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Part One

THE FIX

Fix: A CIA term, of Cold War origin, that refers to
a person who is to be compromised or blackmailed
so that he will do the Agency’s bidding.

~The Dictionary of Espionage



Until the whole thing happened, I never believed the old
line about how you should be careful what you wish for,
because you might get it.

‘Thelieve it now.

I believe in all those cautionary proverbs now. I
believe thar pride goeth before a fall. I believe the apple
doesn’t fall far from the tree, that misfortune seldom
comes alone, that all that glitters isn’t gold, that lies
walk on short legs. Man, you name it. I believe it.

I could try to tell you that what started it all was an act of
generosity, but that wouldn’t be quite accurate. It was
more like an act of stupidity. Call it a cry for help. Maybe
more like a raised middle finger. Whatever, it was my bad.
I half thought I'd get away with it, half expected to be
fired. P've got to say, when I look back on how it all began,
I marvel at what an arrogant prick I was. ’'m not going to
deny that I got what [ deserved. It just wasnt what I
expected ~ but who’d ever expect something like this?
All1did was make a couple of phone calls. Imperson-
ated the VP for Corporate Events and called the fancy
outside caterer that did all of Wyatt Telecom’s parties. 1
told them to just make it exactly like the bash they’d done
the week before for the Top Salesman of the Year award.
{Of course, L had no idea how lavish that was.) 1 gave them
all the right disbursement numbers, authorized the transfer
of funds in advance. The whole thing was surprisingly easy.
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The owner of Meals of Splendor told me he’d never
done a function on a company leading dock, that it pre-
sented ‘décor challenges,” but I knew he wasn’t going to
turn away a big check from Wyartt Telecom.

Somehow I doubt Meals of Splendor had ever done a
retirement party for an assistant foreman either.

| think thar’s what really pissed Wyatt off. Paying for
Jonesie’s retirement party — a loading dock guy, for
Christ’s sake! — was a violation of the natural order. If
instead I’d used the money as a down payment on a
Ferrari 360 Modena convertible, Nicholas Wyatt might
have almost understood. He would have recognized my
greed as evidence of our shared humanity, like a weak-
ness for booze, or ‘broads,’ as he called women.

If I’'d known how it would all end up, would I have
done it all over again? Hell, no.

Stll, T have to say, it was pretty cool. I was into the
fact that Jonesie’s party was being paid for out of a fund
earmarked for, among other things, an ‘offsite’ for the
CEQ and his senior vice presidents at the Guanahani
resort on the island of 5t. Barthélemy.

I also loved seeing the loading dock guys finally
getting a taste of how the execs lived. Most of the guys
and their wives, whose idea of a splurge was the Shrimp
Feast at the Red Lobster or Ribs On The Barbie at
Qutback Steakhouse, didn’t know what to make of

-some of the weird food, the osetra caviar and saddle of
veal Provencal, but they devoured the filet of beef en
crolite, the rack of lamb, the roasted lobster with ravioli.
The ice sculptures were a big hit. The Dom Perignon
flowed, though not as fast as the Budweiser. (This 1
called right, since I used to hang out on the loading dock
on Friday afternoons, smoking, when someone, usually
Jonesie or Jimmy Connolly, the foreman, brought in an
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Igloo of cold ones to celebrate the end of ancther week.)

Jonesie, an old guy with one of those weathered,
hangdog faces that make people like him instantly, was
lit the whole night. His wife of forty-two years, Esther,
at first seemed standoffish, but she turned out to be an
amazing dancer. I'd hired an excellent Jamaican reggae
group, and everyone got into it, even the guys you'd
never expect to dance,

This was after the big tech meltdown, of course, and
companies everywhere were laying people off and insti-
tuting ‘frugality’ policies, meaning you had to pay for
the lousy coffee, and no more free Cokes in the break
room,-and like that. Jonesie was slated to just stop work
one Friday, spend a few hours at HR signing forms, and
go home for the rest of his life, no party, no nothing,
Meanwhile, the Wyatt Telecom E-staff was planning to
head down to St. Bart’s in their Learjets, boink their
wives or girlfriends in their private villas, slather coconut
oil on their love handles, and discuss companywide fru-
gality policies over obscene buffet breakfasts of papayas
and hummingbird tongues. Jonesie and his friends didn’t
really question too closely who was paying for it all. But
it did give me some kind of twisted secret pleasure.

Until around one-thirty in the morning, when the
sound of electric guitars and the screams of a couple of
the younger guys, blotto out of their minds, must have
attracted the curiosity of a security guard, a fairly new
hire (the pay’s lousy, turnover is unbelievable) who
didn’t know any of us and wasn’t inclined to cut anyone
any slack.

He was a pudgy guy with a flushed, sort of Porky Pig
face, barely thirty. He just gripped his walkie-talkie as if
it were a Glock and said, “What the hell?’

And my life as [ knew it was over.
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The voice mail was waiting for me when | got in to
work, late as usual,

Even later than usual, actually. I felt queasy and my
head thudded and my heart was going too fast from the
giant cup of cheap coffee 1'd gulped down on the subway.
A wave of acid splashed over my stomach. I'd considered
calling in sick, but that little voice of sanity in my head
told me that after the events of last night the wiser thing
to do was to show up at work and face the music.

Thing is, I fully expected to get fired — almost looked
forward to it, the way you might both dread and look
forward to having an aching tooth drilled. When I came
out of the elevator and walked the half-mile through the
lower forty of the cubicle farm to my workstation, I
could see heads popping up, prairie-dog style, to catch
a glimpse of me. I was a celebrity; the word was out.
E-mail was no doubt flying.

My eyes were bloodshot, my hair was a mess, I
looked like a walking just say no public service spot.

The little LCD screen display on my IP phone said,
“You have eleven voice mails.’ I put it on speaker and
zipped through them. Just listening to the messages,
frantic and sincere and wheedling, increased the pres-
sure behind my eyeballs. I got out the Advil bortle from
the bottom desk drawer and dry-swallowed two, That
made six Advils already this moming, which exceeded
the recommended maximum. So what could happen to
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me? Die from an ibuprofen overdose just moments
before being fired?

I was a junior product line manager for routers in
our Enterprise Division. You don’t want the English
translation, it’s too mind-numbingly boring. I spent
my days hearing phrases like ‘dynamic bandwidth
circuit emulation service’ and ‘integrated access device’
and ‘ATM backbones’ and ‘IP security tunneling
protocol,” and T swear 1 didn’t know what half the
shit meant. _ _ _

A message from a guy in Sales named Griffin, calling
me ‘big guy,” boasting of how he’d just sold a couple
dozen of the routers I was managing by assuring the
customer that they’d have a particular feature — extra
multicast protocols for live video streaming — that he
knew damned well it didn’t have. But it sure would be
nice if the feature was added to the product, like maybe
in the next two weeks, before the product was supposed
to ship. Yeah, dream on.

A follow-up call five minutes later from Griffin’s
manager just ‘checking on the progress of the multicast
protocol work we heard you’re doing,’ as if I actually
did the technical work myself.

And the clipped, important voice of 2 man named
Arnold Meacham, who identified himself as Director of
Corporate Security and asked me to please ‘come by’ his
office the moment I got in.

I had no idea who Arnold Meacham was, beyond his
title. I'd never heard his name before. T didn’t even
know where Corporate Security was located.

It’s funny: when I heard the message, my heart didn’t
start racing like you might expect. It actually slowed, as
if my body knew the gig was up. There was actually
something Zen going on, the inner serenity of realizing
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there’s nothing you can do anyway. I almost luxuriated
in the moment.

For a few minutes 1 stared at my cubicle walls, the
nubby charcoal Avora fabric that looked like the wall-
to-wall in my dad’s apartment. I kept the panel walls
free of any evidence of human habitation — no photos of
the wife and kids (easy, since I didn’t have any), no
Dilbert cartoens, nothing clever or ironic that said I was
here under protest, because I was way beyond that. I
had one bookshelf, holding a routing protocol reference
guide and four thick black binders containing the
‘feature library’ for the MG-50K router. [ would not
miss this cubicle.

Besides, it wasn't like I was abour to get shot; I'd
already been shot, I figured. Now it was just a matter of
disposing of the body and swabbing up the blood. I
remember once in college reading about the guillotine
in French history, and how one executioner, a medical
doctor, tried this gruesome experiment {you get your
kicks wherever you can, I guess). A few seconds after
the head was lopped off he watched the eyes and lips
twitch and spasm until the eyelids closed and everything
stopped. Then he called our the dead man’s name,
and the eyes on the decapitated head popped open and
stared right at the executioner. A few seconds more and
the eyes closed, then the doctor called the man’s name
again, and the eyes came open again, staring. Cute. So
thirty seconds after being separated from the body, the
head’s still reacting. This was how I felt. The blade had
already dropped, and they’re calling my name.

I picked up the phone and called Arnold Meacham’s
office, told his assistant that | was on my way, and
asked how to get there.

My throat was dry, so I stopped at the break room to
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get one of the formerly-free-but-now-fifty-cent sodas.
The break room was alf the way back in the middle of the
floor near the bank of elevators, and as I walked, in a
weird sort of fugue state, a couple more colleagues caught
sight of me and turned away quickly, embarrassed.

I surveyed the sweaty glass case of sodas, decided
against my usual Diet Pepsi - I really didn’t need more
caffeine right now — and pulled our a Sprite. Just to be a
rebel ¥ didn’t leave any money in the jar. Whoa, that’il
show them. ] popped it open and headed for the elevator.

I hated my job, traly despised it, so the thought of
losing it wasn’t exactly bumming me out. On the other
hand, it wasn’t as if | had a trust fund, and I sure did need
the money. That was the whole point, wasnt it? I had
moved back here essentially to help with my dad’s medical
care — my dad, who considered me a fuckup, In Manhat-
tan, bartending, I made half the money but lived better.
We're talking Manhattan! Here I was living in a ratty
street-level studio apartment on Pear} Streer that reeked of
traffic exhaust, and whose windows rattled when the
trucks rumbled by at five in the morning. Granted, I was
. able to go out a couple of nights a week with friends, but 1
usually ended up dipping into my checking account’s
credit line a week or so before my paycheck magically
appeared on the fifteenth of the month.

Not that I was exactly busting my ass either I
coasted. I put in the minimum required hours, got in
late and left early, but I got my work done. My perfor-
mance review numbers weren’t so good — | was a ‘core
contributor,” a two band, just one step up from ‘lowest
contributor,” when you should start packing your stuff.

I gor into the elevator, looked down at what 1 was
wearing — black jeans and a gray polo shirt, sneakers —
and wished I’d put on a tie.
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