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CHAPTER 2

Gregory had been an only child. No one had ever told him so, but somehow, heÕd always

known that his mother couldnÕt have any more children. His birth had been a difficult one. For

an anxious time, the doctors had struggled just to save his motherÕs life.

He couldnÕt know the reason for it, but while Gregory was growing up, his father had

always been aloof and distant. GregoryÕs father had wanted a big family, a house full of children,

and one day, a house full of grandchildren. His father hadnÕt blamed Gregory; to do so would

have been unfair, but something had kept them from forming a bond.

With GregoryÕs grandfather, it had been a different story. They had gone fishing and hiking,

and his grandfather had always been showing him how to do something interesting. At GregoryÕs

Little League games, it was his grandfather who cheered him on. When Gregory got a good

grade in school, he rushed home to call his grandfather.

GregoryÕs mother had always been cool to Gregory. She bandaged his skinned knees, but

never kissed away the sting. It had been well over ten years since sheÕd died. Her funeral was the

last time that he had been back to Fairfield.

The next day was a Saturday, and Gregory went to the office, just as he did almost every

Saturday. He looked forward to these Saturdays at the office. There were still meetings and

phone conferences, but not as many. He could get a lot accomplished on Saturdays. On that

particular day, he finished off the business plan for the offshore subsidiary and with satisfaction,

sent a note to his assistant, ordering her to schedule a meeting with the Swiss investors.

He spent the following morning, Sunday, at his country club. It was a good day. He won a

couple of hundred bucks and was able to lord around his carefully adjusted golf score at brunch.
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For the most part, everyone knew that he cheated; most of the others cheated as well. In a club

where everyone cheats, only a fool plays by the rules.

That afternoon, like most Sunday afternoons, he pored over the Times and the financial

magazines heÕd accumulated during the week. He also packed for the upcoming weekÕs travel.

Once a month, Gregory visited one of his division headquarters. He rotated the trips so that

he saw all of his vice presidents at least once every fiscal quarter. If they were working on a big

deal (and they had better be working on a big deal), he would go on the sales call with them.

Ostensibly, it was to help them secure the business. Gregory was a good salesperson. One

couldnÕt rise to a position such as his and not be a good salesperson, but heÕd usually just sit and

listen, then criticize his vice president once they were back at their companyÕs offices. If they

secured the business, Gregory took the credit. If they didnÕt, his criticism came again, but with a

more biting edge.

During these trips, he almost always gave a speech to the Òmonkeys,Ó as he called them, the

everyday working people who generated the corporationÕs revenue. These speeches were usually

the same: ÒWeÕre a great team. We value our employees. The company is headed for even

greater success. Invest your 401(k) and pension accounts in company stock.Ó If he was at some

special event, such as a Christmas party or a summer picnic, heÕd stoop to hobnobbing with the

ÒmonkeysÓ for an hour or two, and heÕd even listen to their groans, moans, and ill-considered,

na•ve suggestions. HeÕd also make a point of spending some social time with his VPs: a round of

golf, a set of tennis, or a trip out on their boats with their families. It was good Òrelationship

building,Ó and sometimes theyÕd let their guard down, tell him what they were truly thinking.

That was always something Gregory could use. And he knew that they talked with each other

and compared notes on how wellÑor how poorlyÑhe had treated them. He liked to pit them one
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against the other. He even thought of this as encouraging a healthy, competitive environment.

Besides, he thought. It forces them to be on their guard, makes ’em police themselves. Bottom

line: Gregory didnÕt have the time or the inclination to baby-sit his subordinates. He was an avid

student of The One Minute Manager, a simplistic little tome, like LovecraftÕs Necronomicon,

conjured up to bedevil the contemporary business world.

That particular weekÕs travel followed the script without exception. Returning to his office

the following Monday, Gregory found not an official notice, but an official representative of the

SEC waiting in his outer office.

ÒIÕm sorry, Mr. Skapstow,Ó GregoryÕs assistant whispered. ÒShe got here at eight sharp. She

insisted on waiting for you.Ó

ÒOf course,Ó Gregory replied, not sparing Becky, his assistant, a glance. Instead, he looked

at the log that she had open on her desk.

ÒMs. Prentice?Ó This icy question was aimed at the Òauditor bitch.Ó Her frosted-blonde hair

was tied so tightly behind her head that Gregory wondered whether she walked around with a

perpetual migraine. That would explain the jaw-tightening grimace on her mug.

ÒMr. Skapstow,Ó the woman acknowledged. She stood up, but didnÕt approach Gregory,

who remained standing next to his assistantÕs desk.

ÒPlease come in,Ó he said, turning and going through the door that led to his office. Without

looking back, he marched to his desk, laid his briefcase upon it, and made a slow show of

removing his jacket and hanging it carefully in the closet. As he did so, he watched her walk

stiffly to the two guest chairs attentively pointed at his oversized mahogany desk. She took up a

position between them and watched GregoryÕs jacket maneuver.

ÒPlease,Ó he said, benevolent, suave. ÒHave a seat.Ó
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ÒMy business is brief,Ó she said. Her name was Elizabeth; heÕd seen it in the log. Gregory

wondered whether people called her Lizzy. ÒThat wonÕt be necessary.Ó She hadnÕt paused.

ÒWell, then,Ó Gregory said, taking a seat, stretching his arms out so that his French cuffs

would fall away from his wrists. ÒWhat can I do for you today?Ó

Elizabeth was a third-year intern at Middleton and Brock, the same company whose CEO he

had slighted at dinner. HeÕd seen that in the log as well, but he didnÕt know that Elizabeth had

risen like a shining star on the horizon of Middleton and Brock. SheÕd graduated at the top of her

class at Stanford, and those familiar with her thought that she was destined for greatness. This

was her first big assignment, and after reviewing the materials in detail, she had concluded that it

was a juicy one.

ÒOn the authority of SEC Chairman Holmsted, IÕm serving you with a thirty-day notice of

impending, independent audit of your internal financial ledgers,Ó she announced. As she spoke,

she opened a pocket in her leather briefcase. From it, she withdrew a thick envelope and placed it

on the desk in front of Gregory. ÒYouÕre required to sign an acknowledgement receipt,Ó she

concluded.

GregoryÕs face never flinched. He watched her delivery with a practiced eye. He was

beginning to realize that ÒLizzyÓ meant business.

ÒAnd if I refuse to sign?Ó he said, not bothering to hide a mocking tone.

ÒIÕm sure you know the process, Mr. Skapstow.Ó It was a test of wills, but to Elizabeth, it

seemed childish. ÒI file a deposition. The SEC lawyers do their thing. Meanwhile, the thirty-day

clock keeps ticking.Ó

ÒAnd why has the SEC sent an auditor to deliver the notification?Ó The way he slurred the

word, he might have said Òsewer mop.Ó
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ÒMiddleton and Brock has been awarded the audit, Mr. Skapstow. Of which, the first task is

to deliver the notification.Ó She held forward an open notebook. Inside was a form littered with

wherefores and herewiths. At the bottom was a thin, black line. Below that was typed GregoryÕs

full name and title.

It looked official enough.

ÒRelax, Ms. Prentice. IÕll sign the acknowledgment.Ó

Elizabeth stood still. She didnÕt even nod. The offensive, black-leather-clad notebook was

thrust forward like a samurai sword. After a second, Gregory stood up and reached across the

desk to take it from her hand. He scanned and signed, then gestured it toward her, making her

reach this time.

When she had the signed form, she flipped the notebook closed, then primly sheathed it in

her brief case. ÒGood day, Mr. Skapstow,Ó she said. She turned to leave.

ÒWho will be the lead auditor?Ó he asked. This time, he dropped the sarcasm. He knew a

few people over at Middleton and Brock. Maybe there would be someone he could intimidate.

ÒI donÕt have to tell you that,Ó she replied. ÒBut I suppose it doesnÕt make any difference.Ó

She turned back around so that she might meet his eyes squarely. ÒI will be leading the project,Ó

she said. For the first time, she smiled.

After sheÕd gone, Gregory cursed. ÒShit,Ó he muttered. But his day was just beginning.

ÒMr. Skapstow? ItÕs Mr. Allen again.Ó

Gregory didnÕt respond straightaway. He sat looking at the phone whence had come the

voice of his assistant. He raised his hands as if to spew a stream of curses, then lowered them in a

gesture of submission.

ÒPlease,Ó he said, picking up the receiver. ÒPut him through.Ó
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ÒMitch!Ó he said when the line opened. ÒWhat can I do for you?Ó

ÒSkapstow, what the fuck did you do?Ó AllenÕs voice was venomous. ÒI got a call from my

friend at the SEC this morning, first thing. He said that Mercurion has filed papers against

Lawrence Gudgeon.Ó

ÒHe stole confidential records, Mitch,Ó Gregory interrupted. ÒWe canÕt just let that go.

Besides, it means that the SEC canÕt use anything he might have brought forward.Ó

ÒWe had no official way to know that he brought anything forward. I only found out because

of my contact over there. He gave me that little bit of news as a favor, tried to give us a shot

across the bow. Now heÕs in a lot of trouble with his people. HeÕs a friend of mine, Skapstow.

IÕve known him for thirty years.Ó

Gregory was silent for an instant. He took a breath, thinking, What a lousy fucking day this

is turning out to be. Aloud he said, ÒIÕll have Legal withdraw the complaint.Ó

ÒYea-ah. You do that, immediately, and you bloody well better get with our financial

people. I want everything bobÕs-your-uncle clean and dressed like a dogÕs dinner by the time the

auditing team comes on site. You do that, and as far as this issue is concerned, you do only that.

Am I being clear? Do you have any questions, any concerns?Ó

ÒNo, sir,Ó Gregory snapped.

Click.

ÒShit,Ó Gregory said aloud. He sat in silence, indulging himself in frustration and anger, and

then he reached forward and tapped the intercom button on his phone.

ÒBecky?Ó he asked. ÒCould you come in here with my calendar? I need to make a few

adjustments.Ó

ÒYes, sir,Ó came the response. ÒIÕll be right in.Ó
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There were no more disasters that day. Gregory might have read the tea-leaves, though; he

might have postponed or even cancelled his meeting with the Swiss investors, but he didnÕt. He

had his assistant confirm the redeye flight that would put him in Zurich first thing Wednesday

morning.

He compartmentalized the impending audit with that smart-ass auditor and continued on. It

would be business as usual. The meeting in Zurich went off without a hitch. His CFO, Karen

Nathan, put on a dazzling presentation. With her stock-option package, she stood to make a

fortune too, and although she wasnÕt in on all of his finagling, she was smart enough to see that

he was doing something that was going to be good for everyone, everyone but the long-term

stockholders and employees, that is.

When the time was right, Karen planned to bail out of Mercurion, sell her options, and retire

to Key West, Maui, or who-the-hell cares where, as long as it had hard-bodied towel boys, tennis

instructors, or golf instructors.

Gregory and Karen didnÕt waste time in Zurich. After the meeting, they went straight back

to the airport and boarded a flight for Kennedy International.

Gregory was a bit foggy that Thursday. It seemed that no matter how many times he jumped

multiple time zones, he never grew accustomed to it. If he could have afforded the luxury, he

might have stayed home, with Amanda. He could have used the rest and recreation, but he had a

full calendar. Fortunately, heÕd had the return flight with his CFO, so they had been able to

discuss the imminent audit.

A call from Eileen, his whining first wife, came through just after his lunch meeting.

ÒShe says that itÕs urgent,Ó his assistant reported. ÒDo you want me to tell her that youÕre

tied up?Ó
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ÒNo, no. Put her through.Ó

He heard the transfer, so he knew that his first wife was holding, waiting for him to come on

the line. But for some unknown reason, he didnÕt say anything right away. He just listenedÑwith

no small amount of disgustÑto her faint, hitchy-wheezy breath.

ÒWhat is it this time, Eileen?Ó he asked at last.

ÒOh, Greggy. I didnÕt hear you come on.Ó

ÒWhat is it, Eileen?Ó

ÒDonÕt get persnickety,Ó she said. God! How he hated that expression. Especially the way

she said it. ÒItÕs your son, Charles. He called last night.Ó

Something in her voice was off, wrong. He couldnÕt put his finger on it, but he didnÕt like

that sound.

ÒWhatÕs wrong?Ó he asked, trying to believe that it was something stupid, like maybe

Charles was being evicted, or maybe heÕd been arrested for public idiocy, which might be

possible, even in San Fran.

ÒHe wanted me to tell you, said he couldnÕt tell you himself.Ó There was that hitch again,

and she sounded a little hoarse, as if sheÕd been crying.

This wasnÕt good. Something told Gregory that this was serious.

ÒEileen, just tell me. WhatÕs happened?Ó

 ÒHe says heÕs got pancreatic cancer, an aggressive strain or whatever you call it,Ó she

blurted. ÒHe says he waited too long, wanted, hoped it wasnÕt that, hoped it was just the flu or

something. Maybe heÕs known for a while. I donÕt know. It didnÕt all make sense. He says itÕs

terminal. HeÕs got a few months, maybe a year at most.Ó



Fairfield
K. Karl Leavitt

Page 9

ÒWhat? That canÕt be right. They have drugs. WeÕll get him on the drugs. Are you sure

thatÕs what he said? God! That canÕt be right.Ó

ÒNo, no. I donÕt know. You talk to him, Greggy. He called last night. It was late. IÕm not

sure what he said.Ó

ÒYou tell him to call me. Get him on the phone right now. IÕll wait for his call.Ó

ÒHe wonÕt call you. You know that! Not after what you said to him at the studio. ThatÕs why

he wanted me to tell you. He canÕt talk to you, Greggy. He thinks you hate him. That youÕre

ashamed of him.Ó

ÒHow could I be ashamed of my own son?Ó Gregory said, but even to himself, it sounded

flat.

ÒYouÕve got to call him. HeÕs your son, and he needs you.Ó

ÒOkay, Eileen. IÕll call him.Ó Could this really be happening? It all felt so unreal. He shook

his head and thought, Damn jetlag. I’m not thinking straight.

He hung up. Although Gregory had his sonÕs telephone number somewhere, he didnÕt look

for it. He just sat there, staring at the phone, and at the clock, and at the awards heÕd won. On the

edge of his desk was a picture of Charles, a five-by-seven of his graduation. There was also one

of Ursula, likewise at her graduation. Between them stood an eight-by-ten glamour shot of

Amanda, his second wife, showing a professional make-up job, a sparkling diamond necklace,

and the type of burgeoning dŽcolletage that only an expensive augmentation can provide. Out the

window was a panoramic view of the city, which stretched out before and below him. In it,

people scurried, people laughed, and people cried. As he looked out at the scene, tears ran down

his cheeks, but he didnÕt cry. He didnÕt even know why his eyes should leak that way. He
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thought that maybe he was having some kind of episode. His heart was cold, dead, silent. He

didnÕt feel sad and didnÕt really feel anything at all.

It wasnÕt like his grandfatherÕs funeral, although his eyes had leaked just that same way back

then.

There heÕd stood in his little, dark suit, bought just for the occasion, if one could, in good

conscience, call it an occasion. Certainly some folks there found it an event to celebrated. His

grandfather had been well-liked throughout the area. Folks came from far and near and seemed

to take joy in their meeting. People told stories about his grandfather, and they laughed. They

laughed.

Gregory hadnÕt laughed, but neither had he cried, not really. There were just those leaking,

leaking eyes as he stood at the grave, during the service and after the service. Leaking, leaking,

he couldnÕt make the leaking stop. His father had taken him aside and said, ÒYouÕre getting your

suit all wet.Ó Gregory remembered it as if it were happening all over again. His father had smiled

at him, had tried to get him to stop, but Gregory had known it even then: his father felt awkward

and just didnÕt know what to say.

Gregory had gone through the rest of the school year in a daze. When summer came, he had

sat around the house, watching television or looking out the window. Finally, that day, the day

that he found The House, his mother had kindly, but firmly, kicked him out. ÒGo play with your

friends,Ó sheÕd said, and she had escorted him out the door into a warm summer day.

ÒHey, Skapstow,Ó some of the neighborhood kids had yelled. ÒWhatÕs the difference

between a Polack and a shine?Ó He never knew what they meant, but since the funeral, heÕd lost

his tolerance for childish taunts and jeers. They werenÕt calling him a PolackÑthey were calling

his father and his grandfather Polacks, and for that, he hated Õem.
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Off through the woods heÕd gone that day, off on his own. And heÕd found The House.

The day after that, his mother didnÕt have to kick him out to Òplay with his friends.Ó HeÕd

gotten up early, and with a couple of apples in his pocket, heÕd left quite eagerly.

HeÕd chickened out the day before; heÕd known that, but he was going to make amends. No

matter what, that day, he was going to go inside.

Through the little patch of forest he went and on into the old pasture. There, about a dozen

kids had assembled. They had a kite, but to Gregory, it looked pretty beat up. They would

probably never get it to ride the wind.

ÒHey Crapstow,Ó the biggest of Õem yelled. ÒWhat do ya call a Polack goldmine? A

lumberyard! Ha-ha-ha!Ó More than likely, that kid had no idea what he was saying. Probably just

something heÕd overheard, maybe on television.

Gregory had run up to that kid. Either Gregory hadnÕt known the kidÕs name, or maybe it

just didnÕt come back with the memory. Either way, he knocked that big kid down and sat on his

chest, pounding away at his face with little balled-up fists. When GregoryÕs hands rose bloody,

Gregory got up and walked away without saying a word, but that had been the birth of his

driving willpower, that bittersweet, dark and deep pool from which he had taken strength, that

day and nearly every day since.

On through the woods heÕd walked, not crying, not feeling victorious, just determined to

find that house once more and to go inside. When he found it, he stood looking at it for a long

time. Through one of the windows, he caught clear sight of the sheers moving, perhaps by some

breeze inside the house or perhaps by someone moving them aside to see better.

Without thinking about it, Gregory ignored the front door. It was locked. He just knew it.

Instead, he walked back around to the little porch and the back door.
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He stood in front of it for a moment. Then, without ceremony or even really thinking about

it, he unlatched it and pushed it open.

He found himself inside a small mudroom. The wall on one side had wooden pegs for

hanging coats. Or them old-style cloaks, Gregory thought. That would be more likely, given the

looks of the place.

There was a huge cast-iron wood stove along the interior wall. Everything was dusty, but he

could tell that it had shiny-mirror trim. From its top came a pipe going up and bending back into

the wall. Must be the chimney, he thought. Along the wall to his right, looking out over the porch

and what had once been the backyard, were windows, odd, thick-paned things, and the glass was

warped a little. The curtains hung in tatters, blowing gently to an imperceptible movement in the

air. Underneath the windows, in the middle, was a huge double sink of white porcelain and iron.

There was a spigot with a hand pump. Gregory thought about pumping it, just to see if any nasty,

rusty water would come out.

When he took a few steps toward the sink, the floor creaked ominously. In the middle of the

room was a heavy round table. Dust lay upon it in a thick blanket. Dust also covered the four

ladder-backed chairs that sat pressed tightly against the table. Gregory looked at it for a moment,

wondering whether there was a tablecloth underneath all that dust and what it might look like.

He imagined that it was finely woven, maybe with intricate macramŽ at the corners.

In the middle of the table was a vase. The flowers displayed there had long since rotted

away and become one with the blanket of dust on the surface beneath.

Mounted on the wall, on either side of the great wood stove, were oil lamps. They too were

covered with dust, and Gregory couldnÕt tell whether any oil remained, but somehow, he knew
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that the bases and chimneys were made of fine lead crystal. He wondered whether they had

burned whale oil like from those sailors in Moby Dick.

Past the table, along the farthest wall, were shelves. Again, the dust was so thick that it was

hard for anyone to recognize things for sure, but Gregory did. There were plates there, gold-

trimmed plates, he could tell, and there was a big, heavy tea service of solid silver and other

things too.

It was wonderful, astounding. His eyes grew big as he tried to take in every detail. No one

would ever believe him. Not that he intended to tell anyone. The House was a secret, a secret

heÕd always keep.

Every time he took a step, the floor creaked and complained. He took a step closer to the

shelves. He wanted to touch the things there and brush away the dust to see the precious metal

that he knew was underneath. The floor creaked as he stepped. From deep inside the house came

another matching creak. The hairs prickled on his neck and his forearms, and he froze in place.

For a moment, he could barely breathe. He listened with every fiber of his being, attentive to

even the slightest noise coming from the old, still-settling house. After a long silence and no

more disembodied creaks, his heart stopped pounding. ÒOld house,Ó he thought, but that didnÕt

stop him from turning on his heels and making for the door.

ÒSir!Ó It was Becky, but her voice didnÕt have that transmitted phone sound.

He sat with his face turned to the window and the city, to those busy, scurrying people. He

spun around to find his assistant standing on the other side of his desk. Dropping his eyes, he

noticed that it was quarter after two.

ÒSir,Ó she said again. ÒAre you all right?Ó
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He caught her eyes and followed them with his hand. It came away from his cheek wet. His

eyes had been leaking again.

ÒIÕm fine,Ó he said. ÒAllergies. Forgot my pills. What do you want?Ó

ÒYou were supposed to call into the financial review conference at two oÕclock. TheyÕre all

waiting for you.Ó

ÒOf course,Ó he said, but his voice sounded hollow.

ÒDo you need your notes? I still have your handwritten ones.Ó

ÒYes, Becky. That would be helpful.Ó He attempted a smile, but judging from her reaction, it

wasnÕt very convincing.

She spun on her heel and rushed out to retrieve the papers. In the time she was gone, he

wondered whether perhaps he was losing his mind. It’s the jetlag, he concluded. When she

returned, he dug into the text, trying to remember what he had wanted to accomplish, how he had

wanted the meeting to go. All thoughts of Charles, GregoryÕs son, were gone from his mind.

With his scrawled notes in front of him, he dialed into the conference call.


