years by new faces and
fresh blood, the band was really always just the three of
them.

Success came slowly, but once it arrived, it
stayed. All the material was credited to the team of Lera-Polanski,
but the two were as distinct as yin and yang, Lera’s upbeat,
optimistic tunes easily distinguished from the dark, brooding
qualities his partner brought to their collaborations. Even if a
lead vocal wasn’t a giveaway as to who actually penned the
composition, the mood typically was. While Lera’s songs took the
early lead in the hits category, eventually Polanski’s complex view
of his life and times began to dominate The Alliance’s
output.

Their ninth album seemed to indicate a change
in Polanski, a lighter touch in the lyrics which foretold his
marriage soon after to his partner of two years. But three months
after the nuptials, four months into her pregnancy, Grace died of
heart failure. The tragedy sunk Polanski into a depression so deep
and so consuming that soon the records and the concerts lost their
formerly loyal followers, the man’s visions too bleak for the most
hardy of fans.

Extra Innings may have only made it into the
Top Ten on the strength of past efforts. Many thought it signaled
the end of The Alliance, at least as headliners. Stars in their
late 50’s were a tough sell - 17 Grammy Awards, one Super Bowl and
over 160 million album units notwithstanding.

Spotswood switched off Extra Innings,
replacing it with Second Chance. He poured a second cup of java and
settled in to listen to by far and without a doubt his favorite
album in the world. “No calls, please!” he shouted at his
trans.

Somewhere along the line, Jeremy
Sutter-Zieczech, the manager of The Alliance, read Spotswood’s
piece and sent it to Polanski. Zieczech phoned a friend at Rolling
Stone who got hold of Spotswood who got hold of Christie. Zieczech
wanted to meet her, hear some of her stuff, see if the author was
as precise as his essay led the agent to believe. After a long
dinner with Spotswood, she agreed that she’d at least talk to him.
She met a week later with Zieczech, Stanton, Lera and Polanski.
They said they’d be in touch, but never made the call.

Until six months later.

Zieczech phoned and said: “Would you like to
come out to Santa Fe to really audition for the group?” Christie
said: “Thanks, but my mother just got out of the hospital and I
need to care for her.”

He said: “This is a once-in-a-lifetime
opportunity.”

She responded: “Well, taking care of my mother
might be, too.”

Christie and Spotswood went out for dinner
again, this time with Coldmeadow, and the duo did a Good Cop/Bad
Cop routine that left NCIS in the dust. By the time the espressos
arrived, Christie was on the verge of tears, but Sandy beat her to
the punch, bawling a few minutes about how she’d have forgone
heaven for the chance Christie was thinking of casting away. That
was the clincher. Coldmeadow filled in at Mrs. Cramer’s for three
days while Christie flew to New Mexico to try on the glass
slipper.

Six weeks before Christmas with a huge nut of
advertising money behind it, Second Chance by The Alliance with
Christie Cramer hit the stores. The first single went number one.
The second single hit number one, taking the album along to the top
spot. The third single stalled at number three, then the fourth
reached number two as they hit the road in early spring for a 47
city indoor stadium tour, wrapping up at Madison Square Garden with
three sold-out dates. Second Chance had done over 30 million units,
but Christie decided she wasn’t cut out for it. She handed in her
two week notice, moved with her mother to Arizona and Cinderella
brought the ball to an apparent close. She gave Spotswood the
exclusive, an afternoon into evening discussion at his apartment.
They drank two bottles of wine and about 10:00 he gathered the
nerve to put his arm around her and tell her what he wanted to the
night at Memphis Midwest. They necked for a few minutes, the
session coming to an end when both of them laughed as the top
button on her blouse refused to open.

“Must be a sign from on high,”
she’d smiled. “Why don’t we keep what we’ve got,
Jonathan?”

He was reluctant, but he agreed.

Second Chance ended and on came Switchblade,
his second most favorite album in the world, courtesy of Christie
Cramer, Billy Blair & The Alliance.

Polanski and Lera were faced with one of the
greatest problems in their long careers. What do you do when you
have the hottest act in entertainment about to self-destruct
because your newest lead vocalist decides to take an early
retirement? Simple. You replace her quick. You get someone else
with auburn hair, with a voice that reached half an octave higher
than her top note. You get someone better looking, with more
presence, with more ambition. Blue eyes, but you can’t have
everything. You get Billy Blair of the recently disbanded
Resistors, then get Christie to spend a couple days with her
replacement, instructing him on the licks he’d now have to master
if The Alliance was ever going to perform any of the songs off
Second Chance. But they got more than they bargained for: the two
vocalists falling for each other at their first meeting, pledging a
week later not to be separated for any reason, much less one
foregoing the spotlight for the other.

Polanski, Lera and Stanton took off for a week
in Aruba to figure out what course the band would choose next.
After five days on the beach, they decided they were fed up with
the grind but should provide a bit more to their pension funds so
summoned Zieczech to Oranjestad to outline the plan. Two weeks
later, they signed a massive one album deal with Court Records,
another massive deal for a tour, sacked their two guitarists in
favor of their original players, DJ Wingrove and Harry Hansen, and
headed for the studio, Christie and Billy in tow, to see what would
happen.

Court orchestrated a publicity campaign so
perfect that the success of Switchblade was a reality before its
release, which occurred one year to the day after Second Chance.
The album and its title single both charted at number one the first
week on the platforms. Polanski was so pleased with the results
that he mentioned in an interview he expected the group to be back
in the studio in the autumn to begin work on a sequel. Switchblade
held its ground into the summer when the latest indoor stadium tour
kicked off. It sold out every date and was such a popular ticket
that over the Labor Day Weekend, a few weeks following the Madison
Square Garden fire, CCBBA lined up for three SRO dates at Yankee
Stadium.

Christie called Spotswood the day of the first
concert, asking him to come to the Apple to see the extravaganza.
He’d already spent two weeks with them during the early part of the
tour to work on what would become his first book, Wheels Up: On
Tour With CCBBA, the most exciting 14 days of his life, living
in the inner circle of superstardom. It was then that he became
good friends with Stanton and his wife Camilla.

After arriving in NYC the next afternoon, he
spent two hours with her, his friend distressed and distracted, but
wanting him to get the scoop. She told him what they’d play the
next night, including the speech she’d give before the last number.
If he’d just watch this night’s show, then tack on the following
night’s ending, he’d beat the competition by a mile to the
deadline. So he viewed the second night’s concert off stage, Cam
beside him the entire time. He worked through the next morning on
the story, emailing it to Pinkiefinger with the condition that it
not be printed until he called to confirm it. Health reasons
concerning both members of the band and others.

The final concert went precisely as Christie
said it would. The band was never in better form, the songs never
sounding as good. Switchblade at the top, followed by 90 minutes of
perfection. A 20 minute break followed by 60 more of sheer
virtuosity.

As they stepped off the stage after concluding
with a magnificent, extended version of Deadline On My Heart, then
perched at number one for the fifth straight week, Christie looked
like she’d reached the end of her tether. Her green eyes were
glassy, a mixture of fatigue and sadness droning from them. She
trudged slowly over, kissed his cheek, then placed her arms gently
around his neck.

“Thank you for coming, Jonathan,”
she sobbed into his ear, a whisper over the deafening applause
demanding an encore.

Following five minutes of unrelenting
adulation, Christie Cramer, Billy Blair & The Alliance
returned. After assuming their places, Christie crossed the
platform and said something to Blair then held up her left palm as
she moved center stage, requesting a moment of silence from the
audience.

“Thank you all for coming out
tonight,” she began. “We love you all and I can never tell you how
much it means to be here tonight, with all of you, from all of us.”
She then swept her right hand toward her comrades and the audience
responded with another ovation.

“Sometimes it’s hard to say
good-bye, and tonight it’s especially difficult. We can never hope
to replace what you’ve given us, all of our fans, but sometimes,”
her voice cracked, “we have to move on.”

The crowd dropped into an uncomfortable
silence, one boy near the front of the stage yelling “I love you,
Christie.”

“Tonight,” she hesitated, raising a
wrist to wipe away tears from both eyes, “is our last concert.
Thank you again, from all of us.” She paused. “I’ll be home soon,
Mom.”
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