Good Business


Love is a lot like tennis: Game, Set, Match.


Ben was into scoring points, keeping an invisible ledger in his mind, adding to the score by flicking his finger in the air after each accomplishment.


"Nice pun." Flick.


"Great idea." Flick.


"Who's that gorgeous girl you were with last night?" Flick.


And he was winning. Of course, he didn't know what defeat looked like. That made it more difficult to balance the scales. So why bother?


Cammie was his boss' personal secretary. Old-timers said that profits went up twenty percent when she started to work in the office. Jealous executives said Ben's boss didn't make a move without her approval. Dissatisfied customers had to get through her to talk to the boss about their complaint. By the time Cammie finished with them, they not only forgot the complaint, but usually placed another order.


Come to think of it, that twenty percent figure probably wasn't too far off.


Now, Ben was no slouch when it came to sales. When business was slow, he would call small businesses that weren't considered prime consumers. He chipped away at the commercial ennui that came with each slow season. He defended even the worst paying companies, fighting with the credit manager whenever he tried to block a sale.


Ben had a gift. He told bad jokes to good customers and good jokes to bad customers. He asked advice from the old-timers who were only too glad to give him a sale in exchange for a ten-minute spiel on the '30s, '40s or '50s. He congratulated buyers who had found a better price.


"Hey," he'd tell them, "If you save money on purchasing, you make more money in sales. I'm happy for you."


If a competitor carried something his company did not, he'd refer his clients to the other company, sometimes calling ahead to let them know a call was coming. And he never lied, even if it meant looking bad.


Flick. Flick. Flick.


I hate to admit it, but I kind of liked him myself.


Flick.


Cammie's mother was full-blooded Cherokee and her father was Irish. They joked about their daughter's varying moods. Happy, she was Cherish; sad – Irkee. Cammie resented the kidding. Especially now that she was twenty-three years old, married for two years, and successful at her job.


During his first three months with the company, Ben didn't know that Cammie was married. There was always a birthday which called for a two-hour lunch at the corner tavern. The festivities, delayed by the late afternoon work load, would continue at five o'clock, usually finishing when the bar closed at midnight.


Pictures were taken of Cammie sitting on any number of congenial laps, kissing any number of congenial lips, exposing any congenial parts of her ever so congenial body. Cammie's Irish genes had smoothed out the rough cut Cherokee features from her mother's side. She was, in an insufficient word, beautiful. Alive. Vivacious. Sensual.


Ben only discovered Cammie's state of matrimony when it was spread around the office that she was getting a divorce. Now, Cammie only discovered the office policy on divorce when she confided in her boss. He told her straight out that she needed to watch her step, not involve the company in any way, even if it meant quitting. The company had been embarrassed by the wife of another employee. The estranged wife accused the president and majority stockholder of falsifying her husband's pay records to reduce the amount of alimony. The husband, once an important branch manager, had been cubby-holed in a position of little importance ever since.


"What does that have to do with me?" Cammie asked, not considering her position as important as that of branch manager.


"Just remember what I told you," the boss said severely. "I would hate to lose you, but – "


Later, she asked Ben what he thought the boss meant.


"You wanted to get into sales, didn't you?" Ben asked.


"Yes," she replied.


"Your boss has always blocked your transfer, always a new excuse every time you asked, right?"


"Yes, so what?" 


"Well," Ben shook his head sadly. "Now he has you for keeps."


The idea of being had for keeps made Cammie shudder. Hadn't she divorced her husband because he wanted her for keeps, a personal chattel, a punching bag for his ineptness? Now it appeared that by sealing off one relationship, she'd managed to trap herself in another one.


Ben could recognize other people's defeats, and it distressed him. The distress took the form of a logical equation: If human beings are fallible, and he was human, then he was fallible. His only defense was rationalization, something he could do with the best of them. Everything that appeared to be a defeat, or simply bordered on defeat, could be put in such terms as to appear to be—in reality—a victory.


Ben's best customer and greatest commercial victory, was the buyer for a large Southern chain, which before his arrival, had purchased an average of six thousand dollars worth of goods a year. Now, with Ben handling the account for six months, the same company had already purchased a quarter-million dollars from him. 


Herb and Ben had never met, but they talked everyday on the telephone, often to maintain their respective sanities on particularly bad workdays. They had become friends and business was just a mutually profitable aside.


But they were finally going to meet. Herb was driving in to attend a baseball game with Ben. Though, as Ben waited on the front porch of his house, they would probably miss the opening pitch as Herb was late. In fact, the game had already started when Herb's car came screeching to a halt at the curb. Herb jumped out cursing.


"Damn! You won't believe what happened. First, it rained like hell, couldn't see where I was going. Then my hood blew off on the expressway. I've got it tied down with rope. Then a cop gives me a ticket for going seven miles over the speed limit." He grabbed Ben's hand and smiled. "How can you stand living in the city?"


Ben looked at Herb for the first time. His telephone friend was tall, good-looking, and had a somewhat athletic build. 


"I don't know, Herb," he answered. "I never thought about it."


"Can we still make it to the game?"


"Well, we probably should just watch it at a bar."


"Right," said Herb. And the decision made, he reached into the back of his car and pulled out a pair of old Levis. He stripped out of his pants, right in the middle of the sidewalk, wearing no underwear, and proceeded to slip the levis over his exposed flesh.


"Uh, Herb?" asked Ben slowly. "How big a town did you say you lived in?"


"Pretty big," said Herb pulling up his zipper. "'Bout fifteen hundred, all told."


Ben shook his head. What else was there to do?


The bar was a small, cozy establishment located in the middle of an Irish Catholic neighborhood. After the beers came, Herb leaned back on his bar stool.


"Goddamnit, Ben, it's good to finally meet you."


"Same here, Herb."


"Oh," said Herb coming upright on his stool. "I heard a great joke, ready?"


Their relationship was primarily based on the quality of the humor. For a quarter-million dollars a year, Ben was prepared for anything. Well, almost anything.


"Christ was up on the cross, see?" Herb started, causing several patrons to stop their own conversations and lean closer. "And Peter, you know, the disciple? Well, he's out in the crowd."


A number of beefy construction workers wrapped their rosaries around the knuckles and prepared to stand. Ben cleared his throat, but Herb just carried on without a care in the world.


"Well, Peter hears Christ calling out to him, 'Peter! Peter!' and Peter says to himself, 'My master needs me.'"


The shuffling of feet grew louder than a Merrill Lynch commercial of stampeding bulls, as most of the bar patrons closed in for the kill. 


"So, Peter gets rebuffed for a third time, bleeding, lying on the ground, barely conscious. Christ calls out again, 'Peter! Peter!' and Peter staggers to his feet, breaks through the line of guards, falls to the ground at his master's feet and says, 'Yes, Master. I'm here. What is it?"


Ben could hear someone calling long distance to the Vatican and the bartender reached under the counter for his billy club just as Herb reached the punch line.


"Jesus says, 'Peter, I can see your house from here!" Herb slapped his thigh. "Ha! Ain't that a kicker?"


The moment of heresy passed, a miracle occurred. The Irish revolt faltered, its members convulsed with laughter. Ben looked at Herb with new respect. Anyone who could tell a Christ-on-the-cross joke in an Irish Catholic bar was a very special person indeed.


"Herb, why don't you spend the week-end? You can sleep on the couch and we'll party right on through."


When Ben came into the living room the next morning, Herb was sleeping soundly – though not soundlessly – upright on the sofa. Ben's cat, Cornflake was sleeping, precariously perched on Herb's chest, his tail waving in the breeze from Herb's slumbering breath.


Cammie met Herb on his third trip to the big city. Herb complained that none of the women in his town liked to party and she commiserated, telling him that the only men who liked to party in the big city were either gay or married – which meant the same thing to her. 


Cammie's divorce came through in September and she asked the boss about being transferred to Sales.


"There's no opening in Sales, right now," he told her.


"That's a crock," Cammie spat indignantly. "I do more selling that half of those bums."


"It's too busy to break in a new girl right now," he countered.


"I can still handle your things until the slow season," she shot back. "Just give me a sales number of my own."


"Can't do it," he said, lighting his pipe. "The Home Office would have to look at your personnel record."


"What's the matter with that?" Cammie cried. "Is the fact that I'm divorced entered in red ink?"


"Sorry," he said puffingly. "It just can't be done now. Give me a year, then we'll see."


Cammie stormed out of the office. That night, her parents smiled at each other. Their daughter was Irkee. Irkee, but cute.


Ben listened three days later as Cammie explained that another company had offered her a sales job in Herb's town. She was considering taking it, but what did Ben think about it.


"Can you afford your own place?"


"Herb offered to let me stay with him for awhile."


"How do you feel about it?"


"Staying with Herb? Fine. I like it fine."


After promising not to tell anyone else in the office, Ben called Herb.


"You know, she's just finished her divorce. You'll have to go easy with her for a while," Ben warned his friend.


"I know, Ben. But I love her. From the first time I saw her, I guess. I've never met anyone like her."


"Okay, Herb," Ben sighed. "I'm glad."


"So am I," said Herb, who sounded gladder than Ben did.


So, Cammie gave her notice. Ben helped her and Herb move her things into Herb's place. They looked so happy together, as if they both had discovered something neither had ever expected. 


Flick. A victory for true love.


One week after her departure, the boss called Ben into his office. Ben had been expecting the discussion.


"Listen, you son of a bitch," the boss started. "I don't care if you send your customers cameras, ballpoint pens, weekend trips––but you just don't send them the boss' personal secretary."


"But–– " Ben stuttered, pretending he was caught off-guard.


"No, I won't have it," said the boss, cutting him short. "Now, get the hell out of here and make me plenty of money."


It wasn't easy, but Ben eventually turned the situation into a victory. Especially when Herb did a quarter million worth the next month alone.


Flick.


One Saturday morning, Herb showed up in the big city, unannounced.


"Herb!" laughed Ben as he hugged his bedraggled friend. "What are you doing here? Where's Cammie?"


"She left me."


"What?"


"Gone."


"I thought you two bought a house together?" Ben was stunned.


"We did. That's not important."


"Why, Herb?" Ben's mind was unable to catch a gear. "Did she say why she was leaving?"


"Ben, we partied for seventy-two days straight. The town didn't know what hit it. Booze, marijuana, pills – you name it, we did it – but I couldn't keep up. I just couldn't keep up."


And Herb broke down. His grief was there for everyone on the street to see and measure. Ben held his sobbing friend in his arms.


"I loved her," Herb choked out.


"Cammie loved you, too."


"Not anymore," he whimpered, and Ben heard the referee shout 'Game!'


"There'll be someone else, Herb."


"But not like her." Ben couldn't disagree as the ref shouted, 'Set!' inside his head.


"I want to die," Herb moaned.


"Shhh," whispered Ben, who didn't want to hear the ref's last call on the situation.


"I quit my job!" Wailed Herb.


"Fuck the job," cried Ben impatiently.


"But without me, the company won't buy from you anymore. They hate your company."


Ben looked at his friend, pushing his shoulders back so Herb would have to look at him. "Fuck the job. Fuck both companies."


"But you're so good at it." Herb looked at him with amazement.


"Aw, I was getting tired of working for that bastard anyway. Besides, it won't be any fun without you to sell to anyway."


Herb straightened and looked deeply into his big city friend's face. "You're kidding me, aren't you?"


"Nope." 


"But, Cammie told me you were going to be a vice-president in six years, the way you were going."


"Couldn't stand it." Ben stopped polishing the brass name stand he had planned to put on his desk the day he made V-P.


"But, what the hell are you going to do now?"


"What are you going to do, Herb?" asked Ben, hoping to buy some time.


"Anything – something different." Herb allowed Ben to put his arm around his shoulder and walk toward the steps. "It was all wrapped up with her." Then he stopped. "Listen, you don't have to do this for me –"


"Don't worry, it's for me."


"So, what'll you do?"


"I don't know," said Ben, wondering himself. "Maybe I'll write a book."


"What could you write a book about?" asked Herb, the old life coming back into his voice.


"I don't know," mused Ben. "Maybe I'll write about the damage bad business does to good people. Or the damage bad people do to good business."


"Will you put me in your book?" asked Herb with a squeak.


"Why, do you think your situation is interesting?"


"It was to me," said Herb hitching up his jeans.


"For you," said Ben with a laugh, "I'll try to work it in."


Suddenly, Herb laughed. It blew out of him like a wind carrying away the painful acid rain of moments before. Ben thought he could almost see rainbows in Herb's eyes.


Flick.


It was the closest Ben ever came to losing a match point. And he even tried writing the book. One publisher almost bought it, on the condition that Ben take out the part about the purchasing agent and the secretary.


And put in a chase scene. And include something about the Middle East. And instead of a business setting, make it about politics. And the hero? Perhaps the hero could be something like a tennis pro. They could call it:


Game. Set. Match.

