




[image: Cover: Call Me When You're Dead, A Novel by A. R. Taylor]








ALSO BY A. R. TAYLOR


Jenna Takes the Fall


Sex, Rain, and Cold Fusion


Male Novelists and Their Female Voices:


Literary Masquerades












CALL ME WHEN YOU’RE DEAD



A NOVEL





[image: image]


A. R. TAYLOR


[image: Logo: She Writes Press]


SHE WRITES PRESS









Copyright © 2022, A. R. Taylor


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, digital scanning, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, please address She Writes Press.


Published 2022


Printed in the United States of America


Print ISBN: 978-1-64742-223-3


E-ISBN: 978-1-64742-224-0


Library of Congress Control Number: 2022904388


For information, address:


She Writes Press


1569 Solano Ave #546


Berkeley, CA 94707


She Writes Press is a division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC.


Book design by Stacey Aaronson


All company and/or product names may be trade names, logos, trademarks, and/or registered trademarks and are the property of their respective owners.


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.









For Vanessa Taylor, my hero, my role model, my beloved daughter.













one

THE CRASH







People made one simple mistake about Sasha Cole—they thought her too beautiful to have trouble in love. Her classmates when she was young, her superiors at work, even her mother—all of them saw her lodged in a private realm of intelligent and heartfelt grace. Especially her high school friend, Eleanor Birch, who sat across from her now in an uptown Manhattan bistro, bewildered at the tale of a romance about which she knew nothing. “‘Every frame a Rembrandt,’ that’s what Jon says about his television commercials,” Sasha said grimacing.


“He’s in advertising?” Eleanor said.


“He’s in it, he’s of it, he works twenty-four hours a day. Overworked and overpaid, I call it. After two years, how could he, Ellie?”


“How could he what?”


Sasha went on as if she hadn’t heard her, “He was so kind and funny when I first met him, I figured he was gay. He got all my jokes, thank God. Most men can’t keep up.”


“Sounds wild,” Eleanor said, unsure what to make of the man.


She leaned in toward Eleanor, fingering the pearls around her neck as if they were worry beads. “Now that son of a bitch has cut me off, not one word, not a phone call in ages. He hasn’t died, has he? He’s disappeared into his advertising agency, that’s what.” She was miserable, as tortured romantically as any lesser mortal.


“Why haven’t I heard about him before?”


“It was so on-again, off-again. Besides, I’m superstitious. I don’t like to talk about men.”


Eleanor gazed at her friend’s exquisite face: such animated features, a strong nose, and beautiful dark eyes. Her soft, thick hair, more red than brown, she often wore long, but tonight it was held loosely on top of her head with two diamond clips. “I’m sorry, Sasha. For someone like me, it’s hard to believe you could have any romantic problems.” At Dudley-Holcomb School for Girls in Connecticut, Sasha had spun mightily at the center of the social world, whereas Eleanor rotated on a lower rung, but they had been close nevertheless, though of late they got together only once or twice a year. She had always admired her friend, not only for the glorious face and shape, but for her brilliant, goahead spirit. Now, at just thirty-three years of age, that spirit seemed crushed.


It was a steamy evening in August, and as they leaned in to talk over their tiny table, Sasha’s voice rose higher and higher. “He sent me one final email only, announcing ‘I’m going crazy.’ What the hell does that mean? ‘Going crazy’? He inhaled crazy. Promise me something, Ellie,” she said, stabbing a beet on her vegetarian plat du jour. “If anything ever happens to me, I want you to get him.”


“Oh, stop.”


“I’m deadly serious.”


Eleanor laughed, but her friend had a strangely exhilarated look on her face, so finally she said, “I’m a medical librarian. We are a notoriously peaceful lot.”


She had always been flattered that Sasha seemed to like her so much, without really knowing why. Now as she stared at that beautiful, enraged face, she wondered how much she understood her. On other evenings, this rant might have been the single malt scotch talking, since Sasha was a famously wild partier, but tonight she seemed to be on a health kick. How different the two of them were, Eleanor thought, as she stared at herself in the round mirror behind their table. She turned her head slightly, observing her nose, too pronounced by far. Why did her hair flare straight out like a flat sponge dunked in water? Red cheeks, black hair, a strange green dress, especially tired-looking. Upscale homeless, she noted to herself, or desperate peasant. She shifted in her seat, adjusting her bra straps to hide them. There was Sasha, all six feet of her, wearing her sleek black dress as if it were skin.


For someone like Eleanor, Sasha’s world appeared exotic, excessive. She never seemed to stay at home in Manhattan. A consultant for startup internet firms, she traveled the country to commune with older executives on how to keep their genius geeks from killing each other, a task she described as “sticking my little finger into a dog fight.” Eleanor found it odd though that she drove everywhere, even across country, bragging that she never missed a meeting, and knew that it was a symptom of deeper fears. She hated to fly and had once become sufficiently paralyzed in the Cleveland airport that she finally boarded a train.


As they stumbled into the August night, hot air radiated up from the concrete. Eleanor hugged her old friend. “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of him,” she promised with a dour face, pulling an imaginary gun from her side and clicking the trigger. Sasha laughed and clasped her hand, but after she raced off, Eleanor realized she’d heard only a first name, Jon, and knew nothing else about the man. Still, she was oddly flattered that she’d be assigned to get anyone, secreted away as she was in Ithaca, researching diseases like ankylosing spondylitis. Indeed, she preferred the calmer reality of her own restricted sphere, starting with her wooden farmhouse upstate. As she made her way to the Port Authority for the long bus ride home, she could still smell Sasha’s perfume.


Over the next few weeks, she called her friend a number of times to leave messages of encouragement. In response, she got only brief emails: “I’m so busy I can’t call,” or “I’ve got a new acupuncturist—no time to talk,” along with summaries of her problems at work. Nevertheless, Eleanor continued to mutter sympathetic greetings into the phone, hoping that whatever difficult situation prevailed in the summer had vanished by fall.


Almost two months later, while Eleanor was channel flipping from one disaster to the next, she stopped short at pictures of a horrific accident outside South Bend, Indiana. In heavy fog, a bus and a car had plowed into each other at high speed, strewing smoldering piles of wreckage across the road. Patting her cat, Coco, she momentarily looked away but then heard the name of one of her favorite rock bands, Mother’s Laundry. Apparently, the tour bus had belonged to them, and one of their members had died, the drummer, along with the driver of the other car. “How awful,” she said to the warm kitty beside her, clicking off the tube.


Later that week, she noticed a three-day-old email from Sasha: “I’m off to Chicago to help an alpha dog beat back the younger pooches at Coolclick.com, a hopeless enterprise, but I’m bringing my whip.” She sounded fine, her old self, and Eleanor vowed to worry less about her. Instead, she needed to worry over her boyfriend, one Peter Franzen, a chemistry professor in his mid-forties who worked out all the time. Recently he had announced that he was taking a semester off to train for a triathlon. Now all his waking moments would be devoted to physical perfection, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to lash herself to that particular obsession. She decided to consult Sasha, despite her friend’s recent romantic discontent. “Sasha, call me please. I need love help.” Eleanor said this into her landline, her cell phone, and then even tried a text. So far nothing and no more emails.


That night at the gym, Peter treading furiously beside her, walking miles and miles on an upward graded strip of rubber going nowhere, she lazily pulled herself forward on the rowing machine, glancing every so often at the tiny televisions above them. Unable to hear the sound, she saw more pictures of the car wreck, and this time she spotted the twisted front end of a blue Audi A4, a car like Sasha’s.


How odd. It couldn’t be. South Bend was indeed on the way to Chicago, but what were the chances she had been on that road, at that time, in that car? She tried to think herself out of this idea, finally to laugh herself out of it, since Sasha was an accomplished, if manic, driver, but she couldn’t get the picture of the blue Audi’s broken front end out of her mind. She left several more messages for her and told herself to stop thinking such crazy thoughts, but even Dr. Gupta, who had her researching pectus excavatum, noticed her distraction. “Poor Miss Eleanor, why so sad and worried?”


She doubted the crash would remain in the news for long, but contrary to this expectation, the pileup became a major item. Every day she stopped at the newspaper box in front of the Schulman Medical Library to see if she could learn anything more, and finally she did. The cover of the New York Post had the burned Audi and the bus with an insert picture of the band members. The headline read “Fog, Flame, Rock ’n’ Roll.”


At the end of the day, she folded up the paper and took it home. Pouring herself a glass of red wine, curling up on the couch with Coco, Eleanor found a long article on the accident. She read that in addition to the drummer, the lead singer of Mother’s Laundry had also succumbed to his injuries. Then there it was: “The driver of the second vehicle, Manhattan resident Sasha Louise Cole, was dead on impact.” She felt herself go hot and faint.


Haunting the cable news channels, Eleanor took a week off that consisted of television, wine, more wine, and more television. She felt heavy, sick at an unfamiliar world stained with burned-out cars and bloody bodies. On the Sunday after she learned the news, she got out of her pajamas and into regular clothes, cleaned up the house, and sat down with a strong cup of French roast. Her first day back at work, she buried herself in the pectus excavatum problem, compiling a list so long that the young man who was having his sunken chest hacked and screwed back into a normal shape would no doubt be reassured in the reading of it all.


When would she hear more about Sasha? Should she talk to the family? Just before she steeled herself to phone them in Greenwich, Sasha’s attorney called with an astonishing piece of news. He had an envelope for her. “For me? I don’t understand.”


“Miss Cole was an exceptionally organized person for someone so young,” he said in a gravelly voice. “May I read this note to you?”


“Please.” She could hear the man ripping open a letter.


“It’s a check, along with a note, written by hand: ‘Fifty thousand dollars for whatever may be required regarding Eleanor Birch’s personal obligation to me, plus a bonus when the job is complete.’ I can’t tell you what the bonus is.” The man sounded uncurious about what all this could mean and offered no additional information.


“This is incredible,” Eleanor said. “What’s the date on the note?”


“August the twentieth of this year, if that provides any further clarification.”


Eleanor checked her calendar and realized that it had been written three days after their dinner. She reflected back now on their bizarre conversation. At the time she had given no serious weight to Sasha’s remarks, figuring it the usual bad boyfriend chatter, but after the attorney’s shocking phone call, the gist of the conversation came back to her in all its intensity. Could Sasha have had a premonition of doom? Turning her dead friend’s words over and over in her mind, she was left to contemplate every which way she could interpret the meaning of “get.” What did it mean to “get” a man? How does she “get” him? Where was he? In New York advertising. Beyond that, she knew nothing.


The following week, at the end of October, Eleanor found a card in her mailbox announcing a funeral service in Manhattan the very next Monday. She shivered in her robe as she ran back inside. Blood and bones formed a horrid landscape in her mind, and she wanted desperately to find something that would blot out the pictures, but nothing could silence the news announcer’s ghastly words, “The victims were burned beyond recognition.”


After a tedious bus trip into the city, Eleanor pulled her poncho around her shoulders and pushed herself against the wind blowing down between Park and Madison. Inside the church on Eighty-Ninth Street, she saw sixty or seventy people, not a one of them, she supposed, prepared for the ensuing scene. A coffin rested atop a catafalque in the middle of the aisle, and as she picked up the program for the funeral, she couldn’t stop thinking about what was inside. Unwinding her scarf, she surveyed the mourners. Where was the delinquent boyfriend? How would she ever recognize him?


The minister began with the Order for the Burial of the Dead, somber words that comforted, but when he came to the passage, “though this body be destroyed, yet shall I see God: whom I shall see for myself, and mine eyes shall behold, and not as a stranger,” Eleanor dissolved into sobs, while others wept beside her. How had whatever was left of Sasha come to rest in this dark, austere little church? Had she been secretly religious and attended services here? Sasha’s uncle gave the eulogy, a reflection on the bitter fate that had deprived them of someone so young. Eleanor began to cry again. She could only pull herself together by grasping at her assignment. Yes, it must start right now. Scattered here and there were single males, standing singly anyway. Would the lout even come to the service? Did he know she was dead? Eleanor counted six apparently unattached males and vowed to follow them to the National Arts Club, where tea and cookies awaited.


Only three single men made the journey downtown, and Eleanor found herself watching their movements carefully. Before she could approach any of them, Sasha’s mother, a thin woman with tight blond hair, brushed past her whispering, “Ellie, haven’t seen you for ages. Dudley-Holcomb graduation, I think. So glad you’re here. Sasha loved you.” The Coles were a notorious family in Greenwich, rich and eccentric. Sasha’s father had died of lung cancer several years before, but Eleanor remembered that at some point her friend had stopped speaking to many of her relatives. “Terrible bunch of drunks,” she had called them. Once, years before, she’d recounted the story of her grandfather getting so loaded that he fell out of a third-story window. “He was fine, only he had to be thawed out by the gardener.”


Eleanor psyched herself up to mingle, never a good idea for her. Long ago she vowed to stop meeting new people, since she so rarely encountered anyone interesting, but she had to find the errant boyfriend if he was here. Feeling cloddish in the presence of these sleek New Yorkers, she began to sweat, pulling at her black stretchy top and heavy jacket. She first approached a dapper man who was sitting on a banquette. He announced himself as “an old friend of Sasha’s, Teddy Bonin. I’m an art dealer. So sad isn’t it?” and stuck out a soft, pink hand.


“It’s awful. Lovely to meet you,” Eleanor said, turning away as quickly as she could. Only two hours until the bus back to Ithaca, and she had to get to everybody. Moving toward the other end of the room, she inched up to a handsome man who looked Italian and was talking intensely to a much younger woman with jagged orange hair. “Yes, but you see the content of the whole thing is what got me. No content, no fucking content.” This mysterious pronouncement found Eleanor awkwardly in the middle, apparently becoming the “content,” while these two people stared at her.


“I’m Eleanor Birch, one of Sasha’s old friends.” In a vague feint at friendliness, they both reached out to shake her hand, and then there was a silence. “I’m a medical librarian,” she said. If she’d called herself a “sewage systems engineer” there couldn’t have been a more contorted look on their faces. “In Ithaca.” This didn’t help. “How did you know Sasha?” she said, desperate that they not walk away.


“I’m at Saks, the online catalogue business, and she consulted for us,” the orange-haired woman said.


The elegant man muttered, “Sasha and I met at her favorite bar, the King Cole bar at the St. Regis—”


The woman interrupted him. “He runs a hedge fund. Perhaps you don’t know what that is?” She had an air of big-city nastiness, inexplicable in this setting, and it made Eleanor angry. She wanted to say, “Do you know what ankylosing spondylitis is?” but she wasn’t there to make enemies. Smiling sweetly at the pair and saying not a word, she headed straight for a single-looking African-American male who stood munching a cookie. He had a distinguished face, wavy black hair, and wore a finely cut, loose-fitting beige linen suit. Fashionable indeed, but in a good way, to Eleanor’s eyes.


He spoke first. “I recognize my old friend, the art dealer Teddy Bonin, but who are these other people?”


“They’re residents of the third circle of hell. I’m amazed they even knew Sasha.”


“She seems to have picked them up randomly, through her work maybe. I used to wonder why she didn’t let any of her friends meet each other. Now I understand.”


“They don’t seem upset enough somehow, but maybe I’m just talking to the wrong ones. Sorry, I have no social graces. I’m a medical librarian.”


“I’m an actor, Tony Lowe. They’re in shock. Funerals make people angry, reminds them of their mortality. They’re particularly angry now, since she was only thirty-three.” Whatever the others felt, this man certainly seemed to bear the full force of death’s grip.


“What are you in, or have you been in anything?” Eleanor asked, feeling light-headed, almost unhinged.


“I’m actually in a new Broadway play about advertising.”


She lifted herself out of her grief. “Advertising, that must be fun. You’re not one of her boyfriends are you?”


He chuckled, “No, I’m one of her gay friends.”


“What a relief.”


Now he stared. “You’re amazing, the things you say.”


“Yes, it’s too bad. Anyway, do you know who her boyfriend was? He was in advertising. And is he here?”


“No, it’s very strange. I expected to see him. I worked for the guy for a week, between jobs you might say, a year and a half ago. I’m sure that helped me get the musical, because I could relate to the whole sick, twisted environment.”


“So you know him?” she said, “Jon, he was called Jon something.”


“Right, I’m trying to think of his last name. I don’t know him at all really. It was just a brief employment gig. He was pitching a new account but said LaGuardia and Knole was going through what he called a soft patch and needed ‘employees.’ Sasha gave him my number, and he hired me and a bunch of other actors to make it look as if the agency was doing a landoffice business. ‘Bodies in the shop’ he kept calling us. My job was to draw diagrams and bullet points on a whiteboard, all meaningless of course, for the benefit of the head honcho from some big company … hmm, what did they do? I can’t remember, and we were told not to say specific stuff anyway. Since we didn’t know anything, we didn’t want to be asked anything either.”


“How weird.”


“Weird but ingenious.”


Eleanor didn’t dare tell him of her assignment but questioned him further and got only vague answers. Even though Tony had known Sasha for years, he had never socialized with the two as a couple and still couldn’t produce the boyfriend’s last name. “I’ve had a lot of temp jobs, Eleanor.” He could only say that he seemed high up in the organization. Delicately she tried to enlist his help in finding the man, but he pleaded rehearsals and finally said, “Do I look like a gumshoe?”


“To be honest, you look more like the king of a Polynesian island in an Armani suit.”


“Thank you, I guess.” He grinned. “Give me your phone number, and I’ll call if anything comes back to me,” he said, promising her house seats should the musical keep running. “Why do you want to know?”


“I can’t tell you right now,” she said. Tony just frowned.


At the end of this miserable day, after avoiding the rain in a filthy old-timey phone booth on Twentieth Street, she searched her cell phone for LaGuardia and Knole’s address. Quickly though, Eleanor realized that she was a victim of her own limited thinking. Why had she followed only single men? The disappearing boyfriend could have been married, though Sasha had never added this to his list of offenses. Should she even try to find the advertising agency, apparently in the Meatpacking District? In the wet and the cold, she stared around her. Her mother had accused her once of the habit of retreat. She refused to be guilty of that now, and as she fought her own reluctance, a taxi dumped an elderly man out right in front of her. She leapt into the cab, directing the driver to the address.


Among warehouses and truck garages, Eleanor finally spotted LaGuardia and Knole, its address hammered in steel lettering above the doorway of a squat building, medieval and forbidding, with little turrets on top like a stunted castle. Emerging from the cab, she walked backwards away from the place and then lurked at the end of the block, positioning herself to watch people go in and out. Several employees, muffled in gear, pushed themselves forward against the wind and the rain. They barely noticed the girl with soaking black hair in an enormous poncho.


Eleanor needed a plan, she knew, but was too upset, sickened at being in an area that smelled of rendered fat washing down through the gutters. After all, there must be meat to pack. Had the boyfriend even heard about Sasha’s death? She looked down at her watch and realized she had to make the last bus if she wanted to get home that night. As she fruitlessly ran after three or four cabs, she presumed it would be ages before she could get back here, and in a way she was relieved. This was too much of a burden; she carried Sasha’s heavy heart on her shoulders, and she had absolutely no idea what to do with it.













two

THE AD







Two weeks later, Tony Lowe called Eleanor. He remembered that the boyfriend, Jonathan Neel, was a copywriter who worked on a fast-food account. “Come on now, why do you want to know about this guy? Just because he wasn’t at the funeral?”


“I don’t know if I should tell anybody.”


“Oh, tell the Tone. Everybody tells me everything. I could make a living selling to The Enquirer.”


Eleanor liked this man’s voice and had been having difficulty knowing what to do, so she decided to confide in him. “Before she died, Sasha said to me if something ever happened to her, I should get her old boyfriend.”


“‘Get?’ Only Sasha would say something like that.”


“I’m still trying to figure the whole thing out.” She hesitated, then blurted out, “I got a check for fifty thousand dollars from her estate to help me with the assignment.”


“Jesus, now that’s truly strange. Old Sasha was very careful with money, so she meant what she said.” The line went silent for a moment. “Lately she seemed wired about men in a way I hadn’t seen before. I couldn’t understand what was wrong with her. Maybe it was thirties angst, wanting to settle down, if you know what I mean.” Tony cleared his throat.


“I didn’t talk to her that often, but when I did, she struck me as completely uninterested in marriage, just glamorous and exotic, living in another sphere,” Eleanor said sighing.


“Do you think she was afraid he was going to do something to her, as in, ‘If he knocks me off, go after him’?”


“How could that be? She died in a car crash. No, no, she was mad because he hadn’t called her in two months.”


“So she must have wanted revenge. What’s the basic idea? The punishment should fit the crime.”


“By that reasoning she won’t ever speak to him again; she’s totally gone from his life, so even if I don’t do anything, he’ll suffer.”


“That doesn’t make any sense—he wasn’t talking to her anyway. You’ve got to formulate a strategy, and I’m going to help you,” Tony said. She promised to call him when next she came to the city.


Reluctant to tell him everything of her plans, though, Eleanor had developed an idiosyncratic line of attack. She would locate this Jonathan Neel and inform him how horrifically Sasha’s life had been extinguished. In her own peculiar system of thought, that would be punishment enough. He would realize that through his betrayal, metaphorically at least, he had contributed to the death of a loved one.


Ten minutes’ research on the web indicated that a Jonathan Neel did indeed work at LaGuardia and Knole on the account of Buffalo Grill, a fast-food restaurant at which Eleanor had eaten at once or twice. She couldn’t remember much about their food, but she could certainly recall an eerie, breathy voice from their ads that chanted “Buff-aa-ll-o Grii-ii-ll” over and over again. She made her first phone call armed with this information, but it proved surprisingly difficult to get an appointment with the man. First his assistant wanted to know her company’s name, supposing her to be a prospective client, then whether she was a close friend. Finally, on her third try, Eleanor announced, “This matter is personal, and it’s urgent. Involving a death.” She fought a wave of tears as she said this, realizing that her task had been keeping her from her grief.


The abrupt girl at the other end of the phone said, “A death? Why didn’t you say so? Hang on and I’ll set something up.” She nevertheless sounded skeptical, as if death were merely a ploy to get into their building.


A week later, in the cold and the rain, Eleanor once again braved the New York Port Authority, since she couldn’t bear to think of driving her own car into the big city. At the metal door of LaGuardia and Knole, she tried to peer inside the building, but the windows were covered with bars. It was like standing in front of a dungeon. Before she could get herself positioned properly, adjusting her skirt and lifting off her hat at the same time, a woman’s voice blared through the PA system. “Are you the messenger?” she said.


“I’m here for Jonathan Neel,” Eleanor burbled into the intercom.


The door opened and a sleek young black woman said, “Sorry, I thought you were here for some tapes. Do you have an appointment?” Without waiting for an answer, she asked, “You know Buffalo Grill?”


“The fast-food place?”


“‘Casual dining, casual dining,’ please. We’re right at the start of a new campaign.” The young woman grasped her arm and pulled her into the cavernous lobby of a building that really did look like an old slaughterhouse, with metal floors, metal ceilings, and metal furniture. Eleanor was relieved not to see a drain. “You say you don’t have an appointment?”


“I do have an appointment for five o’clock. It’s personal, confidential.” Even to herself she sounded like a stalker. She saw only two or three employees, unsmiling and in black.


“Wait here,” the young woman said. With her damp cloak and sopping hat, Eleanor plunged down into the lone velvet chair and proceeded to spread everything around her to dry. She sat for more than forty minutes and had the annoying experience of watching three separate clocks tick away the extent of her vigil in Los Angeles, in Tokyo, and in Paris. Just as she vowed to refuse to leave the building until Mr. Neel saw her, the young woman reappeared. “Sorry. Listen, Jon’s at Black Dog, an editing house up at Forty-Second Street. His assistant said for you to go over there, and maybe he’ll break away.”


Eleanor’s quarry, her prey, was at that moment standing behind a couch staring at twin television monitors above the video editor’s desk. With one hand, Jon Neel brushed his longish dark hair behind his ear, and with the other he grabbed some M&Ms. He wore a black T-shirt and blue jeans and, except for a grainy complexion and flecks of gray in his curling hair, he might almost have been a college student. At thirty-eight, he had spent at least seventy percent of his adult life in a dark, windowless room watching digitized images slide back and forth on the monitor before him as he, a video editor, and an art director wrestled into perfection the tiny creation before them, a thirty-second speck of time as finely tuned as a concerto: a television commercial.


On this cold evening in November, Jon felt guardedly optimistic. At last he had found a new context for the signature Buffalo Grill tagline, “Buff-aa-ll-o Grii-ii-ll” whined, keened really, as if the restaurant haunted the past or heralded the future. Impossible to find any kind of setting for it that wasn’t absurd, but Jon thought he had finally succeeded where his predecessors had egregiously and expensively failed. Buffalo Grill’s 86.7-million-dollar annual contribution to the budget of LaGuardia and Knole said that he had better succeed. His latest thirty-second spot was about to air on the evening news, and if a success, a whole new campaign based on the same idea would follow. Though he’d seen the ad hundreds of times, he wanted to watch it as the consumer would, bookended by TV clutter. “Turn up the sound, would you, Jacky?” he said to the editor, as they eyeballed the monitor.


Just then a woman’s voice blared out over the speakerphone. “Someone here for you, Jon. She had an appointment earlier and missed you.”


“Who is it?”


“An Eleanor Birch. From Ithaca.”


“I don’t know anyone in Ithaca.”


“Says it’s important, about a mutual friend.”


“Can’t talk to her. Tell her to wait.”


But Eleanor was already right behind him, desperate now, covered in soggy wool. “I can’t wait,” she said, staring up at him. In spite of her mission, she was taken aback. His face was very fine, with warm, dark brown eyes. He was taller than she had imagined, imposing in frame and presence. During her August conversation with Sasha, she had pictured a short, anxious man. Her head began to pound, and she felt her face burn. “Jonathan Neel?” He nodded warily. “I’m Eleanor Birch. I have some news that, uh, it’s my understanding, would be important to you. I felt I should come and give you the information myself.” Exhausted, she pulled off her hat.


“Yeah? This sounds important.” He ran his hands through his hair and examined the girl in front of him, dark eyes looking startled behind her wire-rimmed glasses. Didn’t look like any of the hard-bitten media sluts around LaGuardia and Knole. He helped her remove her coat.


“It is.”


“I’m not ready for anything important. I have a serial crisis I’m trying to deal with today. What did you say your name was?” At last he smiled at her.


“Eleanor Birch. I’m a medical librarian in Ithaca.”


“Wow, fantastic.” He said this as if she were a goat from New Zealand. “We need to speed it up, Miss Birch. I’ve got five minutes. You know Buffalo Grill?”


“I’ve eaten there a few times.” On impulse she mimicked the notorious wheeze, “‘Buff-aa-ll-o Grii-ii-ll.’”


“Ha! You do know it. A real agency killer, the Buffalo Whisperer’s song, I call it. Many I consider my betters have gone down to defeat in its dust. All my client thinks about is steaks and burgers, burgers and steaks, and they’re having a hell of a time because, let’s face it, it’s a tofu world. I told him to do a tofu steak, and he almost puked on me.”


Eleanor smiled but thought immediately of her awful assignment. “I’m a friend of Sasha Cole.”


“You are?” He frowned. “Do you have a gun?” he said and laughed.


Annoyed by his joke, she found it awkward to proceed, since he kept looking at his watch and patting the shoulder of the man at the console, who so far had barely turned around. Jon pulled a strand of red licorice out of a candy bowl and stuck it in his mouth, saying, “Whatever it is, it has to wait. We’ve got to watch the new ad. Turn up the sound a little, would you, Jacky?” he said to the editor. Several assistants drifted into the room and sat on the couch, watching intently. No one bothered with Eleanor.


On the television screen appeared the CBS Evening News. The natty reporter talked about a car bomb in Egypt, next came a flood in Tennessee, then a new Alzheimer’s drug, and finally a commercial break. In a strange, otherworldly scene, an elderly woman with curly gray hair sat alone on a couch, hands folded neatly. Behind her, floating beyond the window, a Buffalo Grill sign flashed in glittery starlight. A dog’s bark sounded in the background, then two young children and a plump Mom ran into the room, followed by the pooch itself. “Where should we go to dinner?” asked the younger woman. They all clasped themselves onto Grandma, who looked out the window at the glowing sign and said, “We should go to a better place.” Spooky music and unearthly electronic bleeps rose up around her words. She said it again, slowly. “We should go to a better place.” Then a voice out of the void whispered, “Buff-aa-ll-o Grii-ii-ll.” A louder voice repeated, “Buffalo Grill.”


Everyone in the room clapped, exclaiming over what one young man called “a simple, audacious message, the weird sign in the background, the mother and her apparent clairvoyance at the thought of dinner.” “Very post-bomb,” another man in black announced. A young woman agreed, “Deconstruction at its best.” Despite her mission, Eleanor giggled. Though it didn’t seem to make much sense, she liked the commercial’s goofy charm.


“It will run one more time on the news, so let’s just leave the sound down.” Jon took Eleanor’s arm, not introducing her to anyone but drawing her toward the small kitchen across the lobby. As he made the two of them cups of espresso, he kept looking out of the corner of his eye at another television monitor perched high above them. “Sasha and I had problems,” he said, finally sitting down and taking a sip, but he jumped up again right away. “What the fuck is going on?” he shouted at the TV. Almost immediately the spot had reappeared two more times, the same mother and grandmother, the flashing Buffalo Grill sign, the peculiar slogan, “We should go to a better place.” Now he seemed alarmed. “Traffic. Somebody call Traffic,” he yelled. Several young men swarmed toward him carrying sheets of paper. Jon glared up at the screen, muttering to Eleanor, “Traffic is in charge of which ads run when, and this one is running too often.” Stock market news, then the ad came on again. The man before her with the extraordinary face turned grim. “I have to sit here, Miss Birch,” he said, “and check out what may be a problem.”


The two of them sat or stood in front of television monitors for a solid hour as the Buffalo Grill commercial ran fifteen times. The offbeat otherworldliness of it now seemed positively sinister, as if an alien church were beaming messages into the tube. People kept running in and out of the editing room, sheaves of papers in their arms, everyone trying to figure out what had happened. After another forty-five minutes, Eleanor lay prostrate on the couch. She’d gone from fiery rage, because she couldn’t even get a chance to talk to the man, to a burned out stupor. For Jonathan Neel’s part, every word of the ad squirted itself into his head like a poisonous injection. He swayed from side to side, gradually curling himself into a ball. Suddenly he flung himself forward and began phoning the network. Amid shouted calls and hysterical ranting, it seemed apparent to Eleanor that no one could answer the question as to why the commercial kept reappearing. It was just an all Buffalo Grill evening on CBS. Afraid now to try to talk to him, she didn’t feel she could leave. When he sank down at last on the couch next to her, he unaccountably grabbed her hand. “OK, Jacky,” he said to the video editor, “What’s going on?”


“We’ve been fucked.”


Eleanor jerked her hand away and shoved it into her pocket, but he barely noticed. Dumbly they watched as a hospital drama came on, an annoying shaky cam show in which actors ran up and down the halls jabbering about cancer, IV, stat. Yet again there was another Buffalo Grill at every break. Jon put his hand to his forehead, “Either I’m having an aneurysm, or someone is trying to kill me,” he shouted and jumped up to get more espresso. Somewhere, somehow an employee of LaGuardia and Knole had either accidentally—or worse, deliberately—arranged for the same commercial to run thirty times in two hours. He sank back down on the couch, almost sitting right on top of Eleanor. Who was she again? Jon often didn’t register people, but his career, that was something he could see vividly. It flashed before his eyes now. His baby, his love, the thing he’d ditched every other thing in his life for, the thing that meant he hadn’t called his girlfriend in a month or two, or was it three? That career, starting with an international shipping company in Chicago (“Where Tomorrow Happens Every Day”), on to cars, then fast food, where he’d stayed now for several years, Clios, AdAge awards, his picture in Adweek—that gold mine to which he dedicated every conscious hour of his life.


The square, ruddy face of James Emerson Goodlaw, founder and CEO of Buffalo Grill, loomed up in front of him like some hideous cartoon villain. This was a man who once threatened to kill him with a shotgun if he didn’t put more hairspray on a tomato. He could hear Jimmy now, shouting the words of the commercial—“‘We should go to a better place’—You fucking will, buddy.” That’s how he would put it to Jon. No gratitude, no loyalty for the five years he had devoted to every miserable whim of his client. No care for a man who had ruined his life and his health to present to the world Buffalo Grill’s hockey-puck piece of meat, made to look juicy and succulent, surrounded by the most gorgeous potato on earth and vegetables that had never seen a farm.


The third hour of the Buffalo Grill ordeal began as the commercial continued to run. Jonathan Neel curled up on the couch, convinced that God despised him. Everyone but himself, Eleanor, and the video editor had left the building. He turned the sound down so that each time Buffalo Grill came on, he could hear only bits, “We should go—” “Buff-aa—” “Grii-ii—” the dog barking.


Eleanor had memorized all the ad copy, and though she’d never had one before, was convinced she had a migraine. “Are we near a hospital?” she asked, but nobody was listening.


Jonathan Neel was trying to figure out what to do. By the time they’d seen the last Buffalo Grill spot, it had run thirty-five times. Occasionally different ads broke the cycle, and finally public service announcements inserted by a network executive who’d been alerted to the crisis, but other than that, it just kept going. The phone bank flashed lights on every line, but Jon refused to answer a single call. The horror of it, the contorted face of Jimmy Goodlaw—he could picture every subtlety to his particular form of revenge. No mistake about it, there would be reprisals from boss, client, and colleagues alike.


Whether this latest incident was the result of a corporate goof or the work of a rat fink, a lot was at stake. Jon didn’t often focus on the dollar amounts involved in his work, but in fact a thirty-second advertisement could cost from two hundred thousand to one million dollars to make. Add to that the cost of buying time on the network, anywhere from five hundred thousand to two million dollars, meant that a single commercial involved serious money. “Pentagon ashtrays may cost five hundred dollars a pop, but the ad industry makes the equivalent of a B-52 every two weeks,” he liked to joke to his mother. Martha Neel had laughed at the time but told her son he made more money than was good for him. A failed musician herself, she pushed him to be a cellist, not a copywriter, and had forced lessons upon him for almost ten years. He’d had to lug a cello through his high school and college hallways, thereby preventing anyone from getting close to him, as he often thought of it. Now he sported the title of chief creative officer at LaGuardia and Knole, though his actual job was heading up the Buffalo Grill account. He earned fantastic sums of money for making art, in his own mind, and he applied to it an artist’s attention. Radiant lipstick, the bubbling hot steak, the artful drops of sweat on an athlete’s leg; it was an alternate reality, if not soulful, at least reaching for the perfected spirit.


This same man, artisan of the spirit world, downed a scotch neat, having raided the booze stash beneath the espresso bar. “Want a drink anybody?” he yelled toward the editing room, but nobody answered. Jon wandered the floor, drink in hand, sick with pain. He went outside to a small patio. Before him rose the Seagram building and to the south the Empire State building, lit up now in red and green, a gorgeous glittering landscape. It was his domain, and he its god, at least until tonight. Who would want to do him in? Who had the clout to do so? He closed his eyes to stop his pounding heart and began to visualize the power tree of the agency, the one he frequently revised in his head. Two people were above him, the CEO, Claudia Thompson, and another person directly beneath her, the president, who had to be a strong suspect in this debacle: the squinty-eyed, bushy-haired man with the small white scar on his forehead who smiled dreamily all the time and never finished a sentence.


Guy Danziger was one of the few people with the power to derail a commercial that cost a million dollars to make and another six hundred thousand to put on the air. Formerly an art director, with an immaculate sense of design and years of experience, Guy now had authority, in name at least, over every creative project issuing from the agency. Jon and Guy were the two males vying for the top job currently held by the indomitable Claudia, a scary woman of indeterminate age impelled forward by a blend of marketing savvy and new age cure-alls. She had installed a full-time massage therapist in a basement office to keep her workers productive.


Brutal bloody thoughts roiled his brain. Whoever had engineered this caper was marvelously creative. How was he to find the culprit? Prime suspect Guy figured as a formidable opponent. Somehow or other he had just managed to acquire the eighty-million-dollar account of Synergene, a company at work on targeted genetic cures for cancer. This gave him even more power at the agency. Unnerved, Jon wiped his forehead with his shirt, and then instantly decided that yes, he must figure out exactly who had sabotaged him and eviscerate that person, as he himself had been publicly humiliated. He would start with Guy, and since he knew a number of his rival’s faults, it would not be difficult to find out what he was up to. Confession was Guy’s middle name.


First though, he had to waylay Mr. Buffalo Grill, Jimmy Goodlaw, and head him off at the pass. Just as he finished his drink, the tired young woman, Sasha’s friend, peered at him through the door. He waved her outside onto the patio, and there they stood in the freezing night while he poured more scotch for both of them.


During this entire period, Eleanor had probably said fifty words. She’d never seen anything like the kamikaze craziness of this one man, his world, his job, and had no idea whether to point out the folly of his ways or just leave. Nevertheless, she gripped her mission tightly to her heart. “Do you know about the crash?”


“Crash? Who else has crashed besides me?”


She was toting up his sins and here was another one, grotesque self-absorption. “No, the car crash.”


He finally focused his eyes on her. “What car crash? No, I don’t.”


“Prepare yourself.”


“What’s happened?” He stared at her, alarmed.


“I have some terrible news for you. Sasha Cole was in the automobile crash outside South Bend, Indiana, the one that killed several members of Mother’s Laundry. She died too. Three weeks ago there was a funeral service for her at a church on Eighty-Ninth Street. It was all over the TV. They’re still trying to figure out what happened.” At last she had gotten his attention.


“Are you sure? You’re making this up,” he said, suddenly angry.


“What’s wrong with you? I wouldn’t make up something like this.” She felt as if she might cry.


He looked at her for a long time, finally sitting down on one of the patio chairs. “My God. I don’t watch the news, just get it off the internet when I have time. I never see anything but commercials on TV.” He ran his hands through his hair as if combing a lawn, then curled his arms around his head. Normally, Eleanor would have comforted someone in this situation, but she still had the “get” assignment, whatever that might mean, and couldn’t think what to do next.


“We hadn’t spoken in a while, but I did try to call not long ago. She seemed like the only person who would understand. Do you know about me and Sasha?”


“She mentioned you to me in August. She was angry.” Eleanor felt herself sweating, still enraged but embarrassed too, and sat down suddenly in the chair opposite him.


“Things weren’t working out, or I wasn’t working out in it, something like that.” After a moment he said, “I couldn’t understand her. She was a mystery to me.” His cell phone rang. “Sorry,” he said, and this time he answered it. “Yes? Jimmy, great to hear from you. What a surprise. No, no just kidding. You’re here? Downstairs? Right. I’ll come down.” Jon hung up and fixed her with wild, exhausted eyes. “Look, Eleanor, I know that you and I have to talk about this, but right now I will literally be dead myself if I don’t talk to the president of Buffalo Grill. To say I’m in the shitcan is putting it mildly. Assassins are looking for me, some of them right in this building.”


“They are?”


“I’m joking,” he said, regarding her strangely, unused to someone so literal-minded.


Before she could quite figure out what was happening, he pulled her over to the window. Below them on the street gleamed the lights of an enormous black limousine. “See that? That’s my client. We’ve got to go down there, confront the beast.”


“I don’t have to do anything with you. Isn’t this news about Sasha more important?”


“She is important, but what can I do about it right this minute?” He grabbed the scotch bottle off the table and pulled Eleanor through the lobby. “Give me your phone number, and I’ll call you.” He made it sound like a date.


“You don’t have to call me! That’s not why I’m here,” she sputtered, conscious of all she had failed to do in her errand. Together they descended in the elevator, Jon looking over at her every few moments, Eleanor flushed, seething, as if in a hot tunnel. Outside, he hailed her a taxi and without thinking she leapt into it, but not before she heard him yell toward the limousine, “Jesus, Jimmy, is that you in this floating fuck palace? Want a drink?”













three

OLDER MEN







Jon pounded on the limousine window that night with no plan in mind whatsoever. Horrified by the news about Sasha, crazed by the mysterious deviltry behind his ad snafu, he was flying on autopilot. Jimmy Goodlaw, a short, heavyset man, was slumped down in the back seat, watching a small television and drinking a glass of vodka. The sight of Jon’s insanely cheery grin threw the older man into a rage, and he pounded with his fist against the glass, at last opening the window an inch. “You killed me, Neel. If you’d stabbed me it couldn’t have been worse. Think of all the workers, all the people who live off Buffalo Grill, including me!” His Texas twang rose to a screech.


“I know, I know, I’m sorry. I have no idea what happened.”


“Why is it, I can get every restaurant to look the same, I get my steaks the same size at every single outlet, but somehow or other, the ads, for which I pay a goddamned fortune, are always turning into something else, something you fuckers call art. It looked as if we were advertising a cult!”


Rather than mount any defense, Jon launched into an apology so heartfelt, so abject, that even the owner of a billion-dollar business was momentarily silenced. But not for long. Jimmy dropped his window down all the way and started yelling again. “I would fire your ass, if I could stand dealing with another fucking ad agency. I can’t even talk to the creepy sons of bitches in your line of work, all wearing black T-shirts and never smiling to show how serious they are, how hip. And I know you hate my food.”


“Now, Jimmy, I do not—” Jon was about to assert how much he loved Buffalo Grill, but like everyone else in fast-food advertising, behind Jimmy’s back he called it a “squat and gobble” restaurant. Just sit down and shovel the food in.


“You poor bastards eat tofu and oyster mushrooms, mochi and other beige substances invented to simulate food! How can you even think with that crap floating around in your guts?”


“I don’t eat that stuff, and you know it, Jimmy.”


The two men ended up not at the trendy restaurant Fressen, which was close by, but at the Hog’s Breath Inn, a steamy, sophomoric bar frequented by a mix of college kids and Harley-Davidson bikers. As they swung themselves onto barstools in the shape of motorcycle seats, they had the alarming experience of seeing their commercial air one more time on the Fox Network, where by now the subject had been taken up on the eleven o’clock news. They couldn’t hear any of the commentary, though, because the moment the line “We should go to a better place” came on, several guys at the bar started chanting, “We should go to a better place! We should go to a better place!” like coked-up cheerleaders.


Jon pounded his head down on the bar. “Jesus, how the fuck did this happen?”


Jimmy patted him on the back. “Maybe it’ll be good for business, ha ha, yeah, that’s right. That’s the view I’m going to take of it. I’m going to have to take that view with the board of directors, who will want my ass!” This last he shouted into the void, as several Hog’s Breathers eyed him suspiciously.


Suddenly the noise level dropped. Jon listened while a whitehaired anchorman expounded on “saturation advertising,” akin to saturation bombing, the only cogent explanation for this new ploy to get the attention of bored American television viewers.


After double orders of ribs, French fries, salad dripping cheesy dressing, and two slices of apple pie, plus the martinis, they were bloated and bilious, but during this time a change took place. They began to think the catastrophe funny, themselves wholly innocent, and concluded that in this crisis no force could sever their peculiar bond. “A united front,” Jon moaned while Jimmy ordered them cognac.


Without warning, a fight broke out at the Hog’s Breath, wherein several beefy characters tackled a couple of college kids. The bikers had the advantage, and the younger guys could only roll away from their punches, outweighed and outmanned. After a moment’s hesitation, Jon and Jimmy eyeballed each other, “Yeah!” they shouted at once and launched themselves into the fray, wanting to be beaten up by something real.


At this moment, the thought of his whole career going away, poof like a feather waving away a boulder, made Jon giddy. The threatened loss of that totemic activity had a wondrous effect on his immediate emotional tone, and he felt lighter, freer, as if the monkey had jumped off his back. He realized that he had more or less disappeared into an editing suite at the age of twenty-three, emerging for shouting matches with bosses or girlfriends, but only in the service of buying more time to work. In one particularly difficult situation with Sasha, when she called him from a yoga class in tears about some “spiritual opening” she had experienced, he had gotten her off the phone with a joke about how incredibly busy he was, asserting that his own personal mantra was, “I work, therefore I am.” Drunk with guilt over her, consumed with fear about his job, he flailed madly at the bikers, only once actually getting hit.


Jimmy shouted at Jon above the fray, “I refuse to let one silly ad break my balls,” just before he got squarely punched twice. After they staggered to the men’s room, washing their wounds with shared paper towels, they swore eternal loyalty and vowed to maintain a united front in the face of this dangerous, but surely salvageable episode. “Someone is out to destroy our working lives,” Jon said.


Jimmy assented grandly, “We will hunt down the miscreant and retaliate.”


As they tromped back to the agency on Little West Twelfth Street, Jon glimpsed their reflection in a store window. To his startled eyes, he and Jimmy looked mighty vengeful, mighty selfrighteous, like Puritans in black coats and stiff white collars looking for a witch to burn.


Unfortunately, before them stretched a weekend during which friendships could disintegrate and embraces slip apart. Jon ended up sleeping for twelve hours, then going to the gym and striding the treadmill, next straight back to his apartment at Eighty-Seventh and Park, and finally to bed. He got himself into a state so manic that even thinking about Sasha proved impossible; he justified his denial by envisioning a thoroughly destroyed career. Eventually, though, he got out of bed and opened up his photograph drawer, groping through the pile. There were a number of old birthday cards, one from a Deborah, whom he couldn’t remember, another from Betsey “Love, love you to bits, Betsey.” Finally he found photos of the two of them, one in front of the Christmas tree at Rockefeller Center, one at the Boathouse Café in Central Park, another of Sasha mugging on a ski trip. Way at the bottom of the drawer was a card. On the front a red flower drooped, swaying above a gorgeous green stem. Jon was afraid to open it, but when he did, he recognized her bold black handwriting. “Dear Jon, Besides being crazy, you’re the funniest person I know. You take advertising more seriously than anyone else on the planet. Call me soon, and we can discuss burger patty ratios. Your Sasha.” It had been written over a year ago.


How had he let so much time pass without calling her? He recalled now that heavy, blocked feeling he had had each day, knowing that he was mistreating someone close. She was too much for him, that was it. Too complicated, with her everchanging health food regimens, her insomnia, the strange family members calling on her cell phone in the middle of the night, about what, Sasha would never say.


He got up and poured himself a glass of scotch, contemplating Eighty-Sixth Street from the south-facing window in his living room. Pedestrians huddled in their coats against the wind. He glanced over at the pile of unread New York Posts on the coffee table. He hadn’t read the paper in weeks, but now he unrolled several of the soggy pages, determined to regain some equilibrium. Mostly it was the same old stuff dressed up as news, but then he spotted a month-old headline: “Mother’s Laundry Lead Singer Succumbs to Injuries.” Jon sank down on the floor, reading a full description of the car crash that had killed Sasha. It had happened around seven thirty in the morning on the interstate just west of South Bend, in heavy fog, both tour bus and car traveling at high rates of speed. According to eyewitnesses, the bus swerved to avoid a car in front of it, then did a 180-degree turn, just in time for Sasha’s Audi to smash into its side, further spinning the huge vehicle around, slicing her car in half, at which point both vehicles burst into flames. Jon lay down beneath the piano he never played, the cello he used to play, and cried.


Later that night, in bed and unable to sleep, he went over and over in his mind the two recent calamities visited upon him. Years of vanity and privilege in relationship to women had made him think that by ignoring someone, he could deal with her. So too, absorbed in his own well-being, he had closed his eyes to a potential problem, Guy’s envy of him as a younger, fitter rival for Claudia’s job. At this moment, he vowed, by way of atonement for Sasha’s death, that he would find out if Guy Danziger had indeed tried to ruin him and then go after him any way he could. If not Guy, he would discover the guilty party and slay that particular dragon or dragonette, at whatever cost to himself. An odd penance, he knew, but for someone with a work-imposed moral code, this was the only way he could prove to himself that he was still worthy to be alive.


The target of Jon’s outrage, Dysfunctional Guy, as everyone at the agency called him behind his back, had spent a tortured evening of his own at his favorite Soho tavern drinking martinis and contemplating a juicy, expensive steak. A temperamental man, a creative man, for much of his life fifty-two-year-old Guy had mystified and enraged everyone around him, including his wife. He smiled, stared off into space, and let the world finish everything he had to say. He knew that his moods depended on his location in a four-year cycle that inevitably climaxed with several months in rehab. The first year, he was in a state of stony, pained sobriety; in the second, he was delicate, like a wavering flower in the breeze and took a few drinks; in the third, he was tentatively back using substances and balancing them to stay on track; but by the fourth, he was in a glassy-eyed, walking coma, his only real goal getting his dealer, Terry, to call him back. It was a wretched trajectory, he knew, and he never could quite figure out why his wife and colleagues suffered through it with him over and over again. Why did he remain gainfully employed when he should have been lying in a ditch?


Bored and restless after the long dinner, Guy stared at his agitated wife downing her third glass of chardonnay and wondered dreamily what was happening on the television set above the bar. From behind him, way up in a corner, he heard the signature Buffalo Grill whinny. Turning, he listened carefully. Ahh, that whispery voice. How had it managed to sell so many small, unattractive pieces of meat?
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