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Prologue
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It was almost midnight when Josh nearly tripped over his wife Amy’s suitcase when he bolted down the steps to open the front door for the courier. He took the package and headed back up the stairs where Amy awaited him, hands on hips, her eyes ablaze with anger, and her jaw set, spoiling for a fight.

			“You left the goddamn thing at the top of the steps,” he snarled at Amy. “I could have killed myself.”

			“Thank God you survived, Josh,” she muttered sarcastically. “And don’t think for one minute you can wriggle your way out of another broken promise! I’ve had it with your foul moods and complete disregard for me and what matters to me.”

			Josh looked skyward, shook his head, and with the patience of a parent explaining something to a toddler, he slowly uttered, “Right now, Amy, politics is last on MY list of priorities, and you know it. I couldn’t give a rat’s ass about the inauguration.”

			“Not so fast, mister,” she put her hands on the banister and glared at Josh. “On election night, you said, and I quote, ‘I will go to D.C. with you on January 20.’ You know how hard I worked for Obama. The inauguration, the ball, the celebration. I begged you to join me there. You said yes, but then you reneged on that promise. Couldn’t ‘waste’ a couple of days in Washington. Mr. Big Shot was off solving business problems in Los Angeles and wouldn’t even watch it!”

			Josh mustered all his patience and replied, “Amy, you’re deliberately understating the situation. I am battling a firestorm in L.A., U.S. Customs is threatening to close us down, and we’re trying to settle several sexual harassment complaints at Snake River Sportswear before Gloria Allred digs her claws in. Is the urgency of that situation in L.A. so hard to understand?”

			“Do not patronize me. I will not stand for it. And how many conveniently timed emergencies has Mr. Fire Fighter had to respond to since you took that job with Missouri Atlantic Group?”

			“That is my job, the one you encouraged me to take. Ed Gottlieb needed a warrior. And I’m that guy.”

			“Well, I need a husband who gives a shit about me. And you ain’t that guy!”

			Amy wheeled and strode down the hall to the guest bedroom, leaving Josh speechless.

			She called out, “Don’t forget you’re driving me to the chartered bus tomorrow at 9 a.m. unless another fire flares up.”

			She then slammed the door to the guest bedroom shut.

			Not for the first time would Josh spend a sleepless night alone in their king-sized bed. And not for the first time would he try to figure out if there was any way to get their marriage back on track. 
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			Inauguration of President Barack Obama, 2009

			The Feldman Family

			





Joshua Feldman
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			After digging through the contents of the accordion folder the courier had delivered, Josh called Roger Morton, his administrative assistant, who was based at Missouri Atlantic Group (MAG) headquarters in New York.

			“Sorry it’s so late. Got the material you sent me. I’ve booked you on a 7 a.m. AA flight from LaGuardia to St. Louis. From here, we’re going to Los Angeles on the 11 a.m. plane to clean up the mess at Snake River Sportwear. We need to come up with a strategy.”

			“I figured. Packed and ready to go.”

			Josh had dropped Amy off at 8:30 a.m. at the parking lot where the chartered bus destined for Barack Obama’s inauguration was filling up. Amy sat stony-faced and rigid in the car. Josh focused, or pretended to focus, on driving. Each nursed their own grievance. 

			Amy was still seething over Josh’s broken promises and business priorities. His constant dismissiveness of her achievements and ambitions. He wasn’t the Josh she married.

			Josh resented Amy’s pie-in-the-sky devotion to all things political. Even more galling was her complete about-face concerning his career. She had begged him to get back in the game after a period of lassitude following the sale of the family business, which brought them untold riches. “Okay,” he grumbled silently to himself. “You wanted me back in the game, and you got what you wanted! Deal with it.” 

			Not a word was uttered on their drive to the bus. Neither expected nor uttered an apology for last night’s brawl. Just one more battle in what was becoming an endless war.

			When he pulled to a stop, she wordlessly pulled her luggage from the back seat and huffed her way to the chartered bus, which was emblazoned with banners identifying it as the “Hope and Change Express.” She was greeted by the joyous, raucous, placard-carrying crowd of Obama supporters.

			Josh watched the scene and grimaced. He pounded the steering wheel. “Hope and Change” summed up the existential predicament that faced them. Hope that their marriage could survive the changes that had transformed their once warm relationship. After the business sale, Amy abruptly resigned from her partnership in a top-tier law firm and committed herself to community engagement, political activism, and societal change. Josh had abandoned his ‘gentle’ side and unleashed his ‘dark side,’ as Amy now savagely described it in the aftermath of his father Max’s betrayal. He had become mega-retailer MAG Corporation’s vice-president of strategy, a fancy title for his role as Mr. Fix-it. The trouble at SRS was just the latest example of the knotty problems he had to solve, no matter what it took.

			As Josh and Amy’s paths diverged, they drifted further and further apart, no longer the intimate lovers who married twenty-five years ago.

			He shook his head, clearing it of his marriage problems, sped to the airport, found a seat in the Admiral’s Club lounge, and made a dozen calls to lawyers, accountants, and import experts. His final call was to his boss, Ed Gottlieb, chairman, CEO, and president of MAG. Josh outlined the two dilemmas facing SRS.

			“Touchy issues, Josh. I guess the two guys who played dickey the stick with the babes in the office will have to go.” 

			“Agree. MAG will pay a high price for their mischief. I’ll try and keep the damage to a minimum.”

			As Josh strode down the concourse to meet Roger Morton, he thought about Ed Gottlieb. Old school retailer and still friends with Josh’s dad, Max, despite all the drama. Ed needed a bad cop, and Josh fit the bill. He and Ed worked well together, but how long would it last? The internet and the Great Recession had turned the retail world upside down. Ed was willing to give Josh the leeway to make some much-needed course corrections, but did he have the guts or the will to make the wholesale changes required by the new retail paradigm? Josh would need the answer soon.

			Roger Morton was seated near the boarding gate, and Josh smiled, shook his hand, and put his left arm around his shoulder. Years ago, the two had begun working together for Fratelli Massimo, the shoe chain Max Feldman had founded, operated, and sold. 

			“We’ve got a four-hour flight to put together a game plan, Roger. Let’s get to it.”

			When they took their seats in the first-class cabin, Josh gave one final thought to his problems on the home front. I’ll work on it later, he concluded; it’s time to prepare for Snake River Sportswear. 

			





Amy Feldman
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			It was non-stop pandemonium on the twenty-hour bus ride from St. Louis to Washington. Amy Feldman and her like-minded companions sang songs, shouted, and pounded the windows as the bus was passed by cars honking their horns, signaling their support for the Hope and Change Express. It was as if America had woken up after the nightmarish eight years of the George Bush administration. 

			This day was hard-earned. Amy had signed on to the Obama campaign early, back when Hillary Clinton was the heavily favored candidate. While she had no problem with Hillary, she was awestruck by the junior senator from neighboring Illinois. 

			She was convinced he would be a transformative president. Her husband, Josh, was not so convinced. He was stubbornly apolitical. 

			‘Apolitical’ doesn’t quite do justice to Josh’s state of mind, Amy concluded. Disinterest was the mot juste. Disinterest in politics, certainly, but disinterest in her specifically. She was still seething over his behavior at the Federation awards banquet.

			She folded her arms over her chest and shook her head. Their relationship had gone from a loving partnership to that of abstinent dormitory roommates who sometimes dined together. Each going their own way, each with their own priorities, both tiptoeing around potentially contentious topics. Until Amy had had enough! 

			There was a new dawn in America, and Amy was going to take advantage of it with all her energy, whether Josh was along for the ride or not.

			She unfolded her arms, took a deep breath, and allowed herself to soak in the vibes on the bus.

			And what a ride to Washington it was!

			She had worked with and knew many of the passengers and was ready to sit next to one of her fellow board members from Planned Parenthood when Betty Stern scooted over next to the window, patted the adjacent aisle seat, and invited her to sit next to her, which Amy promptly did.

			“Join me for a bit, Amy. I’d love to talk to you.” Betty was in her seventies, silver-haired, with a remarkable figure, and quite tall. She was impeccably dressed, as always. Her face exuded a perpetually optimistic mien. Her sparkling blue eyes and her usual smile invited confidences. She was the doyenne of Jewish liberalism in 
St. Louis and had preceded Amy as president of the NCJW when she retired after serving many terms.

			“Amy, I can’t tell you how often I urged your late mother-in-law, Maddy, to succeed me, but she demurred; she believed in the cause but didn’t want to support it publicly. It seems that Max didn’t want Fratelli Massimo involved in politics. It would be bad for business.” She paused, took Amy’s hand, and, with genuine sorrow, continued, “I miss that great lady.” And then she brightened, “But I don’t miss her husband!”

			They both laughed and, almost in unison, said, “Good riddance!” And laughed again.

			“Amy, have you thought about what the NCJW wants to accomplish in Washington?”

			“Of course, Betty,” Amy reached into her bag and retrieved a legal pad. “I’ve made a to-do list of legislative priorities for the NCJW. Have a look and tell me what you think.”

			Betty took the long list and gave Amy an approving look and smile. “Ambitious, Amy, but needs to be cleared with national. It’s a great start. We aren’t going to get everything, so let’s prioritize.”

			The two worked on the list for an hour.

			St. Louis Planned Parenthood’s leaders were sitting behind them. They sneaked a peek at the prioritized list and whooped in approval at priority number one: guaranteeing a woman’s right to choose. Nobody in the surrounding seats took exception to that priority.

			Friendly squabbles broke out over other priorities, including universal health care, equal pay for women, tax breaks for childcare, etc. They were like kids bounding downstairs to a Christmas tree surrounded by large and small gifts. Which should they open first?

			When the merriment faded, Betty put on a serious face and turned to Amy, “You realize it’s going to be a tough slog in D.C., even with control of Congress and the White House. Our friendly bus squabbles are just a preview of what will happen in Washington.”

			“Oh, don’t spoil the moment by being realistic, Betty,” Amy gently chided.

			“I suppose you’re right, Amy, but I wanted to share some thoughts with you before the Capital chaos. There’s something you should know.”

			Amy cocked her head and furrowed her eyebrows. Betty was the soul of discretion and kept her own counsel. Amy couldn’t imagine what she was going to say. 

			“When the NCJW’s nominating committee met to select my successor, there were a number of suitable candidates,” she paused and took a breath. “But you won the day when your friend Jenn Katzenberg said, ‘If there’s one person I know who knows how to get things done and done right, it’s Amy Feldman. Whether it’s leading the volunteers at the Jewish Food Bank, representing some needy person in court, or throwing a fund-raising bash, it’s Amy Feldman’.”

			Betty nodded her head slightly and continued, “I’m not sure that’s word-for-word, but it’s close. And you deserve to know.”

			Amy sat back in her seat. This was news to her. She and Jenn were very close, had known each other since college days, and 
frequently lunched together, but Jenn had never said a word about the nominating committee meeting.

			“Betty, why are you telling me this?”

			“Two reasons. I knew of your work at Hitchcock and Hamilton and in the community, but I was unsure if you should become president of the NCJW. Here’s a wealthy… if I may say that… effective, assertive professional woman who is used to getting what she wants. But could she lead a not-for-profit filled with independent, deeply committed, strongly opinionated, and vocal advocates for social justice?”

			She took a second and continued, “I was almost overwhelmed with the challenge myself. My dear late husband, Henry, used to mutter, “It’s like herding cats.”

			“But Amy, dear, to my great delight, you’ve proved to me that you could.”

			Amy was pleased. More than pleased. Flattered. Blown away. Her achievements and accolades at Hitchcock and Hamilton could not compare to the compliment Betty Stern had paid her. Amy was speechless, and she fought off tears.

			“And here’s the second reason I confided in you,” Betty took Amy’s hands in hers. “You, my dear, have what it takes to make things happen. Not just in St. Louis but also in D.C. As your friend Jenn Katzenberg said, ‘You know how to get things done and done right!’”

			Amy began to speak… 

			“Please, allow me to finish, Amy. Your term as president expires in March. Please give some thought to fighting for justice in the nation’s capital. Focus your talent and energy on where it can make the most meaningful difference.”

			Amy reached over and hugged the older woman, who returned the embrace. She could no longer fight off the tears. Betty’s confidence in her, which contrasted with Josh’s negativism and indifference, was like manna from heaven. 

			Yes, she thought to herself, the answer was in D.C. The question was, ‘What would free Amy from a moribund marriage and the burden of trying to live up to her goddess-like late mother-in-law, Maddy, whom Josh continued to worship?’

			As the bus merged onto the Baltimore-Washington Beltway, the cohort became even more energized and raucous, with some cursing the outgoing Bush administration and most marveling at the transformation that was about to take place in Washington. A Democrat in the White House, a large Democratic majority in the House, and a supermajority in the Senate. Nothing could stop them, or Amy Feldman.

			





Allison Feldman
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It was 8:30 a.m. in Chicago, and Allison Feldman was in a hurry.

			She was on assignment for the Chicago Tribune, where she had landed a prized internship while studying at Northwestern’s Medill School of Journalism.

			Some stupid pile-up on Lake Shore Drive. Boring! Yet she had to file a story by 10:30 a.m. More importantly, she had to get somewhere to watch the inauguration, which began shortly thereafter. She was not going to miss it!

			Her new but badly wounded Prius (crumpled fenders, broken taillight, and cracked windshield) wove through the streets adjacent to Lake Shore Drive. She knew trying to go directly to the scene of the accident was a non-starter. Sheridan Road was a better alternative, but it, too, was a disaster, given the accident on LSD.

			She screeched to a halt and found a parking space in a loading zone. Please, please, don’t tow me! I’ll pay the silly ticket. What if I’m hemmed in later? Can’t think about it now. Just get to the scene. She could see flashing red lights a couple of blocks east of where she parked.

			She struggled to put on her REI backpack, which held her laptop, cell phone, and LIFE! She rushed to the scene, half running, half power walking. Thankfully, she was in shape. 

			Finally, finally, she was there.

			What a mess. Emergency vehicles, fire trucks, mangled metal, ’copters overhead. And WGN-TV already there. A striking blonde with a Herno puffer and a horsey Gucci scarf was talking into a microphone with cameras whirring. Okay, Allison, the who, the what, the when, the where, and the why. 

			She scribbled as fast as she could. Cornered a cop who grudgingly told her the details. “What we know so far, Miss.” Ms. Herno had nabbed the fire captain, who seemed all too anxious to be on the noon news. Allison used her phone to take pictures of the pile-up, hoped she had enough info, and dashed back to her Prius, or where her Prius had been parked.

			“The fuckers towed it already!” she wailed. It was almost 9:30. Some guys were sitting on the loading dock, enjoying the little drama and giving her the once-over. “Yeah, Sugar, just missed it. Here’s their card,” as they vied for her attention.

			“Where’s the nearest bar?”

			They shouted names and directions. A hunky dude in jeans and a fleece jacket sauntered over. “Hi, I’m Nick. How about I give you a ride over to Herlihy’s?” She hesitated. He was kind of cute, but she thought better of it. “In your dreams,” and ran to the bar.

			Herlihy’s tavern on Sheridan. A blinking blue Bud Light neon sign beckoned from the window. She caught her breath and opened the door, completely unprepared for what was clearly a workingman’s bar. Like out of a Hollywood set. Fake pressed metallic ceiling, a stained and scuffed linoleum floor, cigarette-burned tabletops, sports banners draped from the wood-paneled walls, low flickering lighting, and a long bar running the length of the room. And, of course, a bartender wiping down the countertop. Like out of central casting! Three early morning customers gave her a look and returned to the business at hand… downing their favorite beverages. God, what a pit!

			Allie headed for the bar, which luckily sported a flat-screen television now tuned to a replay of last night’s Blackhawks/Red Wings game. 

			The bartender approached, slope-shouldered, bald, and menacing.

			“What’ll it be?”

			“Diet Coke.” 

			He shook his head and fetched the Coke. Scowled and returned to washing some beer steins. He gave her a “what are you doing in here?” frown. 

			Allie was usually fearless when it came to confrontations, but she shuddered at the prospect of asking the bartender to change channels. Maybe she would wait to ask. She had time.

			She politely asked where she could find an electric outlet for her laptop. 

			He just pointed to one of the empty tables and frowned again. 

			Allison silently strode to the appointed table. Plugged in. Fired up and sent the story to Seth Morehouse, her editor.

			Time passed. Seth responded. She sent some additions and corrections.

			As the minutes passed, the bar started to fill up with workingmen. Some sat at the bar, some at tables. The bartender had his hands full, and Allie regretted her decision not to ask him to tune in to the inauguration when she had first arrived. She could wait no longer; the event would start any minute. She would now have to wedge her way between the guys sitting and standing at the bar.

			Luckily, there seemed to be little interest in the television replay of last night’s hockey game, which the Blackhawks had lost.

			Allie was no stranger to bar scenes, albeit in tonier venues.

			As she approached the bar, she lucked out. There sat Nick, 
the guy who had offered her a ride over. She knew exactly how to play this. 

			She slid in beside him, making sure to brush her impressive tits against his impressive shoulder as she squeezed into the two-foot space. She gave him her best smile. “Nick!”

			He turned to face her and smiled, “Oh, you found the place.”

			“Yeah, I did. Thanks to you.”

			“Buy you a beer?”

			“Wouldn’t turn it down, but how about a favor?”

			“At your service… uh?”

			“Allie. My boss at the Tribune wants me to watch the inauguration, which will begin in five minutes. Could you ask the bartender to switch the channel? He’s kind of a scary guy. Gives me the creeps.”

			“No problem. Seamus and I are old friends. Maybe you and I will become old friends.”

			“You never know.”

			“Seamus,” he called and winked, “The lady wants to watch the inauguration. How about switching channels and bringing her 
a Bud?”

			“Seamus nodded with a leering smile and complied after asking the guys at the bar if they minded.”

			“Hell, no,” they shouted as they gave her that lustful look she savored. “We’re all patriots!”

			For most of the next hour, they watched the proceedings, made catcalls and lewd suggestions about Michelle, booed George W., and had a rollicking time. Nick’s hand found her knee. 

			Allison, for her part, relaxed and focused on the glorious events taking place on the screen.

			There must be a million people there. Maybe two million. There’s our new president taking the oath. And there’s Michelle and the girls. And a haggard George Bush. Mom is in that crowd. I should try to call her on her cell. No, she’ll never hear it. She’s drunk the Kool-Aid. A true believer. I’m hopeful but cautious. The man’s got some proving to do!

			As the lunchtime crowd left, Nick predictably made his move.

			“How about us getting out of here? I know a friendlier place down Sheridan.”

			“Would love to, Nick, but I have to get back to the Trib.”

			“How about grabbing a bite tonight?”

			“Already booked. In a relationship, as it happens. But thanks so much, Nick. You were amazing.”

			As she gathered her stuff, she caught him eyeing her. She smiled, winked, waved, and left Herlihy’s unfriendly confines. 

			





Rand Feldman
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			Todd Reilly, Rand Feldman’s long-time partner, returned totally exhausted to their Pacific Heights apartment at 2 a.m. on January 20 after a night tending bar at the AC/DC Tavern in San Francisco’s Tenderloin district. He found a note on the kitchen table. Todd, don’t forget it’s Inauguration Day. Will wake you at 8 a.m.

			Todd groaned. He would have been content to record the goddamn thing and play it mid-afternoon, but no, Rand had to watch it live. Todd was growing tired of Rand’s prissiness. Everything had to be “just so,” even if it meant waking him at a god-awful time to watch the inauguration.

			He shouldn’t complain, though. Rand was a handsome devil, inventive in bed, devoted to him, and paid for everything. The condo in Pacific Heights, the furnishings, the BMW. Oh, they split the grocery and utility bills, and Todd bought his own clothes at the nearby Army-Navy surplus store. He had to laugh. Rand spent more on one sweater at Wilkes-Bashford than Todd spent on clothing in a full year.

			His workmates at the bar teased him about his posh lifestyle. More than teasing, really. “You’re a sex slave.” Most of them lived hand to mouth. Some turned tricks if the need arose, but Todd was spared that indignity. He was once accused of being a “high-paid rent boy in a high-rent district.” He pounded that asshole into submission. But he knew there was some truth to it. 

			He and Rand had been a couple for more than a decade. Rand showed no signs of tiring of the relationship, and Todd had grown comfortable with the lifestyle and the fringe benefits, even if he couldn’t reciprocate Rand’s devotion… or fidelity.

			Todd slid into bed, careful not to awaken Rand, and fell into a deep sleep.

			• • •

			Rand slipped out of bed before his alarm sounded at 7 a.m. He gazed at Todd, who was dead to the world, and then got dressed, bustled into the kitchen, and busied himself with breakfast preparations.

			Rand thought back to the early days of their relationship and how challenging it was… even in San Francisco. But time, societal changes, and the role played by Harvey Milk, a long-time advocate for gay rights, had a profound effect on how gays were treated and legally protected. Not over the goal line yet, Rand acknowledged. The goal was to marry and care for your partner without a silly civil union asterisk affixed to your commitment.

			Rand stopped beating the eggs for a second and fantasized about a wedding with Todd. They would invite close friends and family. His best friend and brother, Josh, would be his best man. Amy and his niece, Allison, would be there. He would miss his mother, Maddy. All the Feldman family had been loving and supportive of his sexuality, EXCEPT for his father, Max, who hatefully condemned him and brutally attacked him because he was gay. No way would that bigot be invited.

			He finished setting the table, straightened out the napkins one last time, placed a jade plant squarely in the middle of the table, took a last look at what was cooking on the stove, and went into the bedroom to gently shake Todd awake.

			“Knew you wouldn’t set your alarm. But today’s the day.”

			“The day for what?” Todd muttered groggily.

			“The inauguration. Obama!”

			“Just record it, Rand,” and Todd rolled over, pulling the pillow over his head.

			“Record it? It’s history being made!”

			Todd pulled the pillow off his head and stared menacingly at Rand. “Record the fucker. I’ll watch it later.” He then buried his head in the pillow and muttered something that sounded like “you control freak,” but Rand wasn’t sure.

			Suddenly, the inauguration didn’t seem all that important. Something was up with Todd.

			





Max Feldman
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			Max Feldman clipped his Cuban cigar and lit it, savoring the flavor almost as much as he savored the under-the-table way he had obtained the contraband box of Montecristos. His friend, Izzy Markowitz, knew somebody who knew somebody who somehow smuggled Cuban cigars into the port of Miami past nosey customs officials.

			He smiled to himself as he drew a lungful and regarded the scene in front of him. It was seventy-five degrees in South Beach, there was a parade in front of his bungalow, and Max had a front-row seat from the chaise lounge and ottoman on his front porch. Not an official parade, like today’s inauguration in D.C., which didn’t interest him in the least. This parade was the usual procession of oddballs marching along Ocean Drive in Miami Beach on a warm, sunny day. Purple-haired cuties with metal accessories attached to their noses, lips, tongues, ears, navels… and barely concealed body parts. Flamboyantly gay guys in sequined capes, tux shirts, sandals, and very tight toreador pants, each carrying a poster with Barack Obama’s image. A few old guys (probably Jewish) walking their lap dogs, wearing Bermuda shorts, polyester knit shirts, knee-length black socks, and Birkenstocks. A gaggle of old ladies wearing designer sunglasses, sundresses, and floppy hats against the sun. Latino skateboarders weaving in and out of the procession, baseball hats worn backward, rock star tee shirts, jean shorts slung low on their butts, and Air Jordans on their feet.

			Yes, thought Max, a real freak show. And then, a more sobering thought. Maybe his son Rand, also of the gay persuasion, was swishing through the Castro district in San Francisco. He shook his head. Just couldn’t understand it. Max was seventy-eight and robust with a full head of silver hair and a nose of Semitic proportions. He considered himself a model of virility. The women he bedded before, during, and after his ill-fated marriage to Maddy often commented on his manliness. His current squeeze, a ‘mature’ Jewish divorcee called Lois Bluestone, was also complimentary, unaware of the assist Max was getting from that little blue pill. Lois was fifty-five (she claimed to be fifty, but Max had done some research, again with Izzy’s assistance, and knew the truth). But it was exasperating and perplexing to Max that his son Rand, who had Mr. Virility as a role model, played for the other team. 

			Not much he could do about it now. To hell with Rand and to hell with his older brother, Josh, who had stabbed him in the back at MAG and cost him his job and wealth. Payback would come in some fashion at some time, and Max would twist the knife, just like Josh had done.

			But now, it was time for Max to enjoy his life, freed from the pressures of family and business.

			Whoops! He almost forgot. Lunch and poker with the ‘alter cockers’ at the Miami Golf Club in less than an hour. It wasn’t a private club like snooty Highland Hills back in St. Louis. It was hard to believe, but Max had yearned to be a member and then yearned to be president of Highland Hills. And he was successful in both pursuits. But it didn’t work out as planned. Sort of like Rand and Josh didn’t work out as planned.

			No, Miami Golf Club was a municipal facility. Anybody who resided in Miami Beach was welcome. Admittedly, the facilities, food, and service were inferior to Highland Hill’s, but in Max’s reduced circumstances, it was all he could afford and all he wanted.
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Chapter 1
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			Meeting Izzy Markowitz in 2002 had been a game-changer for Max.

			Back then, Max was riding high. A big shot at New York-based private equity firm Missouri Atlantic Group (MAG), which had purchased Fratelli Massimo, the fashion shoe chain Max had started and grown to hundreds of stores. His real job was CEO of that chain, but MAG had graciously named him a senior vice-president of their company. (Truth be told, Max had issued an ultimatum when Fratelli Massimo was acquired. “It’s a senior vice presidency, or it’s no deal!”) This title opened doors to various clubs in New York City. Perhaps not the crème de la crème clubs, but exclusive clubs, nonetheless.

			Max bought a luxury condo on Fifty-Seventh Street. Admittedly a consolation prize as some of the hoity-toity co-ops on Central Park West had rejected his application for residency. But Max quickly recovered and began taking advantage of the city’s nightlife, often accompanied by attractive younger women who enjoyed his company, his wallet, his corporate status, his encyclopedic knowledge of the fashion business, and, of course, Max’s prowess in the sack.

			After spending most of his life in St. Louis, New York was like a fantasyland for Max, offering him countless pleasures, many of them sensual. The other wonderful attribute of the city was the pre-Google anonymity it afforded him. He could and did ‘fine tune’ his ‘life story’ and judiciously omitted some of his more unseemly episodes. Max, in short, was reborn.

			Because Fratelli Massimo’s headquarters remained in St. Louis, Max maintained a small but smart apartment in Clayton, a nearby suburb. He routinely commandeered one of MAG’s Gulfstreams for three-day visits to Fratelli Massimo, where he plied his immense merchant and leadership skills, unencumbered by pesky family members who had dominated its board of directors before the sale to MAG. Also absent was Josh Feldman, his son, who had futilely aspired to succeed him and had tried, unsuccessfully, to thwart the deal with MAG. In Max’s mind, futile and unsuccessful summed up his number one son, at least until Josh had grown some balls and conspired with his wife Amy to destroy Max’s career and empty his bank account.

			One of Max’s other destinations was Miami Beach. Like New York, in many ways. Max sanitized his resume, dated beautiful (but usually older) women, enjoyed a vibrant nightlife, and flashed his wallet around. In the early days, he had plenty of cash, much of it borrowed as he had plunked down most of his capital with MAG when they bought the company. Hanging out at the Fontainebleau was an indulgence he richly deserved.

			He was traveling with a babe on the occasion that turned out to be pivotal. Not sure which. It was seven years ago, after all. But he was at the pool while she was in the spa. It was high season, so all the lounge chairs were taken. The chaise next to him was occupied by a smallish, trim, bald sixty-year-old guy sporting Vilebruquin swimwear and tropical flip-flops. He was on his cell phone, and Max couldn’t help but overhear.

			“I’m telling you it’s a no-lose proposition. Like a gift from the government. And like protection from the Mafioso, if you get 
my drift.”

			“Fuck your accountant and listen to Uncle Izzy. Don’t be a schmuck. Just do it.”

			“You’re not going to jail. I guarantee it.”

			“That’s right, ask for Sheila, the real estate lady, and tell her Izzy sent you.”

			“And just so you know, I’ll make a little gelt out of the deal.”

			“How little? Just enough to wet my beak!”

			He closed his phone, turned to Max, and said, “Sometimes you have to whack them over the head.”

			His curiosity piqued, Max introduced himself, slightly buffing his credentials, and Izzy Markowitz returned the favor. Izzy’s eyes lit up when Max told him he lived in New York. Another prospective client from tax-crazy New York. Izzy proclaimed, “This is the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”

			After a refreshing dip in the pool, the two retired to the Fontainebleau cabana that Izzy rented annually. “It’s where I conduct business.” Izzy then introduced him to his Florida Residency Program (FRP) and proceeded to give him a tutorial on the many benefits of buying a domicile in Miami Beach, the least of which was the weather.

			“If you want hot, you can buy in Tucson! But if you want to save on New York state taxes, you buy here. If you spend 183 days here, or at least stay out of New York for 183 days, you don’t owe those mamzers in Albany a dime. You’ll be a Florida resident, and Florida has ZERO state income taxes.”

			“Well, I don’t qualify. I’m mostly in New York.”

			“That’s where I come in, boychik. Uncle Izzy to the rescue. You buy a house or condo here, get yourself a Florida driver’s license, and register to vote. I set up a private mail service. DO NOT EVER leave a forwarding address at the post office! My associate will forward your mail via FedEx. Make sure you save the original envelopes with the Florida address. You set things up with Florida Power and Light, leave the air conditioner turned on and your lights on a timer. Subscribe to the Miami Herald. Don’t worry; I’ll have my guy pick up the papers from the lawn. Don’t want a pile building up… it’s a dead giveaway. The neighbors might rat you out. My guy will make local calls from your Miami phone every couple of days to random places, Burdines, Publix, restaurants, time, temperature, etc. We need to be very careful because the auditors from New York will be all over you like a cheap suit for the first year or two.” As Izzy settled back in his chaise and lit a cigar after offering Max one of his Cubans, “In all my years of ‘fixing’ things, not one of my clients has ever lost his case. And the savings… incredible.”

			Max currently paid $100,000+ in New York state and local taxes each year. Buying a place down here would pay for itself!

			“And as a bonus, nobody, but nobody, can ever take your house from you. Florida doesn’t care if your creditors march down Collins Avenue with pitchforks; you are protected. So… if things ever go sideways for you, Max, you’ll always have your little castle in South Beach.”

			“Sounds great. And your fees, Izzy?”

			“Enough to wet my beak.”

			The FRP was just one of Izzy’s businesses. He also made a healthy living from smuggling Cuban cigars into the country. Another money-maker was Izzy’s EZ Access Program (IZAP). During the season, getting into five-star Miami restaurants at prime times, good seats at concerts, celebrity appearances, Miami Heat games with LeBron, or getting invitations to the parties and showings at Art Basel was a virtual impossibility. But not if you called Izzy. Through the years, he had “recruited” dozens of key employees at these venues, who made sure Izzy’s clients got that primo table, ding-free parking spaces, premium seats, or coveted invitations. At the end of the season, Izzy doled out more than $100,000 in plain envelopes to his ‘colleagues.’

			He explained how his IZAP program worked at Disney World. “I gotta buy tickets to the theme park like everybody else, but I work with some Disney employees, who, shall I say, make sure my clients are given VIP treatment at all the popular rides. And, of course, selected hotels, restaurants, and car rental companies participate, smoothing the way for those folks who have more money than time. I have dozens of associates,” he puffs on his cigar, “off the books, of course.”

			Izzy was also an ace at the poker table, which is where Max and four other pals were gathered on the afternoon of Inauguration Day. They were in the Grille Room of the Miami Golf Club playing Texas Hold’em. The room looked out onto the 18th green and was decorated in typical Miami kitsch style. Lots of plastic palm fronds, Spanish architectural touches, a pair of pink, slightly rusted metal flamingos facing each other at the entrance, and the walls covered with beach scenes and photos of the old hotels that formerly lined Collins Avenue.

			Presiding over the bar at the east side of the room was Julio, who looked to be about forty and claimed to be among the first to flee the Castro regime. The math didn’t quite work out, but like most folk in Miami, the past is always subject to revision.

			There were certain protocols at the poker table. All faithfully followed the rules of the game. Nobody wanted to be caught cheating or, worse, welching. The rules of discourse were clear as well. Don’t ask too much about players’ pre-Miami histories. All success stories were heavily discounted. “How’s the family?” “Okay.” “How you doin’ in the market?” “Okay.” “Sex life?” “Okay.” The only subject freely discussed was sports. Each player was passionate about his hometown team. Each player loathed the Miami teams, except for the sainted, undefeated 1972 Dolphins.

			The one subject that was officially off-limits was politics. For that reason, Phil Klein, the unofficial captain of the poker table, asked Julio to switch the channel on the bar’s flat screen. “No inauguration bullshit with talking heads repeatedly regurgitating what everybody just saw and heard.” Julio dutifully ambled over to the remote and switched to ever-reliable ESPN, where talking heads repeatedly regurgitated what everybody saw and heard in last night’s games. They just talked louder than their news network counterparts.

			The poker game concluded by 5 p.m., and everybody settled up with the usual sob stories and gloating. All good-natured. Max happened to win today, but he didn’t really care. The stakes were low, but the banter was the best. They’d meet up again on Saturday.

			Max had taxied to the club, knowing Izzy would give him a ride after the game to Lois’ place on Collins. Lois had a grand condo overlooking the beach and ocean. With her husband out of the picture, she graciously loaned Max her ex’s parking space in the garage where Max stored his Cadillac. Street parking at Max’s was a Herculean challenge… like winning the lottery.

			First, a quick shower and change of clothes, and then off to Lois’s in Izzy’s Bentley convertible.

			Max couldn’t get over his good fortune. After the collapse of Fratelli Massimo and his ensuing financial meltdown, which, as Izzy had promised, spared his castle in South Beach, he had an uncomplicated life in paradise. His little bungalow suited him just fine. Some good buddies. A best friend, Izzy. A fresh squeeze, Lois, who was only too happy to finance their nightlife and occasional travels. And responsibilities to nobody but himself; no last year’s figures to beat, no stockholders to please, and, best of all, no family to contend with. Yes, life was good for Max.

			





Chapter 2

[image: ]

			The four-hour flight to Los Angeles gave Josh and Roger the opportunity to review the material from Snake River Sportswear (SRS). What a dumpster fire. The two top guys had committed fraud and were running the company like a frat house.

			It was the all-too-familiar story of retailing in the twenty-first century. Too much brick-and-mortar competition. The country was over-stored. Malls were declining in popularity. Discounting was rampant. And the internet was taking an increasing share of the customer’s wallet contents. The pressure on top execs at retailers was unremitting, and the opportunity for mischief very tempting.

			MAG purchased SRS in 1995 after its sales reached two billion in its 150 stores and on its catalog channel. The Los Angeles-based company was founded by the Willets family in the 1920s, selling outdoor equipment and apparel from its catalog. Its first store opened in Van Nuys in 1926. Business grew steadily, even during the Great Depression. After World War II, sales boomed! And SRS opened more stores, first in California and then throughout the west as regional malls started opening in the last half of the twentieth century.

			By the time MAG purchased the chain, the third generation of Willets was in charge. Pressure from family members grew for the sale of the company. After a brief bidding war, MAG, as America’s dominant retail conglomerate, prevailed.

			However, the Willets executives who remained with the company after the purchase bristled at the requirements imposed by MAG. MAG had to sign off on new leases, executive hires, pay raises, etc. As MAG functional heads of information technology (IT), human resources (HR), and real estate tried to implement discipline at SRS, the Willets family executives, now wealthy because of the sale, quit en masse.

			Ed Gottlieb called upon New York-based headhunters to replace the departed CEO and president of SRS. With the department store business in a slump, he was able to hire two former Macy’s California division executives, Jed Peterson and Mike Green, to fill the posts, two individuals who knew little if anything about private label imported merchandise and the rules governing the importation process.

			It was these top managers who had created the customs mess Josh had to clean up. They were also directly or indirectly responsible for SRS’s notoriously toxic workplace. L.A. attracted thousands of babes looking for a career in the entertainment business. While searching, going to cattle calls, and praying for their big break, they often settled for mundane jobs, like working for SRS. Naturally, they were targeted by the guys in the office, including Peterson and Green. He had a 4 p.m. with those bozos. And then tomorrow, he needed to traipse down to the U.S. Customs in the Federal Building with a coterie of lawyers to implore those apparatchiks not to issue a death sentence for the company by barring SRS from importing any merchandise.

			The immediate problem was Monday’s seizure of overseas purchase orders, merchandise, and payment records by the U.S. Customs Service. SRS was accused of misclassifying purchases from China to avoid paying U.S. tariffs. This illegal tactic artificially raised SRS’s profit margin (and earned Messrs. Peterson and Green sizeable bonuses). Those misclassifications would result in fines, penalties, legal fees, mea culpas, and a nasty article in the press, or even worse…

			Another set of HR specialists and lawyers would simultaneously work with those who had made sexual harassment accusations to settle the matter internally. The mere possibility of women’s rights attorney Gloria Allred calling out SRS on CNN gave those women a ton of leverage and gave Ed and Josh nightmares.

			And then, there were business matters to attend to. SRS had completely screwed its website policies up, which failed to maximize its omni-channel (store, catalog, and internet) advantages. And then, Josh needed to rationalize their real estate strategy. Malls were dying, and because SRS was a destination store that didn’t rely too much on mall traffic, they needed to exit most malls and open in much less expensive strip malls.

			The limo ride from LAX to the SRS headquarters in Woodland Hills was the usual nightmare. Josh checked and re-checked his phone to see if Amy had texted or emailed him. She was still on the bus, of course. Maybe he would hear from her tomorrow after the inauguration was over and done with.

			As the limo approached SRS HQ, Josh received a phone call from an attorney claiming to represent Peterson and Green. “Are the two covered by the D&O policy at MAG?” Director and officer insurance policies were standard in big corporations. In certain situations, they covered legal fees and penalties incurred by the company’s top executives. With great pleasure, he informed the attorney, “No, they are not covered. They are accused of committing fraud and worse. They’re on their own.” And he hung up before he heard the response. Served the motherfuckers right!

			Josh and Roger wheeled their carry-on bags into the SRS foyer. The very sexy receptionist greeted them with a welcoming smile, pointed to an empty office they could use, and said that Messrs. Peterson and Green and their attorneys were waiting for them in the conference room.

			“Please tell them I’ll see them at 4 p.m., as scheduled. In the meantime, we will need some time in the office.”

			As they walked down the hall to the vacant office, Josh turned to Roger and told him that he would handle the first session in the conference room. “I’m sure there will be a second session, and I’ll need you for that. In the meantime, please finish up the bonus and compensation calculations and simulations we discussed on the plane. And please make copies of the emails and affidavits and load your iPad with the videos. Put all that material in a banker box. I will need all that material at 4.

			Roger nodded.

			Josh spent the next hour sorting through papers and documents and outlining his approach for the upcoming confrontation.

			At precisely four o’clock, he entered the conference room and nodded to Green and Peterson, who were dressed in what passed for business casual attire in California: khaki pants and knit shirts. He then introduced himself to the two attorneys, Clark Witherspoon and Jack Rivkin, from the Los Angeles firm representing the two execs. Witherspoon was the older of the two and was a large man, his face florid, his suit double-breasted, and his tie a loud paisley. Conversely, Rivkin was slender, rather short, hawk-faced, and wore a conservative navy pin-striped suit with a narrow-striped tie.

			Josh seated himself at the head of the table and, with a lips-only smile, addressed the two SRS executives. “I’m glad your lawyers have joined you, as you will need them in the days ahead, and they need to be aware of your peril: the possibility of jail time and lawsuits.”

			“Easy there, Mr. Feldman,” Witherspoon cautioned in a surprisingly high-pitched voice. “You’re jumping the gun. Some clerical coding errors were made on imported goods, and some unsubstantiated sexual harassment complaints have been made. There’s no need for hyperbole!” He then folded his arms, rested them on his belly, and smiled at his clients as if to say the situation was under control.

			Josh turned his attention to Rivkin, who, perhaps because of his small stature, was standing. “Our clients knew nothing of the alleged activities and are prepared to sue SRS for defamation if you insist on proceeding with these baseless claims.” He, like Witherspoon, nodded to his clients.

			“Well, then, gentlemen, we have nothing to talk about. See you in court, as they say. Our security people will escort your clients from the office as they are now officially terminated. Now, if you will excuse me,” Josh stood and made a show of gathering his papers.

			Rivkin pointed a finger at Josh and threatened, “You and MAG will regret those terminations. Mr. Green and Mr. Peterson are well-regarded in the industry. Both of their employment contracts allow for termination only for ‘cause.’ If you terminate them, we are prepared to bring action against MAG for lost compensation and bonuses and defamation of character. We’re talking millions of dollars.”

			Josh, while standing, fastened the clasp on his briefcase, shrugged his shoulders, and responded, “I guess that will be for 
a jury to decide. Good day.” And he made for the conference room door.

			Witherspoon rose and, in a patronizing tone, offered some fatherly advice, “You are without counsel, my friend. I strongly advise you to retain competent counsel and urge them to join 
Mr. Rivkin and me in discussing a settlement, which will avoid a costly legal battle and attendant negative publicity for MAG.”

			Josh surveyed the scene coolly. “You are correct, Mr. Witherspoon. I am without counsel; however, I am equipped with what you fellows call evidence, including emails, a video one of our employees took at a company outing, another at a late-night SRS gathering at a roof-top bar in Beverly Hills, and sworn affidavits by some of our female employees who were present, one of whom reports directly to Mr. Peterson, who was also present.”

			“And then there’s the rather lengthy affidavit with email attachments from Mr. Green to Ida Millstone. She’s a Snake River veteran with 25 years of service. I’m sure you don’t know her, but she heads our import accounting department.”

			“We’ve prepared a box of these items.” He then placed the banker box on the conference room table and added, “Perhaps you would like to peruse these items before you depart?”

			Each attorney turned to their clients. Green and Peterson shrugged as if to say, “No worries.”

			Their attorneys were less sanguine. “Yes, that might, and I emphasize might, be useful,” Witherspoon responded while eyeing the banker box.

			“Excellent. It’s always best to have all the facts before taking legal action. So costly and time-consuming, wouldn’t you agree, Mr. Witherspoon?” Josh asked in a condescending tone. Witherspoon didn’t bother responding. Josh opened the conference room door.

			“I’ll be down the hall. Oh, one more thing: as a precaution, we’ve locked the doors to Messrs. Peterson and Green’s offices, as each contains confidential SRS documents that belong to the company. As they are both now former employees, we need to be very safe. Rest assured, however, when you depart later, we will call on security to unlock them so the gentlemen will have an opportunity to collect family photographs, golf clubs, and other personal items. They will need to surrender the keys to their company cars. A limo service has been engaged to see them home.”

			Josh smiled, scanned the room, and left them to it.

			He then brought Roger up to date and called Ed Gottlieb.

			“They’re squirming, Ed. Doubt they’ll bring legal action. They’re digging through the materials Roger prepared.”

			“What kind of settlement will we make for severance? Stock options and all that other bullshit?”

			“I’m not sure, Ed, but we have some additional leverage, which will help,” Josh answered while winking at Roger.

			“Whatever it takes, Josh. Let’s get this behind us.”

			Josh and Roger then began working on the next day’s challenges: the meeting with customs officials and the effort to settle the harassment claims internally. About an hour into their task, Jack Rivkin knocked on the door and suggested they resume discussions.

			Josh retook his seat at the head of the table and introduced Roger to the two lawyers. Neither Green nor Peterson looked at them but pretended to focus on the papers in front of them. Clark Witherspoon cleared his throat and proceeded, “I think I speak for the four of us, Mr. Feldman, when I say the material you provided us with casts a somewhat different light on the matter.”

			“I thought it might,” Josh responded with a slight smirk on his face.

			“While some items appear suspect and open to interpretation, not to mention some suggest coercion, and while the videos are somewhat blurred and suggest ‘entrapment,’ we are, the four of us, prepared to negotiate a dignified exit for both clients, provided they receive compensation, assurances that the matter will remain confidential, and agreement from MAG to pay any legal fees associated with the misunderstanding at customs and the unsubstantiated claims made by disgruntled employees.

			“In light of the potentially damaging publicity this matter might generate for MAG, we feel this is a generous and appropriate way to resolve the situation.” He then, once again, folded his arms and rested them on his pot belly.

			Not wishing to appear irrelevant to the conversation, Rivkin stood, cleared his throat, and added, “A court battle will be a disaster for MAG. Any hint of fraud with U.S. Customs will trigger investigations into all of MAG’s companies. You certainly don’t want that; the millions of dollars, the wasted time, the distraction.”

			Rivkin took his seat and, as if mimicking his co-counsel, folded his arms on his much smaller stomach and smiled like the cat that swallowed the canary.

			Josh merely looked the lawyers in the eye and let the seconds tick away. Thirty, then sixty, and then a full two minutes went by without a word being spoken.

			Witherspoon broke the silence. “With all due respect, Mr. Feldman, we would appreciate a response.”

			Josh waited another thirty seconds and then responded.

			“Together with our legal and accounting staff, I have prepared term sheets specifying the conditions associated with Messrs. Green and Peterson’s departures.”

			Josh handed copies of the term sheets to the four men.

			After glancing at the document, Jed Peterson erupted.

			“Fuck you and MAG. We’re going to court!”

			Mike Green quickly followed. “You are trying to ruin our lives over some stupid clerical errors and… er… consensual relationships with a couple of malcontents looking for a payday! We’re out of here.”

			Clark Witherspoon turned to his clients and, in a conciliatory tone, soothingly said, “I understand your outrage. Believe me, I do. But before we leave, gentlemen, let me get some clarification of the term sheet.”

			He perused the term sheet and then iterated the high points. “Jed and Mike are to resign, sign non-disclosure agreements, forfeit any bonuses or stock options due them, agree not to sue you, MAG, or any of your affiliates or employees, and surrender their Mercedes sedans, which the company provided.”

			“Basically, yes,” Josh responded. “There are some other legal ifs, whats, whys, and wherefores, but that’s the gist of it.”

			Rivkin started gathering the paperwork in front of him and sneered at Josh. “I, for one, agree with our clients. These terms are totally one-sided and not worthy of consideration.”

			“That is unfortunate, Mr. Rivkin, because if they don’t accept these conditions, we are prepared to exercise the clawback provision in their employment agreements.

			“Roger, please read them the relevant paragraphs from their employment agreements.”

			Roger did so.

			“So, in accordance with those provisions, we will recoup $1.5 million from Mr. Peterson and $1.2 million from Mr. Green.”

			“That’s outrageous,” bellowed Witherspoon as he rose from his chair. His face reddened, and he wiped his brow with his pocket square handkerchief. “Those bonuses were promised in their pay packages and are not subject to the clawback provisions. We strongly protest that interpretation and will fight you in court if you attempt to recoup those sums,” Witherspoon sat back down hard.

			Josh continued, “These sums represent the bonus money SRS paid your clients, which was generated by their false coding scheme. Roger has summarized the data.” Roger passed out the summary. “The affidavit, emails, and documents provided by Ida Millstone provide details of their scheme and the resulting overstatement of earnings in 2006, 2007, and 2008,” Josh concluded.

			The two execs and two lawyers were deathly quiet as they scanned Roger’s summary. Witherspoon made use of his handkerchief once again.

			It had been Josh’s experience that lawyers put their client’s interests first, except when those interests put their ability to collect the fees for the services they provided at risk.
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