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For my parents, who did not raise an asshole; and for my wife, who had to live with one.




Author’s Note

A$$hole is based on an experiment I conducted on my real life. In order to protect unwitting co-workers, innocent family members, and others, I have made a number of changes to what really happened. I have altered most names and physical characteristics, created composite characters and combined events, and reimagined some scenes to make them funnier.

If that makes me an asshole, then thank you.


INTRODUCTION

I was the nicest guy in the world—and it was killing me.

This is not just chin music. If you’d asked anyone who knew me then—before my glorious rebirth as an Asshole—who was the nicest guy in the world, you’d get one of two answers. Either they’d say my name immediately, or they’d say some other name, then go, “Oh, wait, I forgot about Marty—he’s the nicest guy in the world.”

My life was a dictionary without the word “no. “Years passed in elaborate acrobatic contortions getting out of everybody’s way.

Except my own.

Here’s the kind of guy that I was: If you asked me to do you a favor—even the kind of favor that required me to go so far out of my way I needed a map, a translator, and an oxygen tank, even if I didn’t know you that well, I might hesitate a second, hoping you’d think of someone else to irritate. But I’d always say “Yes!”

That’s not true. If I really didn’t want to do it, I’d say something different. Something like “You bet!”

I seemed to spend my whole life giving money to anyone who asked (even rich people, like the Metropolitan Opera), doing websites for free, walking other people’s dogs, bringing back to the office complicated lunch orders of some cuisine I don’t even like (say, Chinese), and then, upon learning the place had messed up one of the orders, going back out to get the right thing.

I was a telemarketer’s dream. The kind of guy who agreed to buy not only the Identity Theft Solution, but also the high-rate home equity loan, just to get you off the phone.

I was a man who always backed down in a fight—who didn’t even get into the fight in the first place, because to have a fight assumes you have a point of view. A man who’d managed to turn an almost embarrassingly rich portfolio of advantages earlier in life into a crappy apartment in the middle of a barrio; a net worth more negative than my philosophy; a pet who laughed at my commands; and a job where I was about to become the guy who didn’t get promoted because he lacked the eye of the tiger, the mojo, or even the desire to be in that stupid job in the first place.

Oh, and I was about to turn forty.

But believe it or not, this is a tale of hope and redemption. This is my story of glory.

It begins on that birthday, a day not much worse than my usual at that time, and no better. I was myself; I was nice. Nothing special. That morning, something in me snapped.

I made a decision to take a stand against my weaknesses and fears and actively question my philosophy of life. It’s better to give than receive? Then take this! Why can’t we all just get along? Because we can’t.

It’s nice to be important, but it’s more important to be nice. On what planet?

I made the radical decision to whittle and chop and burn away the defects that would toss me into an early grave—defects like consideration, politeness, giving a fuck what you think—to blowtorch away my old personality and uncover the rock-hard warrior (and abs) within. I would learn from the masters, the legendary bastards and bitches who had walked before me, like Donald Trump, Scarface, and that guy in my building with the tattoo on his face. I’d study the works of the great fuck-you philosophers from Nietzsche to Dogbert. I’d do the things assholes do like kickboxing, attending NRA conventions, driving fast on the shoulder of the road, using the speakerphone for long meetings, screaming at co-workers for no reason, blaming the waiter for things the chef did, returning items with no receipt not because I don’t have the receipt but because I can’t be bothered to look for it, asking people I barely know for favors, cutting in line, eating garlic bagels on the subway, complaining, complaining, complaining.

There would be me and my needs. And then there would be me and my needs. Any questions?

I’d had it. America is not a country for the nice. Not anymore, if it ever was. No, America is a country for the prick. The bullshit artist and his coterie. The screaming diva. My intention was not to become a sadist; I didn’t have it in me. My intention was simply to do what it takes to win, baby—even if what it takes is to turn one hundred eighty pounds of puff pastry into a Grade A bag of dicks with an expense account.

So I set out on a program of self-realization, learning how to remake myself into an Asshole. It was a voyage of many months and thousands of dollars, and it succeeded beyond my wildest dreams, as you will see. I lay it out here step by step so that you, too, can follow in my path.

Having taken this journey before you, I can honestly say that it’s worth it. You may never be as rich and good-looking as I am, but don’t let that discourage you. Even I could be richer and better looking, although that would be cruel.

So how, you ask, can you put this program to work in your life?

Here’s how: Put it to work! Get out there. Make that big world your bitch. Whatever you decide to do, it is most important that you do something.

Because the alternative is to keep doing what you’re doing and keep getting what you’ve got.

Believe me, that is definitely not what your spouse wants.

RULES OF THE GAME

I was about to jump into a program that could be life-threatening, and I wondered if I really wanted to have no rules. Would I suddenly inhabit a world where, say, shoplifting was fine as long as I didn’t get caught? Where I could “dine ‘n’ dash” and dance naked in the streets just because—well, just because I wanted to? Did not that way lie chaos, confusion, and those baggy orange jumpsuits?

I decided: Yes. I would need some rules—the bare minimum necessary to keep me sane yet provide total freedom to become an Asshole.

After some deliberation, these were the ones I settled on:

THE RULES: THINGS I WOULD NOT DO


	Any felony—including murder, rape, arson, arms trafficking, and traitorous thoughts

	Substance use—illegal and, at my age, kind of sad

	Surgery—plastic, brain, or otherwise

	Parenting—either natural, via intensive communion with my wife, or adoptive; my thinking here was, what kind of a kid would want an Asshole for a parent?

	Cheating on wife—a survival instinct on my part: She is very perceptive, holds a grudge, has a Welsh temper, and, since she recently enrolled in culinary school, has a large collection of Teutonic knives she keeps so sharp I get a nosebleed just thinking about them. Also, I love her.

	Smiling—except when other people are in pain (a tactic of psychological warfare)

	Following rules



I thought of other no-nos—like tipping, doing favors, paying retail—but I was wary of anything too prescriptive. I was becoming a victim of rule creep, which would violate my own Rule #7.

Okay, now that we have our guidelines, there’s one more hurdle we need to clear before we can begin.

Commitment to any program as demanding as mine requires the conviction that you will realize the life you want. Take it from me, you will not be able to meet the harsh rigors of this life-changing regimen unless you’re as wide awake as I was to your many, many shortcomings.

So take a moment to complete the following self-assessment. This should make you feel bad enough about yourself that you’ll be ready to get moving.

SELF-QUIZ: DO YOU NEED THIS PROGRAM?

Answer the following Yes or No questions, selecting the option that best describes what you normally do or think in the given situation. Don’t answer as the person you wish you were; answer as the person that you are, no matter how lonely and fat that makes you feel.

Select only one answer (Y/N) to each question. There is no (M)aybe anymore.


	Do you feel you can never be happy if somebody, somewhere is sad?

	When you get the wrong dish in a restaurant, do you just assume you ordered wrong?

	Have you ever stayed up all night worried you’ve offended someone?

	When you apologized, did that person have no clue what you were talking about?

	Do you believe that plants have feelings?

	When you enter a room, do people start napping?

	Did you pay the manufacturer’s suggested retail price (MSRP) for your car?

	When you “fly off the handle,” does nobody seem to notice?

	9. Does it make you proud when someone takes credit for your work?

	Do your co-workers seem to have trouble remembering your name?

	Have you ever been invited to “girls’ night out,” even though you’re a man?

	Did you go?



Scoring: For every No answer give yourself +1 point; for Yes give yourself -1 point. Sum up your total point score. Now find a piece of plain white paper, preferably 81/2 X 11, and a black felt-tip pen or marker. Write down your point total in large block numbers directly in the center of the piece of paper. Fold the paper so the shorter (i.e., 81/2) ends meet. Now rotate the page 90 degrees and fold it again. Keep rotating and folding the paper until you have completed this action five (5) times. You should now have a very compact, accordion-like wad of white paper that is very difficult to fold anymore.

Now take this wad of paper and shove it where the sun don’t shine.

Done? Good.

My point is this: Of course you need this book. As with alcoholism, gambling, and over-loving the fried foods, even suspecting you have a problem like niceness all but guarantees that you in fact do have the problem. So stop musing and start moving.

THE TEN STEPS OF ASSHOLISM

Change doesn’t happen overnight. People like us have spent decades being considerate and thoughtful—bad qualities that can’t be erased in an instant. Through hard trial and error, I have developed an effective program of Assholism: Ten Steps toward your awakening as a prick. The following chapters describe my own experience with the Steps, and indicate how you can apply my insights to your own so-called life.

These Steps are:

PREPARATION: Set Your Butt on Fire


	Looking closely at your sorry-assed self and becoming afraid—very afraid



STEP #1 : Keep Your Eye on the (Ass)Hole, Not the Donut


	Finding role models and badly dressed heroes who do Asshole right



STEP #2: Get a Life (Coach)


	Locating the right professionals to help kick-start your program



STEP #3: Act As If


	Pretending you’re a dick—and, like, totally loving it



STEP #4: Think Win-Lose


	Getting over yourself, so you can get over on others



STEP #5: Practice Practice Practice


	Trying out your new offensive skills on an unprepared public



STEP #6: Be a Fighter, Not a Lover


	Honing your body into a lean, walking sphincter through the use of pain and caffeine



STEP #7: Become the Alpha Dog


	Getting into the simple, Asshole-like mindset of your four-legged enemy



STEP #8: Put the “Tame” Back in “Team”


	Applying your new skills to sow dread and confusion in the office



STEP #9: Never Surrender


	Realizing there are no obstacles, only schmucks who desperately deserve a beat-down



STEP #10: Life Is a Gift, So Return It


	Finding out that the end is never as clean as we thought




PREPARATION

Set Your Butt on Fire


“It is necessary… to learn to be able not to be good.”

—Niccolœ Machiavelli,

The Prince



The first step in any journey is not to decide where you’re going—it’s to get out of bed. You need to look around and see where you’re starting. If you’re like me—and I’m sorry, you are—this will be a painful process. You will be pecked at by could-haves and should-haves. But even worse is the prospect of staying in place. You’ve been burned your whole life. Now it’s time to set your butt on fire.

It was the day I turned forty that I decided to change my life, not in the usual way, by buying a sports car and getting rejected by younger women in bars. No, I decided to transform myself by doing whatever it took to become a total Asshole.

Now, I wasn’t particularly upset about turning forty, confronting middle age, facing the inevitable disappointments and failures. I’d felt middle-aged since that day in my twenties when a (slightly) younger person tried to pass by me in the aisle of an airplane when we were deplaning and said, “Excuse me, sir.”

Sir?! From that moment, I’d felt kind of old. And my looks backed me up.

Considered fairly handsome in a Midwestern mode, I was routinely taken to be older than my years. I blamed my diet (execrable), my exercise regimen (hah), my city (Manhattan), and my being too nice. How this last part had anything to do with my appearance I was not exactly clear, but I was pretty sure being too nice had ruined every aspect of my life and so was perfectly capable of making me ugly.

So I woke up on this special day in the usual way: whacked on the jaw by a two-by-four with nails sticking out of it.

At least, that’s what it felt like. In fact it was my darling doggie, Hola, welcoming me to a brand new day on spaceship earth. Because I hesitated a moment getting up, Hola jumped up on my chest and started using my head as a speed bag, doing her reps.

With another dog, this might be cute. With Hola it was actually dangerous. She is a four-year-old Bernese Mountain Dog and weighs over ninety pounds—in fact, since she’s extorting more food out of me every day, she’s probably closer to one hundred, which is getting into International Boxing Federation flyweight territory.

“Hola, down,” I said, halfheartedly.

In the old Soviet Union, there was a saying, “We pretend to work, and they pretend to pay us.” That’s the way it was with my four-legged love child and me. I pretended to give her commands, and she pretended to obey me. Should she be up on the bed, uninvited? Probably not. Should she be hammering my aging puss like it was a home improvement project? I don’t think so. But what was I gonna do about it, exactly? Put her on warning?

I ducked away from her while she was momentarily distracted by chewing up my pillow, and escaped to wipe the saliva off my face and review the to-do list for the day. Let’s see, there was being walked by my dog, standing squashed in a train for an hour, running to the office too late for breakfast, getting besieged and second-guessed at work, receiving another iffy performance review, saying yes to some as-yet-unidentified users, and coming home to a woman who once told me she loved me despite the fact that I was never going to make any money. Happy birthday, Marty.

“Hola!”

I bribed her away from my pillow with some high-end cheese from Citarella. She had migrated us up the scale, from Velveeta to Kraft to Cracker Barrel to cheese-store cheddar to the very finest imported cheeses of the world. How she did this, I’m not sure. Just as I’m unsure how we used to get away with feeding her the food other dogs eat but now had to special order super-expensive prescription-only food from a veterinarian in Westchester County. We didn’t even live in Westchester County.

“Hola, sit!”

She smirked as she stood there. Then she tapped my leg with her forepaw, the universal request for Danish Beemster Extra Aged Gouda, on a little cracker.

After I’d lured her into her harness, she pulled me through the door and over to my neighbor Ramón’s. Ramón is a slick-looking lawyer about my age who lives in a much bigger apartment on my floor with a view of the Hudson River. My apartment has a view of the Hudson Airshaft.

Ramón barely acknowledged me—he was on his cell phone, doing a deal—as he ordered his German Shepherd, Misty, out of the apartment and shut the door behind her. The thing about Misty was she was beautifully behaved—the epitome of sterling dog manners—but only when Ramón was around. With me, she was a terrorist in training.

I knew what was coming. Misty gave Hola a little goodmorning kiss, girlfriend-to-girlfriend, and then the two of them glared up at me and growled.

“It’s my birthday,” I said, hoping for mercy.

They ran for the elevator, dragging me behind them.

Between the two of them, they outmuscled me, and the sight of me getting yanked around my block by these canines like some demented water-skier probably provided hours of great material to local comedians. If I spoke Spanish, I’d laugh along with them.

As it was, I was wondering—hurtling through the air, as my personal wolf pack hunted down and cornered a Big Mac wrapper—how it was I’d agreed to walk Misty in the first place. Hola, I understood. She was my wife’s dog, and I lived with my wife, and my wife was unacquainted with the dawn. That I got. But this asshole neighbor’s clawed menace to society? Every day? For free? I remembered Ramón saying something like “You’re going out anyway, right?” and that making some kind of sense… but everything made sense to me. That was the problem. I saw sides to issues that weren’t even there. It was like I lived in an eleven-dimensional universe.

After I dropped Misty off—Ramón was still on the phone— I fed Hola her million-dollar meal, gave her a little extra water for the day, and got ready. I took a look around my castle. It was dark. Two tiny bedrooms in a co-op so far up on the West Side it wasn’t even Harlem anymore, it was Upstate Manhattan. My goal when I was younger had always been to own an apartment in Manhattan, and so I did, I suppose. I should have been more specific with my dreams.

Oh, and the building’s elevators, which were designed during the Truman Administration and were apparently outfitted with noisemakers not long after, ran directly past our bedroom. Up and down, 24/7. But it wasn’t so bad—eventually, we’d get so deaf it wouldn’t even bother us.

I took a deep breath and kissed my wife, Gloria, goodbye. She was a slender sleeping beauty with thick red hair and flawless skin. In my case, my better half certainly is; and there are those, like my mother, who wonder out loud how I got so lucky. I claim that when we met, in the 1990’s, being super-nice was not such a deal-breaker.

A few months older than I was, she looked much younger, but I didn’t hold this against her. It was better than the alternative. She was known for her tender wit and extremely good nature, which had somehow survived fifteen years in Manhattan intact. As naturally gregarious as I was self-conscious, she made friends so easily it was almost offensive. What she continued to see in me, I was not quite sure.

“Happy birthday,” she whispered, smiling up at me.

“I hope so,” I said, and took a deep breath, stood up straight, headed for the door with a can-do attitude, and tripped on one of Hola’s squeaky toys. Hola thought this was very funny.

“Go get ’em!” said Gloria, who was not, it seemed, too sleepy to do what she does best: lift me up.

“Okay,” I said.

Okay.

The only thing wrong with my neighborhood was that it was where I lived. Other than that I had no complaint. My Dominican neighbors really were very lovely people, with large rambunctious families and little pets that made nice bite-size snacks for Hola, and good attitudes about America. I had almost nothing they had, except love handles, and debt.

On my way to the No. 1 train that morning, I ran into Ramón coming out of Twin Donut.

“Hola,” I said.

He ignored me.

I dreaded Twin Donut. Every morning at exactly the same moment I appeared with exactly the same order—every morning—and I had yet to receive the same thing twice. If you locked a combinatorial mathematics convention in a room they could not come up with as many variations on a large coffee with no sugar and a corn muffin as I had received in my bag.

I’d had the same server, every morning, for two solid years. And always the guy looked at me like he’d never seen me before in his life. When he looked at me at all.

“Large no sugar corn muffin,” I said.

“How many sugars?”

“No sugar.”

“Two sugars,” he said, about to ladle them in.

“No sugar.”

“Glazed cruller,” he said, sacking one up.

“Corn muffin.”

“Two crullers.”

And this was a good day. Often I would come in and the guy would completely ignore me, holding a kind of tree-worshipping session with his mop. This guy was always multitasking, baking donuts while manning the register while also mopping, which was made more difficult by the fact that his mop had no water in it. It was not a dry mop, just a wet mop in the midst of a dry spell. It’s not like he worked alone, either. There were three other fellows farther down the counter, holding a deep personal discussion about, I think, titties.

On the train, the coffee always tasted sweet. I suspected he prepared the cup for me ahead of time, howling with laughter.

I was living in this neighborhood because it was the only place in Manhattan where I could afford to buy an apartment that my wife felt was large enough for her naps.

I’d moved to Manhattan almost twenty years before, during the era of New Wave, when people still actually got mugged, and were afraid, and when Greenwich Village was full of gay men and Chelsea was kind of seedy and you didn’t need three generations of inherited wealth to be able to buy a one-bedroom somewhere south of Massachusetts.

As my friends Ben and Brad kept reminding me, as we all bravely marched out of our thirties, at least we had our health. Actually, Ben had a skin rash and Brad looked like a warm bowl of death, but I got their point.

On the subway I ran into Ramón again, but he was much too important to chat.

“You,” he said, looking down at his PDA.

“Hola, again.”

“Heh.”

“Had a good walk with Misty this morning.”

“Not what she tells me.”

Although we got on at the same stop, at the same moment, he had somehow procured a seat and I was left to stand. I can’t remember ever sitting in the New York City subway system. Maybe once or twice, in the early ’90s, but I might have dreamed it. Ramón had done better than just get a seat: He’d acquired one seat with an option on another one. The option was held by his computer bag and his attitude.

A half hour later, as we were pulling into Times Square, I glanced at the screen of the PDA he’d been ferociously pounding on during the entire trip—so busy he couldn’t talk—and I saw he had been playing Minesweeper.

“Adios,” I said to him, and he pushed past me so hard I spilled some of my sweet, cold coffee on my shirt.

“Shit!”

An old lady next to me—who’d seen what had happened—smiled at me.

“Get over it,” she said, kicking me out of her way.

In those days my days had no highlights, but I did very much look forward to getting off the train. But not today. Why? Because I was going in for my annual bitch slap and plea for atonement. The technical name for this was performance review.

To postpone this incredible pleasure, I stopped off at Duane Reade to get a box of Kleenex tissues, the kind with aloe vera. It wasn’t for me, but I’ll get there.

I worked in advertising. My sacred mission in life was to pile more debt onto people who could ill afford it by selling them credit cards they didn’t need. Because most of these people were not quite as stupid as they looked, my job was to pretend we were actually selling them things like “security” and “freedom” when in fact we were more likely driving them to an early grave.

The joy of my working environment was compounded by the fact that, although I was the lowest possible level of vice president in an office teeming with low-level vice presidents, I was one of the oldest.

“Hey, chief,” said my office-mate, when I arrived.

Despite being a vice president, I shared an office. A small one. And though my office-mate was pleasant enough, and quiet, he liked to sit in the dark. “It helps me think,” I believe he told me once. So to facilitate his idea quest we sat in perpetual twilight, with no window.

Two of my colleagues came in, young women who often worked for me. I’ll call them Emily and Eleanor because those are their names. They were both attractive, although I was getting to the age when almost any woman under thirty made me feel like a pedophile. I don’t remember young women being that cute ten years ago. My standards had slipped.

Emily was the taller and more emotional of the two, bone-thin with Bozo-like hair and a pierced tongue. Eleanor was very serious, conservative in all things but politics, chalk white with a blunt-cut blond topiary. She played bass in a band called Sexual Side Effects. Without saying a word, I handed Emily the box of Kleenex. I did this because, as usual, she was crying.

“Th-thanks,” she sobbed.

Before I could ask her what was wrong, the phone rang. I knew what it was.

The bitch slap.

I gathered up my notebook and pen, and my breath, said goodbye to the girls, and headed off to the boss’s office for my appraisal. But before I got there I passed by a young man I’ll call the Nemesis. He was an extraordinarily bulked-up guy, dark-skinned and gorgeous with fierce blue eyes, his thick black hair tied back in a marketing-issue ponytail. Rumor had it he was half-Cherokee, owned a horse ranch out West, and was ex-Special Forces.

This charmer was poking his finger into the chest of a kid who worked for him, saying savagely, “I need you to buy a clue, Todd, ’cause the work you’re doing here blows chunks. Don’t make me take you down.”

Ch-choking out an apology, the offender—who I knew to be exceptionally smart, and a tireless worker—slunk off.

The Nemesis turned to me and beamed. “Whassup?”

“Ah, you know—”

“That bad, huh? You look kind of down. Like you’re going to your funeral or something, hah hah.”

“Actually, I am.”

“Oh,” he said, nodding. “Performance review. Good luck man. From what I hear, you’re gonna need it, hah hah.”

“You had yours yet?”

“Oh, yeah. It went super-great. Just radical. They’re talking about—well, I don’t want to jinx it.”

“What?”

He lowered his voice, which was outrageously loud to begin with, to a level just below a scream. His version of whispering. “The p-word,” he said.

“What p-word?” I was thinking: penalty, purgatory, peckerwood…

“Promotion.”

“What’d they say?”

“‘We can’t make any promises till we’ve done the budgets,’ and blah blah blah—you know, the usual shit that happens every time you get promoted.”

I wouldn’t know.

“Anyway, listen—when you’re done, drop by my office, we need to talk. About Lucifer.”

Lucifer was a potential project I was attached to and the Nemesis was openly trying to pry it out of my cold, dead hands, and I didn’t feel like talking about it with him, not later, not after that, not ever.

“Sure thing,” I smiled, and headed off to face my fate.

The Nemesis was an outside consultant, and I’d never been allowed to see his rósumó. Maybe it was classified. If you’d asked me what my major problems with the Nemesis were, as I knocked on my boss’s door that morning and said my quiet prayers, I’d have told you there were two big ones.

First, he was a lying belligerent dickhead who enjoyed berating underlings, especially in front of their peers, and would kick his cousin’s corpse in the street if he thought it would make him a dollar. And second—much, much worse—he was ten years younger than me.

“Come in,” said my boss.

“Hiya.”

“Have a seat. Let’s get this over with.”

It was just the two of us, and my boss is a friendly sort of woman, so I was surprised to find the air so oddly charged. I felt like security was right outside the door, waiting for the signal.

“Running late today?” she said. There were pages on the desk in front of her, and she spread them apart. “Where to begin? How are you?”

“Okay.”

“You tired? You look tired.”

“People always say that. I think it’s my diet—”

“So how do you feel the year went?”

That was it for the small talk. She was a fabulously tall African-American woman with tight curls and a pair of those bold square-framed glasses they issue along with marketing degrees at prestigious Midwestern universities. She also had a huge warm personality that she was at this moment storing in a box under her desk.

“Pretty good, I guess. I’ve been working on—”

“You sure about that? You’re feeling good?

“Well… I’ve… I mean—”

“We’ve got some issues. Let’s get into the substance, okay?”

I felt something drop. The window behind her back showed me that the sky was dark, and the line of exotic tequila bottles lined up on top of her sparsely populated bookshelf looked like an army of deliverance.

“Wha—what issues?”

“Let me tell you a story,” she started. I hated this: people telling stories that started with, “Let me tell you a story.” It was a polite way of saying, “Now shut up.”

“So,” she started, “when I started out I did a lot of job hopping. Two years here, two years there. Mostly in public relations, yuck. It’s okay—when you’re young, there’s a lot you don’t know about working and there shouldn’t be a stigma to it, right? But at a certain point I found the consulting world, like you did, and then here, at the agency, and I made a move from the kind of work I was doing before—execution type stuff—into what VPs are supposed to do. You know what that is?

“I’m… I…”

“See—that’s interesting.” She picked up a couple of sheets of paper, glanced down at them, put them back on the desk, and all the time she looked sort of disgusted, like her feet were hurting her. I didn’t know where she was going.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“Selling. That’s what VPs do, Marty. They’re out there, they hustle, they’re over at the client site, talking to the decision-makers, selling in the work. Keeps the engine going, and it’s what you’re supposed to be doing. Get it?”

I nodded, and she tapped the papers, which contained the detailed bullet-pointed list of my personal failures, which I would be required to read closely, take into my soul, and sign. But that was later. Right now, she said:

“There’re two big points in here I got from talking to the people you work with. Number one, you’re the nicest guy in the world—”

“Thank you—”

“—let me finish. It’s not all good. See, everybody likes to work with you, but that’s kind of irrelevant, where I sit. If you don’t get that edge, there’s no work for them to work on. See what I mean? You gotta kick butt. Avenue A’s out there, Digitas is out there”—she named some of our top competitors—”and they’re killing on your accounts. They’re eating our brunch. You’re not pushy enough. You gotta get in there, close the deal, understand?”

I swallowed. My throat was dry.

“Take“—she named the Nemesis, as I knew she would—”He’s out there every day, taking no prisoners. Digitas is afraid of him. Avenue A sees him coming down the hall, they run for cover.”

Frankly, I thought, anyone who sees him coming down the hall runs for cover, including his own mother.

“That’s what we need you to do,” she continued. “Think you can? ’Cause I’m not so sure. It might be this place isn’t right for you. Maybe you’re just too nice for corporate life. Ever thought of that? That’s okay. It’s okay to be who you are. What I’m seeing now is a bad fit. And I’m going to have to make a promotion decision soon. Any thoughts?”

I focused on breathing, in and out. Among my many flaws was a tendency to be oversensitive, so I was trying not to react in a dramatic way. Say, by bursting into tears. I could deal with this.

“Well…”

And then, my life changed. This is how.

There are times when people say things to us, ordinary things, and we’re ready to hear them, and we do.

What my boss said was this:

“You’ve got two choices here, Marty. I like you—I really do—so it’s okay with me which one you pick. Number one is you can be who you are, and find another job somewhere, maybe working in a library or something, hah hah. And number two is you can be more like [the Nemesis].

“People loathe him,” I said.

“He’s effective. And that,” she said, standing up to indicate this meeting was now over, “is all that really counts.”

“That’s it?”

“Bottom line is there’s only budget to promote one of you. It’s him or you.” She let that sentence hang there: It’s him or you. Not much wiggle room there. “Right now we haven’t made up our minds—but you can see the way the wind’s blowing?”

The wind was apparently blowing right out the Nemesis’s ass at me. I nodded.

“Okay, then. Now I’ve got to take this—”

When I got back to my office, incredibly, Emily was still there, still crying. I asked her if I could borrow one of her Kleenex. She took one look at me and handed me the box. How did this discussion with my boss change my life?

It didn’t happen right away. Change is slow. Real change is so slow it seems not to happen at all. And then everything’s different, and you wonder how.

I had one personal day left, and there were no clients to hit up for work since I was so ineffective, so I left the office and got a double cheeseburger from Kosmo’s Diner and went to my favorite spot at the fence by the Chelsea dog run, and ate my cheeseburger and watched the dogs.

I thought about what my boss had said. Was she right about me?

In the park, there was the usual contingent of gorgeous, exotic purebred dogs, like Siberian huskies and chow chows, and their even more exotic owners. Who were these people, who could spend a working day in this manner? What a wonderful life it was, I was seeing: people who lived near here, in the midst of it all, and could treat their furry buddies to a romp, and stand looking around and thinking, “I live near here—the center of it all—wearing a casual wardrobe that drapes very nicely around my large pectoral muscles and/or beautiful breasts. Oh, how I laugh and laugh at that sap at the fence who stares in at me so, like a Victorian child at a toy store window at Christmas, with coal rubbed onto his cheeks, and bad teeth.”

One man in particular stood out, a tall handsome athletic guy with a couple of German Shepherds, who looked up at him with a mix of wonder and awe that was almost religious. He was on his phone. Then he looked at his dogs a certain way, and they both—I kid you not—lay down on the ground and awaited further instructions.

I watched this, mouth agape, as the seconds ticked into minutes. The dogs watched their master. Their master screamed at someone on the phone, then switched over to another caller, with whom he was equally firm. I couldn’t hear what he said, but it sounded very masculine.

On the bench behind him, for humans, sat a long Scandinavian type with tanned legs, a pressed summery yellow short-sleeved shirt, a cute little nose, and tresses of blond hair tied back in a casual ponytail. She smiled at me and stood up.

I could not believe this—she was walking over to me—I was actually thinking how I would tell her I was married… when, of course, she slid one of her buttery arms around the tall man’s back and he shrugged her off, indicating the phone.

Still, the dogs waited.

The woman bent down to pet the dogs, and the man—he’d finished his call—said something to her and she stood. They kissed. The dogs watched. He gave her (the woman, that is) another command and she retrieved an expensive leather document case that was no doubt his, and very heavy, and slung it over her shoulder. Then the man nodded to his dogs, and they jumped up, following this impossibly good-looking couple as they went for the exit, right next to where I was standing.

The woman opened the gate.

The man—who was two or three inches taller than me, but not much younger—looked down at my reddened eyes and said, “Are you okay?”

He had a British accent, a slight tan.

“How do you do it?” I asked him.

“I’m sorry?”

“What’s your secret?” I nodded at the dogs, but also the woman, who was closing the gate behind them. I don’t usually respond to strangers, but my review had made me desperate.

“It’s simple,” he said. “I’m a bastard.” He pronounced this, bahhh-stahd.

I watched them walk away, this foursome in a dream. The Universe was most definitely telling me something, loud and static-free.

It was saying, “Fuck you.”

Envy is power, and my envy of that guy and his life gave me the power to make a start as an Asshole. You’ll find that it’s harder than it looks. But if Richard Hatch could do it on the first season of Survivor, and he made even me look good naked, then I could do it. Or not. I went home feeling overwhelmed, and Gloria proceeded to stoke me right into the game.

She was working part-time at her cooking school, but tonight she was off, watching Project Runway reruns on Bravo. When I got back with Hola she asked me how my review had gone.

“Okay,” I lied.

I settled on the sofa next to the cat, who never seemed to notice me unless she had something insulting to say.

But Gloria was too smart for my own good. She put the TV on mute. This was something I did all the time—in fact, I greatly preferred all my TV shows with no sound, so I could imagine they were better than they were—but not Gloria. She never muted.

“What happened?” she asked.

On the TV, Heidi Klum was miming her harsh Germanic verdicts to the terrified designers.

“Well,” I began, and told Gloria everything. Except the part about the dog park; that was a private man-moment.

My story didn’t get the response I expected. Sure, she looked disappointed. But it wasn’t like I’d been leaping from triumph to triumph since I’d met her. We had acted in this scene before.

What she said was: “So you’re still in the running.”

“For what?”

“The promotion. Your boss said they hadn’t decided yet.”

“Yes, but—

“But nothing,” she interrupted. “You could still get it.”

“That’s true,” I admitted.

“So what if you get this promotion?”

“I dunno,” I shrugged. “I’d probably get a window. I’d work more. A bonus.”

Gloria sat up straight, which wasn’t easy on the chair-and-a-half lounger. “Bonus?!”

“In July—end of the fiscal year,” I said.

“Okay, so hold on. There’s the promotion. How much is that?”

“Just one level—to—”

“No—I don’t mean the level, how much more money?”

“Oh.” I thought. “Not much. Maybe ten or fifteen thousand.”

“You can push for more, though?”

“I guess.”

“What’s the highest?”

“I don’t really—”

“Work with me, Marty,” she said, swinging her legs off the chair-and-a-half and planting her feet firmly on the sisal rug, facing me. “What’s the upper limit—if you yell and scream—I’ll coach you on that.”

“Maybe twenty thousand,” I said.

“Which is how much a month? Less than two? Five hundred a week?”

“Before tax,” I pointed out.

“What’s the bonus?” she asked, coming over to the sofa and sitting on my right side. The cat jumped off and retreated under the sofa, where things were less intense.

“I don’t know.”

“Guess. More or less than twenty?”

“It depends. It’s twenty per cent usually, but it can go to thirty-five.” I thought of Lucifer, the project I was trying to get off the ground. “More if I get this big project sold.”

“Oh my God,” giggled Gloria, “that’s—it’s twenty for the raise and thirty-five per cent—”

“At most—”

“How much is that, total? The raise and the bonus?”

I did the math, and said, “Maybe seventy thousand before tax.”

“Jesus, how much a month?”

“Six or so—”

“After tax?”

“Maybe a thousand a week.”

“Cash in hand? For me to like spend?”

“I suppose. But Gloria—”

She was jumping up and down so much and giggling I thought she was going to have a spontaneous clitoral explosion. Maybe she did.

“This is so great.” She hugged me. “I can take riding lessons in Van Cortlandt Park like I want to.”

“I don’t think—”

“Or maybe get a horse—”

“I didn’t know—”

“—and I wouldn’t have to work as much at the school—”

“You hardly work at—”

“—we could take a great vacation. We could go to Portugal! It’s like a dream come true!”

I hated to travel. I said, “I didn’t know you wanted to—why would we go to Portugal?”

She broke the bionic bear hug long enough to look at me like I was the stupidest person in Washington Heights. “’Cause that’s where they have the Oliveira Nuño School of Dressage!”

“Dressage?” I was wondering when, exactly, Gloria had become so interested in stallions.

“You really could be a winner, Marty. I can’t believe it!”

“Thanks a lot.”

“That would be nice, huh?” She was kissing me now, up and down my neck.

“Yuh.”

My wife at this point was rather physically energized, running her hands over my back and kissing my chest and collarbone.

“You’re gonna get that promotion,” she insisted, pulling me up from the couch and leading me by the hand into the pink bedroom.

Let’s just say neither of us got much sleep that night. Which was a happy ending to a painful day. But I couldn’t help wondering, as I lay there listening to the elevator doors banging through the wall, what would happen if she wasn’t right.
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