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I see his fingers slip and for a heartbeat he is balanced on the narrow rock shelf, arms wheeling, eyes immense with fear, jaw hard with effort, then he is falling backward and hope crosses his face, only for an instant, as if he expects a raft of hands to catch him and gently set him upright once again. The half smile comes and goes in less than a blink; the hands are not there for him. His mouth opens wide and his body eclipses his face and I see the bottoms of his huaraches as he does a sprawling backward midair flip and his head strikes the sharp lava shelf twenty feet below. There must be a sound, machete cleaving coconut, but the wind and surf are all I hear as his body twists and continues toward the sea. He hits another outcropping, shredding his guayabera, white fabric blooming red, and again he skids down the razor rock, and I lose sight of him but somehow I am still with him because I am falling, too.






Part One






1



Mack MacWray had quit smoking eight years ago on his thirtieth birthday. He now sat on the empty cutting table puffing on a Virginia Slim. On the concrete floor below his feet, twelve cigarette butts lay amidst scraps of cloth, bits of colored thread, and a scattering of industrial dust bunnies.He stared through the haze of gray smoke at rows of silent blackand-silver sewing machines crouching on their tables. Frozen mechanical mosquitoes. The sour taste of burning filter forced him to drop his thirteenth cigarette. He leaned forward, looked past the edge of the table to make sure it had not fallen on something flammable. As bad as things were, he was not ready to light his own pyre.


˜

The way Lars had explained it, starting a new business would be like picking cash off the ground. Just borrow a little money, buy some fabric, lease a building, order a few sewing machines, print up a couple hundred order forms. Lars would take care of the sales and marketing, and all Mack had to do was sew the stuff together.

“Hire some Hmongs,” Lars had said. “The Twin Cities are full of Hmongs, sew like demons, every one. You run out of Hmongs you get yourself some Laotians. You run out of Laotians, hire some Flips or Thais or Mexicans. We run out of workers here, we move to Florida, no more winters, fill up a line with Haitians and Cubans.”

“You forgot the Indians.” Mack was one-eighth Cherokee himself, or so his grandmother on his mother’s side, whose hair had remainedjet black well into her seventies, had told him. Mack’s own wavy hair was a mongrel mix of near black with hints of red and a few stray white hairs on the temples.

“Hell, Mack, you know Indians can’t sew.” Lars slapped Mack’s back. “They’re worse’n the goddamn Swedes.” He laughed.

That was six months ago. They’d been sitting in Mack and Paula MacWray’s kitchen drinking some peculiar raspberry-flavored beer that Lars had brought. Mack had just arrived home from his job at Linkway Sportswear. Lars had been sitting in his kitchen waiting for him, ruddy from eighteen holes at the Minikhada Club. He had pitched his big idea for nearly an hour, making it sound better and better, patiently overcoming each of Mack’s objections and concerns, Paula with her back against the stove, listening, biting her lip, pushing her thumb in and out of the neck of her beer bottle.

“You know so much about it,” Mack said, “What do you need me for?”

Lars looked at Mack. “You kidding me? You’re the man. What do I know about manufacture?” He pronounced itman-uh-fatcha.“I’m just the people guy.”

That had stuck in Mack’s mind:the people guy.He had thought, What does that make me? The machine guy? No. Lars had called him something else.

“You’re the rag man,” Lars had said.

Mack MacWray and Lars Larson. Mac-Lar Manufacturing. The rag man and the people guy. What a team.


˜

When Lars Larson had first been hired as national sales manager at Linkway Sportswear, he had made it a point to get to know the production staff. Mack, who ran the sewing operation, had been sitting in his glass-fronted cubicle looking out over the Linkway factory floor when a tall heavyset man holding an unlit cigar between his teeth walked in gripping an A-18430 men’s golf shirt in his left fist. A large diamond set into a heavy gold ring adorned his middle finger. Red scalp showed beneath flaxen hair.

Mack, irritated that this big stranger had barged into his office, said, “Something I can do for you?”

The big man thrust out his right hand. “Lars Larson,” he said, grinning. “The new sales guy.” He held up the shirt. “This is one hell of a shirt. You really know how to make ’em.”

Mack shook the man’s big soft dry hand. “Mack MacWray,” he said.

Lars laughed. “Lars Larson and Mack MacWray. Sounds like we’re gonna make a hell of a team. You golf?”

Mack said, “Used to. No time, these days.”

Lars laughed even harder. He had a good, hearty, appreciative laugh that made Mack feel clever. “Good! That’s good! Very funny. What do they call that? Ironic! It’s ironic!” He was referring to the fact that Linkway manufactured golf shirts, club protectors, golf towels, and other country club accessories. It really wasn’t all that funny. Or ironic. But Lars Larson’s laugh was infectious. And, Mack soon learned, the man knew how to listen. Once or twice a week he would drop by Mack’s office to talk shop, letting Mack go on at length about the Linkway Sportswear product line, what was right with it and what was wrong, and how he would do things if he was in charge.

In time they had conceived starting their own company, and late last summer, over raspberry beers, Lars Larson had forced that dream to fruition.


˜


Mack looked at the rows of sewing machines, exactly thirty-nine of them, many abandoned in midstitch, aprons hanging half sewn over the tables. He lit another Virginia Slim, silently thanking Gabriela Garcia for forgetting her smokes beside the pile of unsewn collars at machine number 19.

A few hours earlier, his workers had punched out for the last time. A lot of them hadn’t even bothered. Mack had stood near the Simplex time clock and told his gathered employees, all forty-seven of them, not to return to work the following morning.

“We have to close up shop for a while,” he said in his usual matterof-fact, frozen-faced manner. God, he hated that, dying inside butcoming across as wooden faced as a goddamn cigar store Indian. No. Not a wooden Indian. A rag man, nothing inside. Forty-four women and three men staring back at him, waiting to hear the next thing. The date they were to return. Another place they could find work. The encouraging something. Anything. But he’d had nothing more to say, nothing to give them. Then came the questions, diminutive Asian women raising their hands like children in a classroom. How long was “a while”? He had no idea. Would they get their paychecks on Thursday? He didn’t know. He hoped so. He would try to get them something. He could not promise anything, not anymore. Should they look for another job? After a long pause he had said, “Yes, probably.”

One woman, Merlita Amurao, refused to believe it.

“Where Mr. Lar?” she demanded, stamping her foot. “Mr. Lar take care of!”

Mr. Lar, Mack wanted to say, is the reason this has happened. Mr. Lar is the one who is sitting on a beach somewhere spending your paychecks on seafood cocktails and rum punch. Mr. Lar—smiling, hand-shaking, back-slapping Mr. Lar—is the one who has ripped us all off, Mrs. Amurao. Every one of us, Mrs. Amurao.

But he did not say anything like that. It would do no good. Lars was gone, the money was gone, and unless a solid gold meteorite landed in his front yard, Mac-Lar Manufacturing was history.

And not one of them would ever believe that it was Lars Larson’s fault. Everybody loved Mr. Lars. Mr. Lars could fix anything. Mr. Lars always had time to listen, always had a spare twenty if one of his “family,” as he called them, came up short the day before payday. Of course, the twenty no sooner came out of Lars’s pocket than it was replaced from petty cash.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Amurao,” he said. “I don’t know where Mr. Larson has gone.”


˜

He remembered sitting in his kitchen with his belly full of raspberry beer after Lars had left; turning to look at Paula, finding an unfamiliar intensity in her umber eyes.

“Well?” she said, now sitting across from him where Lars had been.

“Well what?”

“Are you going to do it?”

Mack felt a raspberry belch climbing his esophagus. He let it emerge silently. “I don’t know,” he said.

“How much money can you make working for Linkway? Even if you get your raise you’ll be getting what? Forty thousand?”

“I could make forty-five with the bonus.”

“And I’m bringing in about thirty.” Paula was a travel agent with Gold Coast Travel.

Mack drank the last of his third raspberry beer. It wasn’t so bad once you got used to it. “That’s seventy-five thousand dollars a year.”

“Lars says you could make ten times that in your own business.”

“Lars is a dreamer.”

Paula leaned forward. Her nails dug into his wrist. “Maybe that’s what we need.”


˜

The next week both Mack and Lars gave notice. Mac-Lar Manufacturing became a reality. Lars brought in close to half a million dollars in purchase orders before they had bought their first yard of poly-cotton twill. Mack remembered sitting in his kitchen with Lars just a few short weeks after their first meeting, paging through the purchase orders, adding up the numbers. Sixteen thousand tricolor smocks for the Pizza America chain. Seven thousand embroidered golf shirts for a Budweiser promotion. And the biggie: a contract to provide uniforms for Airlift International truck drivers—over $400,000 a year in shirts, vests, and jackets.

“How’d you know what to quote them?”

Lars had laughed. “I just know what people will pay. You can sew a jacket for eighteen bucks, can’t you?”

Mack thought he could. The numbers looked good. Damn good. Too good to be true? Not according to Lars.

“This is a people business, Mack. People give me their businessbecause they want to. They like me. They trust me. All we have to do is rent some space, buy a few machines, buy the fabric, sew it up, ship it, bill it.”

“What am I supposed to buy fabricwith?”

Lars grinned “We borrow against these.” He pushed the purchase orders across the table. “You know a banker, don’t you?”

Mack’s cousin Bob Seaman, a commercial loan officer at First Star Bank, fell in love with Lars and his purchase orders at first sight. One meeting resulted in a line of credit sufficient to lease space in a Maple Grove office park, buy machines and fixtures, and order enough fabric and thread to circle the globe. Mack hired a dozen Hmong sewers, a pattern man, a fabric cutter, three packing-and-shipping people. Lars paid an artist $2,000 to design a logo. He hired a statuesque blonde named Rita Monbeck as bookkeeper and office manager. He ordered thousands of embossed business cards, reams of stationery, two hundred Sheaffer pens, and six dozen coffee mugs imprinted with their new logo. They spent nearly $200,000 in three weeks.

It had been an exciting time—everyone fresh and eager, new orders and new challenges coming in daily, everybody feeling a part of it, feeling the company grow. Mack quickly gave in to Lars’s heady, action-oriented business style. When their line of credit became strained, it seemed picayune to hold anything back. Mack put up his house, car, retirement account, and whole-life policy to coax another eighty thousand out of First Star Bank. Lars offered to sell his diamond ring, which he claimed was worth $10,000, but somehow— Mack wasn’t sure how or why—that never became necessary. Lars insisted that Mack become the majority shareholder, since he was providing most of the collateral. Mack also got the title of president.

A mere six weeks after that first meeting over raspberry beer, Mack watched the first red-white-and-blue Budweiser shirts being pressed, folded, and shrink-wrapped in bundles of twelve.

“Think of them as money in your pocket, Macanudo,” Lars had said. “Every shirt is another three dollars twelve cents, net-net.” Lars Larson was not only a supersalesman, he was also a whiz with the numbers. He could calculate the profit margin on an order with astonishing accuracy. Mack, more comfortable with his hands on theproduct than fingering computer keys, let Lars and Rita Monbeck handle all the financial details of the business.

The twelve sewers soon became twenty-four. They added a second shift. Training was becoming a serious problem, and product quality, especially on the jacket line, was suffering. More than twenty percent of their light jackets were unshippable. He tried to get Lars to ease off on his delivery promises.

Lars said, “Macanudo, you either have to grab the gold ring or ride around in circles forever. I know you can do it, buddy.” They were making money—a lot of money, according to the numbers—but cash flow was a serious problem. “It’s all about how fast we can pump the stuff out the door,” Lars explained. “Every hundred bucks you ship is forty in our pockets. Problem is, every hundred bucks we ship is costing us sixty now and we won’t see the cashola for thirty to sixty. Hell, we’re giving the Airlift people ninety days. Got to. By the way, Rita needs another body to help with customer service. She’s handling a ton of calls.”

“Maybe we’re trying to grow too fast.”

“Mack, buddy, pal, don’t say that! All we need’s another couple hundred thou, just for a few months. The Airlift money starts to come in, we’re golden.”

That was when Mack and Lars had approached Paula’s parents, Hal and Joyce Byrnes. What was really pathetic, looking back on it, was how eager and excited the elderly couple had been to cash in their mutual funds and invest in a “real business.” Mac-Lar gobbled up their $280,000 nest egg like a hungry possum.

Maybe he should have seen it coming. Of course he should have. But it wasn’t until a few days ago that the alarm bells had started clanging.

Mack had been out on the sewing floor trying to solve a problem with Mrs. Lu’s binding station. He liked working with the machines and fabrics. He’d always been a hands-on guy, more comfortable thinking with his fingers than juggling numbers. He liked solving production puzzles. In this case, the bias tape used to trim the edges of the Pizza America smocks was not feeding properly—either the metal folder on her machine was out of adjustment or there was aproblem with the tape itself. Mack was kneeling before the machine, cranking it by hand, watching the way the tape inched through the sculpted steel folder, when his phone rang. He frowned, staring intently at the bias tape. It was the folder. It had to be.

He unclipped the phone from his belt and punched the talk button. “Mack here.”

“Mack!” It was his cousin Bob Seaman, the banker. “I’ve been trying to get through to Lars all day. You know where he is?”

Mack did not know. Neither Lars nor Rita had shown up at work yet.

Bob said, “I really have to talk to him, Mack.”

“Is there a problem? Something I can help you with?”

He heard Bob draw a shaky breath. “You’ve got a bit of an overdraw, Mack. I’m wondering if maybe Rita forgot to make a deposit?”

“I don’t know, Bob. I’ll check into it. But don’t we have some sort of line of credit with you guys?”

“It’s maxed out, Mack.”

“Oh. How much are we short?”

“About a hundred sixty thousand dollars,” Bob said.

Mack said nothing for a moment, his eyes fixed on Mrs. Lu’s machine. “There must be some kind of mistake.”

“I’ll say. Have Lars or Rita call me, would you?”

“Sure, Bob.” From this angle he could see the problem. The folder was not properly aligned. The two screws had probably loosened, then been retightened by Mrs. Lu herself. The sewers did not like to wait for Mack to fix their machines. They were paid bonuses for meeting production goals and so resented the downtime. Mrs. Lu had probably used a nail file or something to retighten her folder and had slightly altered its alignment—not that she would ever admit to it.

Mack hung up and went back to work on the folder. Five minutes later Mrs. Lu was back to binding smocks, and Mack was on his way to Lars’s condo in Edina, expecting to interrupt Lars and Rita having themselves a little nooner.

Of course, they were gone.


˜

He imagined them now, the two of them, lying out on a beach somewhere, bodies turning slowly brown against the white sand. Little umbrellas in their drinks. Lars sucking on a twenty-dollar Cuban cigar. Mack wished upon him melanoma, cirrhosis, and inoperable lip cancer.

He imagined himself driving home, opening the door, telling Paula what had happened. Telling her that Mac-Lar was bankrupt, gutted, destroyed. For the past two days, as everything had come crashing down, he’d said nothing to her, pretending that everything was okay at work, putting off the inevitable. What would she say when he told her they were broke, that they owed hundreds of thousands of dollars, that her parents’ nest egg was gone? In his mind he saw her put on her brave face, trying not to blame him but failing. He felt her disappointment. His skin crawled with shame.

Mack pushed his finger into the wrinkled pack of Virginia Slims and tore through the top, looked inside. Empty. He crumpled it and dropped it on the littered floor. He slid down off the edge of the table and walked through the factory toward the front entrance. He needed more cigarettes. Real cigarettes. Winstons or Marlboros or something stronger. Make a solid commitment to his reawakened addiction. Having made the decision to start smoking again, he felt other inhibitions giving way. He would go to a bar where there would be a cigarette machine. He would have a drink. He would get drunk. He would get drunk and he would keep drinking until he figured out what he was going to say to Paula.


˜

“You wanna know who I am? I’ll tell you who I am. I’m the rag man.”

The bartender, a slim, balding, middle-aged man with exceptionally long fingers, said, “Yes sir.”

“You know who you are?”

“Sir?”

“You’re Jeeves. I’m gonna call you Jeeves.”

The bartender blinked. “Very good, sir.”

An hour earlier Mack had walked into the Oasis, bought a pack of Winstons from the machine by the door, and planted himself on a stool. He had ordered a gin martini, and then another. Four plastic swords were now lined up on the bar. The pack of cigarettes was half empty. Mack tipped up his glass and emptied it into his mouth. “Gettin’ dry,” he said.

“Will you be driving tonight, sir?”

“No,” he lied.

The bartender scooped a shakerful of ice, took a bottle of Gordon’s gin in one hand and a bottle of Martini & Rossi in the other, and let the clear fluids slide over the cubes.

“You’re good at your job,” Mack said.

“Thank you, sir.” The bartender swirled the shaker gently with one hand as he placed a clean glass on the bar.

“I was good at my job.”

“Yes sir.”

Mack watched the ice-cold mixture slither into the glass, marveling at the invisible transformation. The bartender stabbed an olive with a white plastic broadsword and balanced it across the rim of the glass. He set a napkin in front of Mack and carefully placed the fresh martini upon it.

“Thank you, Jeeves.”

“You are most welcome, sir.”

The corners of Mack’s mouth drew back. He knew he was smiling but, thankfully, he could not feel a thing.
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Mack usually called when he was going to be late. Was traffic bad? Had he received an important phone call just as he was walking out the door?Paula MacWray busied herself in the kitchen. Friday was Mack’s night to cook, but she was getting hungry. He could make it up to her. She put a pot of water on the stove for pasta, poured a jar of marinara sauce into a saucepan, and set it over a low burner. She made a green salad, then opened a bottle of Grain Belt and turned on the TV.

By seven-thirty she became concerned enough to call Mac-Lar.The phone rang but was not answered, not even a recorded message. She began to think about car accidents. No, he probably had a meeting and had forgotten to tell her. Mack had seemed preoccupied the past few days. Something was bothering him but he didn’t want to talk about it. Mack had never been much of a communicator. She tried calling Lars at his condo, but there was no answer there either. She moved from anger to dread and back again.

A little after eight she put a handful of fettuccine into the water, which had been simmering for an hour, and opened another beer. She ate her dinner while watching aSeinfeldrerun.

By nine o’clock she was bouncing between imagining Mack crushed beneath a runaway semi and seeing him in the sack with that bottled-blond secretary or bookkeeper or controller or whatever they were calling her this week, that Rita Manbait.

No. Rita had a thing going with Lars. Besides, Mack had never given her any reason to mistrust him. She considered drinking another beer but decided to have a cup of coffee instead. She might need it for whatever was to come.


˜

Paula was half asleep in a living room chair when she heard a car coming up the street, raised her head, saw headlights flash across the ceiling. She heard tires crunching and a soft crackling noise followed by a dullthudthat shook the house. She ran to the front door and flipped on the light. Someone had missed the driveway and driven across the front lawn into the spirea bushes, crushing them into the side of the house. The car door opened; a figure staggered out.

Mack.


˜

How had he driven all the way across town without killing someone? The man could hardly walk. Even with her half holding him up, he fell twice on the way from the car to the front door. She finally got him inside and dumped him on the sofa.

“What’s going on, Mack?” she asked.

His eyes roved, landed on her. “Gin martini please, hold the vermouth,” he said, his voice remarkably clear. “Hold the fucking olive too.” He laughed.

Paula was startled. Mack was no prude, but he never talked like that at home.

“Mack?”

“Christ, I don’t know. Is that who I am?”

Paula wanted to smack him but she could not hold back a smile. It was so unusual to see him this way. “I’m going to get you a cup of coffee.”

“Gin martini please, hold the fucking coffee,” he called after her.

What had gotten into him? She had seen Mack drunk maybe twice in the ten years they’d been married, once after his father’s funeral and once when an old college roommate had come to visit and they spent all night drinking rum and Cokes and reminiscing. She wasn’t angry at him for being drunk. It was almost amusing. But she was plenty mad that he’d gone and done it without calling her—and then driven himself home. Paula poured a mug of coffee, not too full. He would probably spill it all over himself, so she added some cool water before bringing it to him.

“Your martini, sir.”

Mack gave the mug a bleary examination. “Kinda dark,” he said after a moment.

“So, what’s the occasion, martini boy?” She was thinking that he and Lars might have been celebrating something. A big order, maybe. It didn’t have to be something bad. She sat down across from him.

Mack let his head fall back. He closed his eyes and his jaw sagged. Paula thought for a moment that he had passed out, but his eyes popped open and he shook his head violently.

“I got the spins.”

“Yeah, you’re probably going to throw up. I feel real sorry for you.”

“Not gonna get sick.”

“Mack, are you going to tell me what’s going on? You come home four hours late shit-face drunk, I think I deserve a story.”

Mack swallowed, frowned at the taste. “I need a drink,” he said.

“Drink your coffee.”

“Get me a beer and I’ll tell you.”

Paula sighed and stood up. She might as well humor him—what difference could it make now? She went to the refrigerator, but she’d drunk the last Grain Belt. She moved a few things around—catsup, pickled herring, some jellies and jams, a big jar of pickles. There, way in the back, on its side, a bottle of that raspberry beer that had been there for half a year. She opened the bottle and carried it back into the living room, but by the time she got there Mack’s head had fallen back, his mouth hung open, and he was snoring.

Paula sat down. Was she angry? Mostly she was glad he’d made it home. He would probably have a very funny story in the morning. He would be embarrassed. He would feel terrible, both from the booze and from making her worry. Mack was such a nice guy—considerate, thoughtful, honest, kind. And not bad looking in a squinty-eyed, Irish sort of way. All qualities that had made her fall in love with him. And now that he was partnered up with Lars Larson he was a business success, too, something she had feared might never happen. Mack could betoonice. He didn’t have an ounce of ruthlessness in him. She loved him for his gentle nature, but she wished at times that he had a bit more of the rogue in him. Alone, he simply didn’t have that passion, that drive to succeed. But he was a hard worker, and now he had Lars, and the business was thriving, and life was about to become very, very good.

Paula took a sip of the raspberry beer. It wasn’t that bad.
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Mack sat at his desk and watched the two auditors from the bank pawing through the file cabinets. Neither of the men spoke to him or made eye contact. They noticed him only as much as they had to, to avoid bumping into him or stepping on his toes. Bob Seaman, wearing a somber maroon-and-gray rep tie, stood in the doorway examining his fingernails. Bob was barely into his thirties but he had the confident air of a man who was going places. Tall, handsome, smart, personable,and ambitious, Bob had moved quickly up the First Star ladder. The Mac-Lar loan fiasco was his first major embarrassment.

Before, Bob had always made it a point to ask Mack how Paula was doing. He had always had a joke and a bright white even-toothed smile and a bit of family gossip to share—they were cousins, after all. On this day he was not smiling. He wouldn’t meet Mack’s eyes. It was part of the shaming.

Mack lit a cigarette. One of the auditors turned and sniffed the air with a puzzled, mildly shocked expression.

“Would you mind not smoking?” he asked, his eyes focused on a spot a few inches to the left of Mack’s ear.

“It’s my office,” Mack said.

Bob Seaman cleared his throat and shuffled his polished black wing tips.

The auditor shrugged and, with a dry cough, went back to rifling the files. Mack took a couple more drags, then stood up and walked out. Bob Seaman leaned away, giving him just enough room to pass through the doorway. Mack carried his cigarette out into the factory. He walked past the dormant machines to shipping, opened the overhead door, and sat on the edge of the loading dock to finish his smoke. Over the past ten days the cigarettes had become a lifesaver. It was the one thing he could do that would always make him feel a tiny bit better, if only for a few minutes.

The back parking lot was empty. Beyond lay several hundred acres of wheat fields. The perimeter of the parking lot was this year’s suburban threshold. Next year the threshold would move outward as the fields gave way to yet another office park. More businesses with an eighty percent chance of failure. That, according to Jack Price, his bankruptcy attorney, was the going rate for new businesses.

“You’re in the majority, Mr. MacWray,” Jack Price had said. “Successful businesses are the exception, not the rule.” Jack Price was always glad to see him—as long as his retainer held out. Jack Price assured him that no matter what happened, they couldn’t take away his self-respect.

“If they can find it they can have it,” Mack said.

“Now, now,” said Jack Price.

Mack imagined Lars rising up out of the wheat field. What would he do? He gave himself superhuman powers, lifted Lars high over his head, dashed him against the cinder-block walls of the building. No. He imagined striking at him, his fist sinking deep into Lars’s thick abdomen. No. Mack contorted his face, obliterating the images. What would he really do? His imagination failed, revealing only a dark, pulsing void.

Mack lit another cigarette and redirected his thoughts. Would Linkway rehire him? Not likely. Not after he’d quit to start a competing business. He would have to move, go south and east, where there were still plenty of jobs in the rag trade. But Paula wouldn’t want to leave her job, her family. He couldn’t ask her to do that—he’d done enough to her. He would have to drive a cab, or bag groceries. Lots of things he could do.

Sensing a presence, Mack turned his head. A slight, bearded, fortyishman wearing an ecru sport coat over khaki trousers stood on the dock, hands in pockets, peering down at him. The man’s eyes were faded blue behind glasses with clear, round plastic frames. His hair was the exact color of his jacket. He nodded at Mack, his mouth forming a V-shaped smile that might be read as apologetic or complacent.

“How’s it going?” His voice was soft and high.

“The rest of the vultures are out front,” Mack said.

The man bobbed his head again and sidled closer. “You’re John MacWray, aren’t you?”

“Mack,” said Mack.

“Mack.” The man squatted down and offered his hand. “Jerry Pleasant. I’m an investigator with the Hennepin County Sheriff’s Office.”

Mack felt a stroke of fear. He looked at the man’s proffered hand as if it were a steel-jawed trap.

“I just stopped by to talk to you about your partner.” The V smile deepened. “Actually, I’m on your side, Mack.”

Mack felt something in his chest crumble. He took Jerry Pleasant’s hand and shook it. It was all he could do to keep himself from hugging the man. Jerry Pleasant’s eyes crinkled and his upper lip lifted, showing white incisors and yellowed canines.

“So, how are you doing?” Pleasant asked.

Mack shrugged, took a drag off his cigarette. He saw the smoke drifting toward Pleasant’s face, waved it away.

Pleasant said, “Don’t worry about it. Actually, I like the smell.”

“You smoke?” Mack asked.

“No. But I wish I did.”

Their eyes touched. Both men laughed, suddenly uncomfortable. Jerry Pleasant stood up, his knees crackling. He touched the bridge of his glasses and put his hands back in his pockets. “What is that?” he asked, looking out over the field. “Alfalfa?”

“I think it’s wheat,” Mack said.

“Ah. What does alfalfa look like?”

“I don’t know.” Mack flicked his cigarette out onto the parking lot and stood up. “So, you’re some sort of policeman?”

“That’s right.” Pleasant gave Mack a sharp look. “I suppose you’re going to tell me I don’t look like a cop.”

“I wasn’t thinking that.”

“My wife says I look like an accountant.” Pleasant returned his attention to the view. “How do you know that’s wheat?”

“Somebody told me. I think it was Lars that told me.”

Pleasant nodded. He removed a small notebook from his sport coat and consulted it. “Would that be Theodore William Larson?”

“Yeah. Lars.”

“Your partner.”

“That’s right.” They were standing shoulder to shoulder at the edge of the loading dock. “So . . . did the bank call you?”

Pleasant took a few seconds to reply. He said, “I was there, at the bank, on another matter. Nothing to do with you. Your situation came up in conversation and I thought I’d look into it. To be perfectly honest with you, no charges have been filed at this point. First Star’s complaints are with Mac-Lar. To tell you the truth, they’re more likely to go after you than they are to seek damages from your partner.”

“Go after me? I’m thevictimhere.”

“I know that, and so does First Star. But your name is on all the papers, you own sixty percent of the business, and, most importantly, they know where to find you.”

Mack suppressed a surge of fury, locked it away. “Well, hell,I’llfile charges against him.”

Pleasant raised his eyebrows. “Oh?”

“Sure. Lars gutted the company. As close as I can figure, he took off with more than half a million dollars. My money, the bank’s money, my wife’s parents’ money.”

Jerry Pleasant nodded sympathetically.

“His girlfriend, Rita Monbeck, she was in on it, too.” Mack lit another cigarette. “I’ve got nothing. I owe my suppliers close to a quarter million. I’ve got four hundred fifty thousand dollars in unfilled orders—some prepaid—and I can’t even make payroll. Had to let everybody go. We borrowed two-eighty from my wife’s parents. All gone. My father-in-law thinks I’m scum. And the bank, Christ! We borrowed three hundred grand against our purchase orders, then Lars went to their factoring division and borrowed another two twenty against receivables, which, incidentally, are about half that. Talk about your left hand not knowing what the right hand is doing! The same bank, and they’re lending against purchase orders and turning around and lending all over again against the receivables— most of which turned out to be phony, just fantasy stuff that Rita typed up. He even maxed out his corporate credit card. Not that that makes much difference. Either way, the bank is taking over Mac-Lar and my wife and I are declaring bankruptcy. Hell yes, I’ll file charges.”

“Do you know where he is?”

“Lars? If I knew, I’d be all over him.” Mack thought for a moment. “If I had to guess, I’d say he was in Mexico.”

“Why is that?”

“He had a picture on his desk. He’s standing next to this giant fish. A marlin, I think. He caught it in Cancún. He was proud of that fish. Also, he was hooked on these Cuban cigars he smuggled in from Mexico. You could charge him with that, too.”

Pleasant scribbled in his notebook. “Mexico is probably a good guess,” he said. “Larson speaks fluent Spanish.”

Mack nodded, then looked at Pleasant. “You know him?”

Pleasant waggled his head vaguely, then nodded and grinned at hisfeet. “We’ve crossed paths. Actually, he’s kind of a hobby of mine. You won’t be the first person to file a complaint against the Larsons.”

“Larsons? You mean there’s more than one?”

“Teddy and his wife, Rita.”

“Who’s Teddy?”

“Teddy, Theo, Billy, Lars. All the same guy.”

“Rita is his wife? Rita Monbeck?”

“Actually, her name is Larson.”

“You’re saying they’ve done this before?” Even after all that had happened, he still found himself thinking of Lars as a nice guy who had suddenly gone wrong, not as a career criminal.

Jerry Pleasant seemed to understand. Looking out across the field, he said, “Teddy Larson is a pro. Everybody that meets him likes him. I met him twice. He’s a hell of a nice guy to talk to.”

“He’s the people guy,” Mack said numbly.

“Excuse me?”

“He was the people guy. I was just the guy sewed it all together.” Mack shook another cigarette from the pack, lit it. Thank god for cigarettes, he thought. Less painful than arsenic, and better tasting, too.

“You know, I believe that’s actually alfalfa out there,” Pleasant said.

“Wheat,” Mack said, firing out a horizontal plume of blue smoke. Pleasant said, “According to whom?”


˜

Bob Seaman couldn’t find Mack in the factory. He walked out to the loading dock—the overhead door was open—and saw Mack’s car in the lot but no Mack. Strange. He was about to go back to the offices when he looked across the parking lot and saw two men standing hip deep in the field. One of them was Mack, holding up a stalk, pointing at it, talking. The other man, the cop, was shaking his head.

“Hey!” Seaman shouted, waving. The two men looked over, started walking toward him. Seaman did not like having the police involved. Even if they found Larson and charged him with some sort of fraud, it was unlikely that the bank would recover any money.Also, it could be embarrassing. Very embarrassing. Best just to clean up the mess, take a few lumps, and get on with business.

Seaman waited, hands on hips, as they emerged from the field and crossed the tarmac.

Mack held up the stalk and asked him, “You know what this is?”

Seaman couldn’t believe he was related to this guy. What a moron. Like a kid showing off a weed he’d found, not even knowing how much trouble he was in.

“That’s rye,” Seaman said.

“Rye?”

Seaman nodded. It was all he could do not to roll his eyes.

The cop, Jerry something, said to Mack, “I told you it wasn’t wheat.”
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“We’ll be okay. I’ve got my job at Gold Coast, and if Mack can find some kind of job we’ll be able to keep the house. At least that’s what the lawyer says.” Paula MacWray stabbed a cherry tomato, examined it, scraped it off her fork, and went for a crouton instead. “What’s really awful is the way people are treating us. I mean, we’re thevictimshere. The only thing Mack did wrong was he trusted Lars.”“People want to think that it was your own fault. That way they can think that it won’t happen. I mean to them.” Julie Gorman laughed, jangling the bracelets on her thin wrist, pink nails flashing. “Like cancer.”

“Cancer?”

“Yeah. You get cancer and the first thing people want to know is, did you smoke. Or live next to a nuclear reactor. Or you have a car accident, they want to know how fast you were driving. Or your husband has an affair and they want to know if he was getting any. At home.” Julie laughed again, a little too loud. “Boy do I know that one! They want to know that you deserved what you got because god knowstheydon’t. Deserve it, I mean. Like, I show a house that’s on the market because of a divorce? Couples looking at it always want to know the reason. Was he running around? Did she get fat? It had to besomebody’sfault.”

“So, did you think that?”

“What?”

“That it was our fault that the business failed.”

Julie produced her impish smile, an expression that had not changed since the second grade. “Just for a couple seconds.” She dabbed the corners of her mouth with a napkin, a motion more symbolic than cleansing. The salmon fillet before her was hardly touched. She had scraped off the sauce and picked at the meat but if any of it had gotten inside her, Paula hadn’t seen it go. Julie did not require nourishment. She would take the fish home in a white box and feed it to her cat. Even in the second grade she had been a frugal, picky eater. She would eat half an Oreo.

“Maybe itisour fault,” Paula said.

“Oh stop it.”

“I’m serious. Mack never checked into Lars’s background or anything. He just let Lars tell him what to do. We put up our house, Mack’s IRA, everything. My parents lost everything! They don’t even know it yet. Mack is ashamed to tell them, and I’m sure not going to.”

“I’m sure they’ll understand.”

“Maybe. But I don’t think so. I just wish Mack was more, um, aggressive. Maybe if he had asked a few more questions none of this would’ve happened. He’s such a trusting guy. Don’t get me wrong—I love that about him—but sometimes I think he goes around wearing aKick Mesign that a guy like Lars can read a mile off.”

Julie caught their waiter’s eye and made a complicated series of flashing pink-nailed hand gestures, asking him to box up her lunch. She said, “Lars was just impossible to resist. He had that grin.” Julie had met Lars a couple of times. She had developed a minor crush on him but had gotten nowhere. “I think he readKick Meon every back he ever saw.”

“Maybe so.” Paula pushed the salad aside, her appetite gone. “But this time it was my Mack that took the boot.”


˜

“You . . .you. . .” Hal Byrnes’s voice rose in pitch. “Youliedto us!Cheatedus!”

Mack winced and held the phone away from his ear.

“You told us our money wassafe.”

“Lars said that,” said Mack.

“Don’t you tell me what I heard! I knew you were no good the first day my daughter dragged you home. I never should’ve let you talk me into giving you money. You, you better get this straightened out, mister.” His voice was cracking. Mack imagined his father-in-law’s face, red and popping with veins.

“Look, Hal, I’m sorry. I had no way of—”

“Don’t you lie to me,you.I don’t have to take this garbage. I’m getting that money back if I have to take it out of your hide.”

“Take it easy, Hal.”

“Don’tyoutellmeto take it easy, you thieving little shit . . .”

Mack listened as the old man raved, taking it all in.


˜

Mack was sitting under the locust tree with a pitcher of martinis when Paula got home. She watched him through the patio door for a few moments. He was sprawled on the chaise longue, his back to the house, his shoes and socks in the grass where he’d kicked them.

The small backyard, enclosed by a cheap pine fence, contained only patchy grass and a pair of spindly locust trees. They had never done anything with the yard or the rest of the place, because they had always thought of it as a starter house, a place to camp until they figured out what they wanted to do with their lives. Maybe they would get rich, buy a new house on Lake Minnetonka with a new kitchen, a four-car garage, and a boat. So much for that dream. They’d be stuck here for a while now. If they were lucky.

Maybe she would plant a rosebush or something.

Mack brought a hand to his face; a cloud of blue smoke formed a nimbus around his head. Paula despised the smell of cigarettes, but she wasn’t going to say anything. He had been smoking ever since the day he’d let his employees go. Since Black Thursday. The habit wasfirmly in place by now. He’d go through hell again when he had to quit. He’d been drinking a lot the past couple weeks, too. Maybe he needed those crutches right now. She told herself that it was only temporary, that there were other, more important matters to worry about.

The Job Opportunities section of theStar Tribunelay open on the kitchen counter. She toed off her shoes and paged through the ads. A few were circled in blue ink.Assistant Line Manager—Munsingwear.That would be a big step down.Salesman wanted—Lakeland Lincoln-Mercury.Yeah, right. She could just see Mack trying to sell undercoating.Retail Clerk—Quik Stop Market.The poor man was having some serious image problems. She would have to try to be more supportive. Encourage him, make him feel manly.

Paula opened the glasses cupboard and fished through their mismatched assortment of drinking vessels until she located a martini glass. Actually it was a margarita glass, but it would have to do. She pulled open the patio door.

“Hey there,” she said.

Mack craned his neck to look back. “Hey. You want a martini?”

Paula waggled her glass and sat down on the web chair next to him.

Mack poured her a drink. “It might be kind of diluted,” he apologized.

“That’s fine.”

Mack topped off his own glass. “Bob Seaman came by with his goons today.”

Paula nodded.

“He was a jerk about it.”

“Doesn’t surprise me.” She tasted her martini. It was watery and not very cold. “He’s never been through it himself.”

“The cops were there, too. One cop, actually. Nice guy.”

“Oh?”

“He knows Lars.” He waited for Paula to look him in the eye. “Apparently I’m not the only half-wit on the planet.”

Paula said nothing.

“I’m just the latest. He’s been scamming guys like me for years.”

“I guess we should have checked his references,” Paula said.

“It wouldn’t have made any difference. He was a pro. I bet his references would’ve checked out perfect.”

“Maybe.”

“I talked to your father.”

Paula felt her heart thud. “How did he take it?”

“Not well.”

Paula said nothing.

Mack said, “I keep hearing Lars telling me to grab the gold ring. That really got me, you know? The idea of this great opportunity flashing by, and all I had to do was grab hold and hang on. Well, shit. I grabbed it all right, and look where it got us.” He displayed his empty hands.

They sat for a time, Paula trying to imagine a rosebush in front of the pine fence: a scraggly, thorny growth with a few tattered pink blooms.

“Maybe you didn’t grab hold hard enough,” she said.

Mack produced a faint grunt, absorbing the barb.

“You know what they want me to do?”

“Who?”

“The bank. They want to hire me. I’m supposed to go down to the bank tomorrow to meet with them. I think they want me to get the line up and running just long enough to fill the outstanding orders. Sell off the remaining inventory. They want to get as much of their money back as possible.”

“I suppose you can’t blame them. How much are they offering you?”

Mack shrugged. “Bob’s acting like it’s my fault, like I owe him personally. Like it’s my responsibility to help him.”

Paula recoiled from the whine in her husband’s voice. “You don’t owe him anything.”

“Oh really?” Bitter and defeated.

“There’s no one else who can get the factory going for them. Ask for lots of money.”

“I’ll take whatever.” Shaking his head. “Besides, he’s right. My name is on those loan agreements.”

“Why should you care if First Star gets their money back? It’s theirproblem. Maybe it’s time to worry about Mack and Paula.” She looked away. “I don’t know why you can’t be a little more mercenary.”

“Mercenary?”

“Yes. As opposed to doormatty.” Now she could hear bitterness in her own voice.

“Doormatty? When was I a doormat?”

“If you’d taken a look at the books anytime in the past six months you’d’ve seen what Lars was doing.”

“Now wait a second. He was my partner. Partners are supposed to trust each other, in case you haven’t heard. You trust me, don’t you?”

Paula stared at her feet, toes blurred by nylon stockings. Shedidtrust Mack. The man was safe and honest and kind and utterly predictable, but there were times—lots of times, lately—when she wished he would scare her a little. Stand up for himself.

“Well?” he asked.

“I trust you, Mack.”

“Thank you! Christ!”

“But I still double-check your math in our bank account.”

Glaring at her, Mack tossed his cigarette butt on the lawn and lit another. He smoked half of it, sucking hard, then sighed. “I guess I can’t blame you,” he said.

Which was exactly what she thought he’d say.
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