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CHAPTER 1
Matt Mittleman scanned the audience as he walked off the stage, diploma in hand. Yes, Uncle Frank was there, not sitting next to his parents but standing alone, removed from them. Frank Goldstein looked distinguished in a gray flannel suit, even if it did fit somewhat loosely on his tall, angular frame. He appeared to look frailer than the last time Matt had seen him, but he still had that enigmatic smile.
“Congratulations, my boy. I see your day has finally arrived,” Frank said, pumping his nephew’s outstretched hand. “You said you wanted to do this your way, and you did.”
The look of admiration on his uncle’s weathered face meant more to Matt than attaining the status of salutatorian. This uncle, Frank Goldstein, was a self-made man, an entrepreneur who had no equal.
Goldstein rasped, “I noticed a slight limp. Not a permanent injury, I hope.”
Matt ran a hand through his curly hair. “No. The doc said I’ll be okay. A small price to pay for scoring the winning puck that won the hockey championship,” he said nonchalantly. “Unfortunately a bruiser the size of a freight train plowed into me.” He pointed toward the injury. “The doc told me I tore one of my ligaments.” Matt grinned. “If you think I’m in bad shape, you should see the other guy!”
“I know all about your prowess on the rink. Your mother told me your teammates named you the ‘Scrapper,’ ” Goldstein said. “You’ve got spunk. I admire that in a man.”
Just then Matt’s mother and father approached. His mother gave him a hug. “We’re all going back to the house.” She gave him an imploring look. “You will join us, won’t you?”
Matt glanced at his father who was standing in the background. He had hoped his father would shake his hand. They had argued recently and apparently he was still harboring a grudge.
“Of course. Uncle Frank, you are coming, aren’t you?”
“What about it, Frank?” his mother asked.
Goldstein hesitated so long that Matt was about to repeat the invitation. “If that’s what Matt wants. I’d be happy to take all of you out for dinner if you like.”
His mother was about to speak when his father cut in. “I’m going back to the house. Are you two coming?”
“I’ll ride with Uncle Frank,” Matt said testily. “We’ll be along shortly.” Matt resented his father’s coolness toward his uncle.
“I’m sorry, Uncle Frank. My dad is acting this way because he’s upset with me.”
Frank Goldstein placed an arm around Matt. “Don’t think a thing of it.”
Matt wondered if his father resented his uncle because he was rich. Goldstein lived in a world far different from the one Matt and his parents were accustomed to. A world filled with jet travel and fancy cars. Uncle Frank made millions buying and selling businesses while his family struggled to meet everyday expenses. His parents owned a modest home in Quebec, which he knew was mortgaged to the hilt. For some reason his father clung to the idea that he could continue to make a living at his neighborhood grocery store. A store that was outdated just like he was.
Matt pitied his father who believed that no one could earn an honest living without putting in a twelve-hour day. For some unfathomable reason, his father believed Matt would come to no good unless he came to work at the store. Matt cringed at the idea. When his grandfather had owned it, he had been able to make a fairly decent living. But shortly after his father took over the business, a new supermarket had taken half of his customers. His father could no longer compete, but he was stubborn and refused to admit defeat. “You just wait and see,” he had told Matt. “My customers will be back. Supermarkets don’t deliver and I do.” The comment had brought on another argument.
As long as he could remember, Matt worshipped his Uncle Frank, wanting to be just like him, a success. Failure petrified him. Failure meant he would end up spending the rest of his life in Quebec working for someone else. Failure meant he would never live a glamorous exciting life, the kind of life his uncle lived.
Matt’s parents considered Frank Goldstein a rich eccentric. For as long as Matt could remember they discouraged him from associating with his uncle. His mother called her brother a shrewd and sometimes ruthless businessman, while his father called him a selfish, manipulative bastard. Since Goldstein lived in Los Angeles, Matt didn’t have an opportunity to visit him often, but he always remembered to send his uncle a birthday card.
A year or so ago, Matt had made the decision to find employment in L.A. With his wife dead and no children of his own, his uncle had tried to talk Matt into staying with him. Goldstein had laughed when Matt offered to pay him rent.
“I’m not a charity case, Uncle Frank. I can pay my own way.”
As usual, Frank had been persuasive. He’d managed to convince Matt to stay with him, at least until he found a job. Matt’s parents had been skeptical of the arrangement, even tried to talk him out of it, but in the end hadn’t been able to give their son a good enough reason why he shouldn’t be with his uncle.
When the family returned to the Mittleman home, his mother worked at keeping the conversation light throughout dinner, but Matt caught the palpable underlying current of tension that existed between his father and his uncle. His mother attempted to diffuse his father’s hostility. She chatted about unimportant events that were occurring in her life, while Matt’s thoughts gravitated toward his newly acquired independence. He was free at last. Free from school. Free from hockey practice and above all free from the part time job at his father’s grocery store.
Later, after spending some time discussing his plans with Frank, Matt said good night. His leg was throbbing so he went to the bathroom, downed a couple of painkillers, and started a slow climb up the stairs to his room, when he heard loud, angry voices coming from downstairs.
“He idolizes you so don’t you ever hurt him,” his mother warned.
Matt could hear his uncle’s raspy response. “The boy is more like me than you realize.”
“I hope not,” said his father, his voice full of antagonism. “Everything you touch sooner or later gets tainted. You’re obsessed with money, you always have been and you never let anything or anyone stand in your way to get it. Sometimes I think you’d make a pact with the devil himself if he offered you a competitive edge.”
“Come on. Aren’t you exaggerating a bit?” Matt heard his uncle say.
“No,” came his mother’s reply. “The reason I didn’t want Matt living with you is because I don’t want him to be anything like you. God forbid. I can’t tell him what to do anymore because he’s a grown man. And if I were to tell him what kind of a person you are, he probably wouldn’t believe me. He’s got you up there with the rest of the saints, and I don’t want him to be disappointed when you let him down—and you will.”
Matt felt guilty standing there, eavesdropping on a conversation obviously not meant for his ears. He was surprised his father and mother, who were normally demure, were so vehement. He never realized there was so much friction between his parents and his uncle, or possibly it was just one sided.
But soon he put the incident aside. Regardless of what he had heard his parents say about his uncle, Matt strengthened his resolve to leave. He had sold his car, withdrawn his savings from the bank, and had said his goodbyes. Nothing would deter him from going to Los Angeles to seek his fortune.
CHAPTER 2
When his plane landed in L.A., Matt lined up with the rest of the passengers to debark. As soon as he spotted his suitcase circling around the turnstile of the baggage claim area, he grabbed it. As he headed toward the exit, he saw a man in a chauffeur’s uniform brandishing a sign with his name on it. As promised, Goldstein had sent someone to pick him up. He followed the chauffeur to a parking lot where some people were admiring a black Rolls. The limousine was polished to such a fine sheen that Matt could see his own reflection in its mirror-like finish.
A young man about his age, who had been ogling the limo, looked at him in open admiration as Matt slumped into the luxurious leather seat. He felt somewhat strange being the car’s only occupant.
As the Rolls pulled away from the curb, he marveled at its silent ride. Now he knew what it felt like to be a VIP.
The glass partition separating him from the driver slid down ever so silently. “There’s a bar to the left of you, sir. Please help yourself. Maybe a cold drink, champagne if you like.”
“Thank you,” Matt heard himself say. “But I’m fine.”
Suddenly, another wave of self-doubt hit him. Maybe his mother had been right. Maybe he wouldn’t be able to fit into his uncle’s world. He tried to push these negative thoughts out of his mind, but they kept surfacing. He was more afraid of not becoming successful in his uncle’s eyes than he was in his father’s.
The chauffeur brought him out of his reverie. “We’ll be at your uncle’s house in a few moments. Mr. Goldstein wanted me to tell you that he had an important business engagement, but Henry will tend to your needs.” Matt remembered Henry, the butler. He had been in his uncle’s employ ever since he could remember.
As they approached the estate, two iron gates opened inwardly to let them onto the path that led to the house. As the Rolls pulled up in front of the cobblestone circular driveway, Matt couldn’t help but admire the marble fountain dominating the courtyard. A planter filled with red bromeliads loomed out of their moss-filled environment like fiery dragons’ tongues seeking out prey.
The massive front door opened, and Henry emerged. He was a morose-appearing man, slightly stooped with a Popeye jaw. The butler was slow to move, but somehow managed to hobble to the car. He greeted Matt affably.
With suitcase in hand, the old man shuffled toward the mansion. Matt caught up to Henry. He felt guilty that someone four times his age would be carrying his bag. “I can handle that, Henry. You don’t need to bother.”
The butler shook his head. “Don’t concern yourself, sir. Believe me, I’m fine.”
Matt followed Henry into the house. Although he had been there several times, he marveled once again at its size. He asked, “Did my uncle remodel the place?”
“Oh, yes, sir. A couple of years ago. It was right after his wife died. Mr. Goldstein modernized the house. He also made it larger.”
Matt vaguely remembered meeting his aunt. His mother had nothing but nice things to say about her. He wondered why his uncle would enlarge the house, particularly since he was now living by himself. But then he recalled Goldstein telling him once that he always sought the best.
Upon entering the foyer Matt saw half a dozen parrots. He had forgotten that his uncle loved the birds and cared for them as if they were his children. Enclosed in their gilded cages, they gazed at him with unblinking eyes as an intruder. In between their squawking, they paused long enough to preen. Their incessant, meaningless chatter sounded like a cacophonous concert with the instruments out of tune. Matt did not like birds. He wondered why his uncle chose to have the creatures in his house. They were noisy and also messy. But then his uncle was an eccentric. Maybe the birds gave an old man who lived alone some companionship.
The butler interrupted Matt’s thoughts. “I have your room prepared. I’ll show you where it is in case you have forgotten.”
On his way up the stairs, Matt ran a finger along the highly polished mahogany railing. It was smooth and, like the Rolls, had a deep sheen to it. He imagined it had taken years of polishing before it could have attained such luster.
As Matt started to unpack, Henry stopped him. “Please, sir. I’ll take care of that for you. Mr. Goldstein instructed me to tell you to make yourself at home. He had a business engagement, but he’ll be back in about an hour. Lunch will be served on the patio.” Matt thought the butler had actually bowed, or maybe it just looked that way because he was so stooped over. He felt uncomfortable around Henry. Except at his uncle’s house, Matt had never experienced a class distinction among people. And Henry’s subservient manner made him feel even more ill at ease. Here was a man sixty years his senior bowing and calling him “sir.” So much for age having its privilege over youth.
“Perhaps you’d like to freshen up,” Henry suggested.
While showering in the spacious bathroom, Matt marveled at the granite stall with its spigot of a fish head that emitted razor-sharp streams of hot water.
Invigorated after the shower, he walked back into the bedroom. His clothes were neatly arranged in the antique bureau.
As he dressed, he took stock of his surroundings. His uncle had not only made the house larger, but he had also added some unique features. There was a sitting area with a fireplace, a flat screen television recessed inside the armoire. An ornate writing desk, supported by a pair of spindly legs, was situated by a bay window framed with electronic pull curtains.
He had some time to kill so he walked around the grounds. He passed a garden with hundreds of roses in full bloom. Following a brick walkway to the far side of the estate, he came upon the caretaker’s house. In front of this house was a fountain much smaller than the one he’d seen in the middle of the circular driveway.
He gazed at the pond. Large motley-colored Koi swam lazily through green moss, completely unaware of his presence. He looked around to make sure no one was watching, took a dime out of his pocket and threw the coin into the water. His wish was that one day he could become wealthy like his uncle, so wealthy he could afford a home like this. He daydreamed what it would be like to own a yacht and an exotic car or two. If he became well heeled, he could hire servants like Henry who’d care for all of his daily needs . . . but maybe that would be carrying things too far.
Matt had to figure out a way to earn some cash fast. Before he left Quebec, he had been unsuccessful in lining up job interviews. Now that he was in the City of Angels he hoped to have better luck. He was optimistic. That’s why he had purchased a one-way ticket to L.A., and it bothered him that he was short on funds. He had no intention of returning to Quebec—unless he ran out of money before finding work. He shuddered at the thought of having to move back in with his parents.
On his way back to the main house, Matt marveled at the view. A row of blooming red azaleas, which bordered a brick walkway, led Matt to a large terrace. Overlooking the terrace were two Greek statues. They appeared to stand guard over a large high tech pool. He marveled at how the water created the illusion of hanging suspended in mid-air. Beyond the water’s edge, Matt could see the manicured fairways of the prestigious Riviera Golf Course.
He was within a few feet of the main house when Henry appeared. “Mr. Goldstein is waiting for you on the back patio, sir. Lunch will be served in a few minutes.”
As Matt approached, he spotted his uncle sitting at a table protected from the sun by a large umbrella. A parrot was on his shoulder. Frank stood to shake his hand. “How was the flight?” he asked in his gravelly voice.
“It was okay. Actually, better than okay. I met a flight attendant on the plane. Pretty girl.”
“What’s her name?”
“Amy. Amy Meraux.”
“Did you get her number?”
“As a matter a fact I did, but I don’t have time for girls right now. I need to figure out how I’m going to make a living.”
“Is there anything I can do?”
“Thanks, but I feel I must do this myself or at least try.”
The enigmatic smile that crossed Frank’s face caused the wrinkles around the corners of his mouth to become less pronounced. The minute Frank took the parrot off his shoulder, Henry, who had been hovering nearby, placed the squawking bird in a nearby cage. Matt noticed that the skin on Frank’s arms looked like worn leather. He assumed that’s what happened to people after years of exposure to the sun.
They both ate in silence for a while watching the golfers hit their approach shots onto the green. Matt was the first to speak. “How did you make your money?”
“You might say I was lucky. I found my niche early in life.” Frank put a piece of steak in his mouth and chewed it slowly. “I buy unprofitable companies that have potential. And then I look for ways to turn them around.”
“Do you keep them?”
“Sometimes . . . at least for a while. You see, it’s all in the timing, my boy. In order to make money as a venture capitalist, you must be in the right place at the right time.”
An economics professor had once told him that venture capitalists were huge risk takers. He wanted to ask his uncle what he did to minimize risk, but instead asked, “How will I know when the timing is right?”
The inscrutable smile reappeared. “You’ll have to learn to trust your instincts.” Frank looked at his watch. “I better get going. I have a meeting this afternoon, but I’ll be back by dinnertime. Why don’t we plan on having supper at the club?”
“Sounds good.”
Frank got up from the table. “Oh, I almost forgot.” He reached into his pocket and tossed Matt two keys bound together by a brass ring.
“What are these for?”
“One is for the front door to the house, the other is to one of my cars. I asked Henry to bring it out front. You will make yourself at home, won’t you?”
“Uncle Frank . . .” Matt stammered. “I don’t know what to say.”
Goldstein was halfway up the walk. He turned, looked at his nephew, and said, “If I were you I wouldn’t wait too long to ask this Amy for a date.”
* * *
When Matt saw the new BMW convertible, he thought Henry had made a mistake. He certainly didn’t think his uncle would loan him an $80,000 car. He tenuously opened the car door and took in the smell of new leather. He took his time adjusting the seat, the side mirrors, and the rearview mirror. One of the keys Frank had given him slid effortlessly into the ignition. The car started with a snarl. Matt released the brake, placed the shift knob into drive position, and cautiously put the car in motion.
It only took him a couple of minutes to find the highway. When he pressed his foot on the accelerator, the car’s response was instantaneous. Matt felt a sense of exhilaration as he navigated the German vehicle thru traffic. This could be mine, he thought. All I have to do is find my niche.
That night Matt had difficulty sleeping. Thoughts of self-doubt again entered his mind. Would he be able to find a good paying job with a future? How long would he have to depend on his uncle’s generosity?
When Matt finally drifted off to sleep, he dreamt he was on a plane heading to Quebec. Amy, the flight attendant who had given him her phone number, had a sympathetic look on her face. “I’m sorry you couldn’t make a go of it in L.A.,” she said.
“I guess I just wasn’t cut out for such a fast paced life,” Matt replied.
“What are you going to do?”
His eyes wouldn’t meet her stare. “Work for my father, I guess. He owns a delicatessen.” It was a bold-face lie. But a delicatessen sounded better than a grocery store. He saw disappointment written on her face. “Why don’t we take in dinner and a movie?” he asked.
“Sorry, Matt. I don’t go out with losers.”
Matt woke with a start, thankful it had only been a dream. He vowed that no matter what he had to do, he would make a go of it. It was seven a.m. When he opened the electronic pull curtains, he immediately saw the rainbow. Its arc of color seemed to split the sky in two. It looked as if an artist had taken a multi-colored brush to a backdrop of blue canvass.
He traced the sweep to the horizon where it seemed to drop off the face of the earth. Matt, who was superstitious, was certain this was a good omen.
CHAPTER 3
A week went by before Matt realized that even with a college education, without experience, the best he could hope for was a low-paying entry level job in sales. Discouraged, he went to seek his uncle’s advice.
Frank was playing pool. “Care to join me in a game of eight ball?” he asked.
“No thanks.” Matt watched Frank play for a while, and then said, “There aren’t as many good job opportunities in L.A. as I thought there’d be.”
Frank broke another rack. “I could have told you so. You’re ambitious and impatient just like I was when I was your age. You wouldn’t be happy working for someone else. Most wealthy people are entrepreneurs. They use the money they’ve accumulated as a benchmark of their success. The more money you make, the more successful you’ll become. You’ll never achieve independence unless you work for yourself.”
“But what could I do?”
“Your major is marketing, right?” Frank didn’t wait for Matt’s answer. “Go and talk to people who are self-employed in a business to provide a service. Target small companies—businesses that cannot afford to spend much on advertising. Convince them you can increase their market share for a percentage of the profit.”
Matt clung to his uncle’s every word. “What kind of businesses?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Any industry would work. It could be a small contracting firm. There are hundreds in L.A.”
Matt thought his uncle’s idea had merit. The only problem was he had little time. Another week, two at most, and he would barely have enough money for a plane ticket home. The thought of having to go back to Quebec and admit defeat petrified him. Matt knew most men didn’t have the guts to start a business of their own. Frank had just told him he did.
* * *
That evening, Matt came up with an idea. He’d spent part of one summer painting his parents’ house inside and out. Why not try to promote a paint company? He decided to find a reputable painting contractor who didn’t have the money or marketing expertise to promote his company. But first, he’d have to create a good impression.
The next day he chose a name for his company, deciding on Catalyst Marketing. After filing the fictitious name at the county courthouse, he had some business cards printed. He also developed a brochure with a catchy phrase. “Catalyst Marketing offers upside potential without the downside risk.” Taking his uncle’s advice, he concentrated on smaller businesses with no name recognition.
Within a week, he’d mastered the technique of getting to the decision makers who were usually the owners themselves. He found it much easier to get his foot in the door as a self-employed individual than as a job applicant.
Screening his prospects thoroughly, Matt asked for references and then checked them out. Two companies he’d pitched told him they weren’t interested, but that didn’t discourage Matt. He knew he was playing a numbers game. Sooner or later he’d get someone to bite.
Regent Enterprises looked promising. The paint company had been in existence in the greater Los Angeles area for fifteen years. Almost all of its business came from customer referrals, and the company limited its advertising to a small ad in the yellow pages.
The owner of Regent Enterprises, Stan Le Duc, pointed to a chair as Matt entered his office. “Well, young man, what’s on your mind?”
After seeing the skeptical look on Le Duc’s face, Matt decided to come right to the point. “Here’s my proposal. I’ll generate business for you. As much as you can handle. You’ll have your estimator bid on each job, but I must accompany him at all times. I’ll either pass his bid on to the prospective client as written, or I’ll rewrite the bid to include overages. In either case, if I don’t provide you with a signed contract, I’ll pay your estimator the going rate for doing the estimate.”
Matt became less confident when he saw that Le Duc’s look of skepticism was still there. “What’s this going to cost me?”
“Nothing up front, but I want fifteen percent of all labor charges, ten percent on materials and I keep all overages. You pay one hundred percent of all penalty clauses for not completing a job within a specified time.” By this time, Matt had perfected his pitch. He hoped he sounded more confident than he felt.
The older man appeared to give Matt’s proposal some thought. “I won’t accept anything less than a $5,000 job. I don’t want to waste my time painting closets. I’ll pay you a ten percent override on labor, five on materials.” Le Duc gave Matt a piercing look. “And you can have seventy-five percent of all overages. You get paid when I get paid. I’m willing to try you out to see how this works on the condition that either of us can terminate the arrangement after thirty days.”
Matt hesitated only for effect. “Sounds fair to me. Let’s put it down in writing. Once I have a signed agreement, I’ll start bringing you jobs.”
Matt couldn’t help but notice Le Duc’s dubious look. “Don’t worry. I’ll get you results.”
With a promise and a handshake Matt left Le Duc’s office. Back in the car, he wondered whether the California sun was starting to get to him. I don’t have a clue how to pull this off. I just know I have to make it work.
Matt decided he’d concentrate on $1 million-plus homes, the closer to the ocean the better. He took a map of L.A. and circled all the prestigious areas: Malibu, Holmby Hills, Beverly Hills, and the Riviera district were but a few. Matt believed most homeowners would rely more on referrals than on the lowest bid. Also, according to his uncle, many affluent people employed full-time help to manage their estates. Matt had a hunch that these caretakers would do little to no comparison shopping.
Over breakfast the next day, Matt asked his uncle, “Are you still willing to give me a helping hand?”
“Of course. Just tell me what you’d like me to do.”
“How many members belong to the Riviera Country Club?” Matt asked.
“I believe we have 580 and a large waiting list.”
“How many of these people do you know by name?”
“Oh, I’d say around a hundred or so. Most of the golfers know me because I was president of the club last year. Also, I’ve been on the governing board for seven years in a row.”
“Then this is what I’d like you to do.”
* * *
The next day Matt splurged on some expensive stationery. He also bought a cell phone, a pager, and an answering machine, which he planned to hook up to one of his uncle’s phone lines. He had to admit he was nervous. If this didn’t work, he would have to borrow money for a plane ticket home.
He took his time writing the letter, developing some catchy phrases, but the clincher was the last paragraph. Goldstein had given Matt and his company the highest possible praise and recommendation. The implication was that Matt only dealt with wealthy clients who owned prestigious, expensive properties. The referral was not made lightly and Frank signed each letter personally with a flourish.
The results were practically instantaneous. Matt mailed fifty letters the first week and by the end of the second had scheduled five estimates.
Since his first appointment came from the Riviera district, he asked his uncle if he knew a Mrs. Rollins.
“Good looking woman, that Rollins. She’s the wife of a prominent criminal defense attorney. The guy belongs to the club, but he never has time to play golf. You can get this job, Matt. Go for it!”
Matt punched in the time and date of his appointment in his Blackberry, praying this marketing scheme would work.
CHAPTER 4
Matt made sure he was on time when he arrived in front of the Rollins’ showy home. Although it wasn’t as lavish as his uncle’s, the mansion boasted a portico and a separate entrance for deliveries. He had dressed casually in a pair of slacks and a golf shirt that sported the Riviera logo. He wanted to give the impression he was used to associating with the wealthy.
A servant opened the front door, escorting him to a room that reminded him of his university’s library. Matt had never seen so many books. They were stacked from floor to ceiling on bookshelves that lined all four walls.
“Hello, my name is Florence,” an attractive older woman said. She was dressed in a casual pant outfit made of shimmering material. As Matt shook her hand, he noticed her wedding ring contained more diamonds than most jewelry stores had on inventory.
He heard the front door chime, and moments later a servant ushered Le Duc’s estimator into the room.
Matt was about to make the introductions, but Rollins cut him off. “Follow me,” she commanded. The largeness of her home impressed Matt as he and the estimator tagged along behind her. She was well organized, handing Matt color swatches that were labeled so there would be no confusion as to what she wanted done in each room. She gave explicit instructions as Matt and Louis took notes.
Finally, the trio came full circle, returning to the massive library that was by far the largest room in the house. “This is my husband’s favorite room,” Rollins said proudly. “He’s a criminal attorney, you know. His hobby is collecting first editions.”
As Matt surveyed the room, he noted the ornate cornices and moldings that lined the ceiling’s perimeter. “He wants these bookshelves and all the woodwork refinished in this color stain,” Rollins said, handing Matt yet another sample. “Do you gentlemen have any questions before we go outside?”
“We’ll have to sandblast the beamed ceiling, ma’am,” Louis said. “Also, your husband has a lot of books in this room. Are you going to have someone take them off the shelves?”
“I really am not interested in technical matters,” Rollins admonished.
Turning towards Matt, she asked, “Do I have to concern myself with such trivial things as removing books off shelves? I assume you’ve worked in homes that have libraries before, haven’t you, Mr. Mittleman?” Then she added testily, “Maybe you don’t have the experience to handle this job.”
Matt shot a nasty look to the estimator before addressing Rollins. “I’m very capable of handling this assignment. Let me assure you everything will be taken care of.” He punctuated his response with one of his disarming grins, hoping Louis hadn’t blown it for him.
Somewhat mollified, Rollins motioned them to follow her outside. Matt wrote furiously on his notepad as once again Rollins proceeded to give instructions.
As they approached the front of the house, she pointed to two distinctive antique lanterns that stood guard over the entryway. “You will be careful of these, won’t you? They are original carriage lights from Spain. My husband and I shipped them back, and he had them wired for electricity.”
Matt worked at sounding confident. “Rest assured, ma’am. There will be no overspray.”
“Good. Oh, by the way, if your bid is satisfactory, I want this done quickly. My husband and I are leaving for the Bahamas next Tuesday evening. We’re returning late Sunday night. We won’t have to come home to dripping paint or dropcloths or anything like that, will we?”
Louis started to respond, but Matt quickly cut him off. “I’m certain we can accomplish what needs to be done while you and your husband are away. Would it be possible for you to leave your decorator’s phone number with me? I may need to consult with her.” Matt took the approach that the job was already his.
Rollins smiled. “My decorator is a he, and I would be happy to give you his number. Could you come up with an estimate by Friday? If we decide to go with you, I’ll make sure you have full access to the house.”
* * *
That afternoon Le Duc was waiting for Matt in his office. Matt plunked himself down in one of the chairs that looked as if it had seen better days.
Le Duc shot Matt a dirty look. “Are you nuts? You don’t know diddly-squat about the paint contracting business, yet you tell that rich bitch, ‘No problem.’ We’ll need at least twenty gallons of paint for the interior wall space alone. That attorney’s wife wants a different color for every friggin’ room in the house. And that gaylord decorator of hers came up with the most bizarre color scheme I’ve ever seen. Do you know all this paint has to be matched perfectly?
“Furthermore, Mr. Matt Mittleman, all the ceilings have to be sandblasted, and the kitchen cabinets must be stripped and resanded. We have cornices, moldings, and eight hundred linear feet of library shelving to stain, not to mention all those goddamn books that’ll have to be taken down and replaced.”
Louis chimed in, “I bet there are at least two thousand of them.”
“Then we have to repaint the entire exterior,” Le Duc said. “But the timeframe is what really boggles my mind. How do you expect us to complete this job in four and a half days, which includes a Saturday and a Sunday? Have you totally lost your mind?”
Matt was surprised at Le Duc’s response. He thought the contractor would have been pleased. “Come on, stop whining and prepare the estimate. These people will pay top dollar for this job. You’ve been concerned about having to bid on small jobs, and now you’re bitching when I hand you a big one. There are no obstacles that can’t be overcome if we work together and use our ingenuity.”
Louis came to Le Duc’s defense. “Can you believe this guy? The son of a bitch committed us to work twenty-five hours a day without asking us first!”
Le Duc cut him short. “Your job is to come up with the estimate. I’ll be the one to decide whether we agree to paint the woman’s house.”
Le Duc turned toward Matt. “Would you excuse us, please? I’d like to talk to Louis in private. I’ll call you later.”
“Of course.” Matt walked out of Le Duc’s office and closed the door gently, feeling much less confident than when he first came in.
* * *
He sat by the phone waiting for Le Duc’s call. Maybe I overdid it, he thought. Maybe Louis is right. What the hell do I know about painting a house?
Hating to be kept in suspense, Matt reached for the phone to call Le Duc, but then decided against it. The ball is in his court. He said he’d call. I just have to be patient.
The call from Le Duc came the following morning. “I authorized Louis to prepare the bid, but I want you to know that to do the job that normally takes two weeks in four and a half days is going to cost this lady plenty. Not only am I going to have to pull people off other jobs and assign them to this one, but I’ll also have to hire independent contractors to fill in the gaps our guys can’t handle. Our crews will have to work fifteen-hour days, and that means I’ll have to pay them double for the overtime.
“I hope you appreciate the fact it took a lot of doing to prepare this bid. Louis worked most of the night to come up with a halfway realistic estimate. If this woman doesn’t go with us, you’ll owe him $300.”
Matt gulped. He didn’t have the money, but he refused to dwell on negatives. “What’s it going to cost her?”
“The final estimate came to $23,154. I’m willing to round the bid off to an even twenty-three grand.” Le Duc chuckled. “That’s about $7,000 more than what this job would cost if we had two weeks to complete it.”
Matt was taken aback. That was more money than his parents had paid for their house. Quickly regaining his composure, he asked, “What did she do? Select paint that’s made of gold?”
“If this lady wants her house repainted in four and a half days, that’s what she’s going to have to pay,” Le Duc shot back. “To tell you the truth, I don’t think she’ll go for such a high-dollar figure. She may be loaded, but she ain’t stupid.”
“You let me worry about that. That’s my job. You did yours and believe me, I’ll do mine,” Matt said with false bravado. “Can I have the written estimate?”
“I’ll email it to you in a few minutes . . . and Mittleman?”
“Yes.”
“I wish I had a son like you. My boy is nothing but a lazy bum. At least you’ve got gonads.”
“Thanks. I appreciate your confidence.”
“Oh, I have confidence in you, all right. If I didn’t think you could pull this off, I wouldn’t have gone through all this trouble.”
Matt breathed a little easier. “At least it’s comforting to know you think I’m capable.”
“I also want you to know that if you don’t get this job, consider yourself finished.”
Le Duc disconnected before Matt had a chance to respond. “Oh, that’s just great,” he said into the receiver. “You go to hell!”
When Matt received the email, he downloaded the bid off his computer. He thought about presenting the estimate as is, but if he did that, he wouldn’t make any money in overages. “Screw it,” he said out loud. “If I can’t sell this job with overages, then I’m not the salesman I thought I was.”
He jacked up the estimate by $4,000. He included a quality control fee and an administration fee. He also raised the labor portion of the bid. Satisfied with the results, he prepared the contract for Rollins’ signature on fancy parchment. As an afterthought, he added a footnote that the job would cost $7,000 less if she allowed two weeks for Regent Enterprises to paint her house.
His career as an entrepreneur now rested on his ability to sell himself to Rollins. Matt knew if she didn’t accept the bid, he would be packing his bag.
CHAPTER 5
When Matt rang the bell, he was surprised that Mrs. Rollins opened the door. She looked as if she’d just gotten off the tennis court; small beads of perspiration still clung to her forehead.
“Come in, Mr. Mittleman. It’s the maid’s day off. I was just fixing some lemonade. Would you like some?”
“Yes, thank you. That’d be nice.”
“I’ll just be a minute, have a seat.” Now that he was here Matt felt more nervous than ever. This lady held his future in her hands. Maybe he shouldn’t have pumped up the bid by that extra $4,000. Too late now.
Rollins returned from the kitchen with a tray and two glasses, offering one to Matt. “Did you bring the paperwork?”
Matt tried to keep his hand steady as he opened his briefcase. He handed her two pages. She skimmed page one, then flipped over to read page two. She looked at Matt’s handiwork much as one would review a grocery bill. Matt began to fidget, sipping his lemonade. She turned the estimate back to the first page and began scrutinizing it more carefully.
“Would you like your husband to review the information? I can always come back later if . . .”
“I don’t need to bother my husband with such matters. Besides, he’s in Chicago today.” She paused, flipped back to page two, and then asked, “This quality control fee. I take it this is what you earn for making sure everything goes according to plan?”
“I assure you when you return from the Bahamas, the house will be perfect. I’ll be here to supervise every aspect and detail of this job.”
She rose from her chair and walked over to him. She stood close, too close, and looked him straight in the eyes. He could smell her perfume mixed with her sweat. “Do you have a pen?” she asked in an intimate tone.
He fumbled for one in his briefcase as she stood there, looking down on him with her legs slightly apart. They were tan, muscular, and smooth as a baby’s. He definitely sensed the current between them. He wondered what she would do if he made a move. He had a feeling she’d be wild in bed. Wait a minute, he thought. I’m not about to blow this job over a roll in the hay.
He forced himself to stand. When he handed her the pen, he withdrew his hand quickly. Backing away, he said, “You won’t be disappointed with the work, ma’am.”
Matt sensed the tension fade, the moment pass. Whatever could have been between them was pure speculation now. She took his pen, falling back into her role as the famous attorney’s wife. She signed the contract with flair, and without hesitation handed the papers back to Matt. “Will $10,000 be enough for a deposit?”
Matt tried to keep the elation out of his voice. “That would be fine.”
She wrote a check and after handing it to Matt, told him he needn’t bother with the receipt. She looked at him as if he were the hired help now. “Can you come by Tuesday morning? I’ll introduce you to the maid. She lives here so there won’t be a problem getting into the house, but here’s a spare key just in case. We’ll be out of here by three that afternoon. I’ll tell her that you and your workmen are to have the run of the place.” Rollins looked at him with mirth in her eyes. She returned his pen, briefly touching his hand. “This is your first big job, isn’t it?”
He couldn’t lie to her. “Yes. Trust me, I won’t let you down.”
“I’m sure you won’t,” she said flirtatiously. “If this works out, I could get you other work. You know that, don’t you?”
“Yes. I was hoping you’d allow me to use you as a reference after you see what a good job I do.”
Once she closed the door behind him, Matt wondered what she would have done had he led her by the hand to the bedroom, but he drove the thought quickly out of his mind. On the way to his uncle’s, he calculated his share at over $5,000, and he had another estimate in Malibu tomorrow.
Matt was ecstatic. He’d found his “niche” as his uncle would say.
He pulled Amy’s telephone number out of his wallet. Even though a month had gone by since he had last seen her, he could still recreate her image. She had looked preppie in her navy blue Canadian Airline’s uniform; her red beret tilted at an angle, the airline’s white logo displayed on its side. Her blonde hair was cropped short and she had a pert little nose. What he liked most about her was the way she wiggled when she walked, her cute butt swaying from side to side. And above all her dimples. Maybe it was because they didn’t appear till she smiled. And she had smiled a lot.
Matt punched in her number, wondering if she would remember their brief encounter.
CHAPTER 6
Matt could hear the buzz of Amy’s phone. He decided to hang up if her answering machine came on. The last thing he wanted to do was leave a message. He usually had a lot of confidence with women, but for some reason he felt unsure of himself with this one. What the hell, he thought. All she can do is say no. He was about to disconnect when a female voice came on the line.
“Is this Amy?” he asked.
“Yes. Who’s this?”
“Matt. Matt Mittleman. Do you remember me? We met on the plane in Quebec.”
There was a pause. “Weren’t you the guy with the knee injury? You’re the hockey player, aren’t you?”
At least she remembered me, Matt thought. “I’m an ex-hockey player about to become an entrepreneur.” He immediately regretted using the term, ‘entrepreneur.’ The last thing he wanted to do was portray himself as a braggart.
“I’d say that’s quite an accomplishment. What is it you do?”
Matt decided it would be best to downplay the success he’d had with Catalyst Marketing. “Actually, I do some promotional work for a paint company. I just landed my first contract and thought you might like to help me celebrate.” Matt crossed his fingers, hoping Amy would not say no. The long pause on the other end of the line wasn’t reassuring.
Finally, she asked, “What do you have in mind?”
“I thought we could have dinner, maybe take in a show.” Matt hesitated, and then added, “I would really like to see you.”
“Well, I couldn’t very well refuse a fellow Canadian now, could I?”
The minute he hung up, he let out a yell loud enough for Henry to come running. “Is anything wrong, sir?”
Matt placed his arms around Goldstein’s butler and waltzed the perplexed man around the room.
* * *
Matt had an ulterior motive that night when he agreed to play pool with his uncle. He remembered that Amy had wanted to see the Phantom of the Opera, but he was unable to get tickets.
When he mentioned this to Goldstein, his cue almost ripped the felt. “You’ve got to be kidding! You want two tickets to the Phantom for a week from Friday? Do you realize how hard it is to get tickets to that play, particularly on such short notice?”
“Well, I just thought I’d ask. We could do something else, I suppose.”
The enigmatic smile appeared. “Is she really that special?”
“She’s very nice.”
“I bet she’s pretty, too,” Frank added. “Okay. I have some people who owe me a favor. Let me see what I can do.”
The next morning after breakfast Goldstein said, “I have two ticket reservations in your name for Friday night’s eight o’clock performance.”
“That’s great! How did you ever—”
“Don’t ask. Take her to dinner at the Beverly Wilshire. I know the maitre’d there. He’ll take good care of you. I’ll call and make a reservation in your name. You can pick up the theater tickets at the concierge’s desk.”
“You’re a lifesaver, Uncle Frank. By the way, what did the tickets cost? I want to pay you back.”
“Actually I got them for nothing. I told you some people owed me a favor. Take the Gull Wing if you like. Make it a memorable evening. It’s not often you meet someone special.”
* * *
Matt surprised himself by how much he was looking forward to Friday night. Here he barely knew this Amy, and yet for some reason it was important for him to make a good impression.
He decided to take Frank up on his offer. The convertible he was driving would be considered an exotic in Quebec, but BMWs were fairly common in L.A. However, the Gull Wing was another matter. The best way to describe Goldstein’s 1956 Gull Wing Mercedes was understated elegance at its best. Matt admired the car’s gunmetal finish, certainly the correct color for a Gull Wing. The car’s exterior felt cool to the touch. With its doors open, Matt thought the classic auto resembled a bird prepared to take flight.
He climbed into the driver’s seat, reveling in the smell of the new beige leather interior. Although the rare car was over forty years old, it had been restored from the ground up at the Mercedes’ factory and looked and smelled new. When Matt twisted the key in the ignition, the engine purred.
He allowed himself ample time to find Amy’s apartment. Nervous, he rang the bell. When Amy opened the door, Matt was pleased. She looked stunning. Her classic black dress formed a striking contrast against her pearl-white skin. When she smiled, her dimples surfaced. Matt handed her a bouquet of flowers. “This is for you.”
“How nice. Thank you.”
“My pleasure.”
“Come in while I put these in a vase.”
There was a moment of awkward silence as Amy arranged the flowers.
Picking up her purse, she broke the tension. “I’m set. Shall we go?”
Matt opened the car door, allowing Amy to enter the passenger’s cubicle. “I’ve never seen a car like this before,” she remarked. “Is it yours?”
“Don’t I wish. My uncle is letting me use it. This is just one of a number of his vintage cars.” Matt drove for a while in silence. Then, in order to make small talk, he asked, “What made you decide to become a flight attendant?”
“I like to travel. Also, I meet a lot of interesting people.” She paused. “Present company included. Besides, a nine-to-five job has never appealed to me. What prompted you to move to L.A.?”
Matt negotiated the Mercedes effortlessly through traffic. “I felt I’d have more opportunities here than in Quebec.” He deliberately didn’t volunteer any information about his family.
When they arrived at the Beverly Wilshire Hotel, they entered the dramatic-looking foyer. Copper planters with fresh-cut flowers dominated the entryway. The glass elevator whisked them silently to La Petite Maison, the restaurant his uncle told him was noted for its French cuisine.
Matt was surprised to find the place virtually empty, the reservation made by his uncle on their behalf for that hour, a mere formality. The maitre’d approached them. “Monsieur Mittleman, Mademoiselle Meraux. If you would please follow me.”
“How did he know our names?” Amy whispered.
“My uncle made the reservations. He must have told him.”
They were ushered to an intimate dining area. “We call this our Observatory,” the maitre’d said proudly.
Matt gazed at the dome-like ceiling, marveling at its construction. There were six concave glass panels braced together by steel bands that ran in sync to the curvature of the dome. He glanced at Amy to see if she was as much in awe of the room as he was. He touched her arm and spoke in a low voice. “Look, you can see the cumulous clouds through the dome.”
“Yes,” she replied. “They remind me of white billows of smoke, ships sailing across the sky.”
Matt and Amy surveyed the opulent surroundings. There were fresh flowers on the table, the bone china transparent, and the baroque silver jeweled. Matt wondered how much money he’d have to make to dine this way on a regular basis.
His thoughts were cut short by the maitre’d. “My name is Jacques. Please don’t hesitate to call upon me or my staff as it will be a pleasure serving you.” He bowed and left. Matt didn’t think he’d ever get used to people bowing. Bowing was for kings and queens. He came from peasant stock, not royalty.
A waiter seemingly appeared from nowhere, bringing them their menus. Within seconds a wine steward handed Matt a wine list the size of the Encyclopedia Britannica.
They ordered dry gin martinis straight up. It was nice to start out a conversation about something they both had in common.
Matt perused the comprehensive wine list, startled at the prices. He thought even the least expensive wine was outrageously overpriced. For a second he felt a twinge of guilt. His father would have to work for almost a week to buy one of these bottles. He decided to throw caution to the wind. What the hell. He’d be getting a large check in a week or so.
When their martinis arrived, Matt lifted his glass. “Here’s to fate. She was certainly on my side when she had me enter that plane to find you.”
Amy blushed. When she touched her glass against Matt’s, they both heard the distinctive ping of crystal. She said, “Thanks for choosing me to share this special occasion.”
The wine steward approached their table once more. This time, he was cradling a bottle of wine in his hands. His French accent pronounced, he said, “This wine is for you and Mademoiselle, Monsieur. It’s from Monsieur Goldstein. He thought a bottle of Chateau Margaux in the 1982 vintage would be magnifique.” Matt thought it comical that the waiter treated the bottle as if it were sacred.
After allowing him to examine its label, the wine steward ceremoniously uncorked it, placed the red cork next to his fork, and poured some of the ruby red liquid into his glass. Taking a sip, Matt nodded his approval. He tried to appear nonchalant, hoping that Amy wouldn’t know any more about wine than he did. Considering his wallet, he appreciated his uncle coming to the rescue.
Matt scanned the extensive a la carte menu, its prices also exorbitant. Wincing at what the restaurant charged for its entrees, he wrestled with what to order when the waiter reappeared. He approached Matt and whispered so Amy wouldn’t hear, “No charge for you and the lady, sir.”
Matt vowed to repay his uncle’s generosity. After some deliberation, they both decided on a Caesar salad and a Chateaubriand for two.
* * *
Amy caught Matt admiring her. She was accustomed to dating older men. She found little in common with men in their early twenties as most had only sex on their minds. But Matt appeared to be different. She tried to determine what it was that attracted her to him. It certainly wasn’t his looks. Not that he was unattractive, but typically she preferred taller men. Matt reminded her of her first beau. He, too had dark curly hair, a deep baritone voice, brought her flowers and treated her with utmost respect.
Totally involved in Matt, she almost regretted the interruption of the waiter who served the Chateaubriand. She did, however, admire the man’s skill in pouring the cognac over the meat and igniting it.
Their verbal foreplay continued through dinner. The sun had set, and the stars were now clearly visible through the transparent dome overhead. Their environment was intimate, the Observatory creating the illusion of an ethereal craft moving through space. Amy was oblivious to everything but Matt and was surprised that other diners were now occupying adjacent tables.
Suddenly, Matt broke the intimacy. He glanced at his watch, jumped out of his chair, and exclaimed, “Jeez, we’re going to be late.”
“Late for what?” Amy asked.
“Excuse me. I’ll be right back.” He got up from the table and quickly left the room.
* * *
“Matt rushed to the main lobby to pick up the theater tickets. The maitre’d followed. “Is something the matter?”
“I have a half hour to drive to Ahmanson’s and park. I don’t think I’ll make the performance in time.”
“Don’t you worry. You go get that lovely young lady, and I’ll have the hotel’s limo waiting for you out front. If you leave now, the driver will get you there with time to spare.”
Matt grabbed some cash out of his wallet and handed the money to Jacques. He felt the least he could do was leave a generous tip.
Jacques extended his palms upward. “Don’t worry about that, sir. It’s already been taken care of.”
The privilege of the rich, Matt thought. When I make it I swear I’ll be generous just like my uncle.
A black limousine pulled up at the hotel’s entrance just as Matt hustled Amy through the hotel’s revolving door. By the time they reached the curb, Jacques and the chauffeur were already waiting for them with the passenger door open.
“Relax, folks,” said the driver. “Feel free to pour yourselves an after dinner liquor. I’ll have you there in plenty of time,” he said with a wink.
A quizzical expression appeared on Amy’s face. “Where are we going in such a rush?”
“You told me you wanted to see Phantom of the Opera.”
“No way! I also told you it’s impossible to get tickets.”
Matt grinned. “Well, I just made the impossible possible. I happen to have two tickets in my pocket.”
“What? How?”
“You ask too many questions.” He put his arm around her and held her close. “Let’s just enjoy the evening.”
* * *
As Matt and Amy were ushered to their seats in the theater, the lights dimmed.
The orchestra started the overture to the Phantom. At first Matt thought the melody sounded dream-like, subdued. Once the brass instruments joined the strings, the music became bolder, more forceful.
When the composition reached a crescendo, there was an audible gasp from the audience. A huge sphere-like object resembling a gigantic chandelier slowly descended towards the orchestra pit. Matt held his breath as the apparition came to a standstill right above their heads. Then, appearing to defy gravity, it continued its journey toward the back of the theater. The lights went out, the music stopped, and the object disappeared.
Then, to a haunting melody, the curtain came up.
The Phantom’s forceful voice was so pure that it instantly wove its magic over the audience. Matt and Amy sat mesmerized along with a thousand others. Periodically, Matt would give Amy a sidelong glance to determine the musical’s impact on her, glad she was apparently caught up in the performance.
During intermission they were too moved to take a break so they sat in their seats relishing the experience. Amy leaned closer toward Matt, her perfume sending tiny shivers of delight up and down his spine. “Thank you so much for this evening. I don’t think I will ever forget it.” Her voice was intimate, seductive.
“I’m so glad I’m sharing this night with you,” Matt whispered back.
Amy flicked back a lock of Matt’s black hair that had slipped down over his forehead. She brought her hand back to rest in his and squeezed it gently as the first chime rang, signaling the continuation of the performance. Their shoulders touching, their hands clasped together, the musical held their rapt attention until the theater curtain closed. The audience came to their feet as the actors took their bows. The applause was thunderous.
Matt and Amy walked out of the theater in a dream-like state, reluctant to break this special mood. The limousine from the hotel was waiting. The driver tipped his hat, bowed, and opened the car door.
Once in the limo Amy said, “Tonight has been a magical evening. I feel like I’ve reached out and touched the stars. If I had the power, I’d freeze this moment in time so I could enjoy it forever.” She reached over and gently kissed Matt, her lips barely brushing his.
Neither wanted the evening to end, but eventually Matt delivered Amy in front of her apartment. As they walked in step to the front door, she slid effortlessly into his arms. He kissed her, gently at first. When she parted her lips, his kiss became more urgent. There was a tightness in his groin. As Matt drew Amy toward him, he knew she could feel his hardness pressing against her. He wanted her, and he felt she wanted him, too. Should I push things? Would it ruin everything? Intuitively, Matt pulled back. His voice urgent, he murmured, “I need to see you again.”
“I’d like that,” Amy replied, her voice husky with passion. “Would you like to come over for dinner next Saturday night?”
Matt continued to hold her close, afraid if he let go she’d disappear, and he would never see her again. “That would be great. Want me to bring anything?”
She looked searchingly into his eyes. “Just yourself.”
Finally, she pulled away from their embrace. He watched her open the front door. She stood in the threshold for a moment, blew him a kiss, and then she was gone. Matt looked yearningly at the door for a while before returning to the car. He could still smell the perfume she had been wearing.
He had trouble sleeping that night. Images of the evening with Amy kept running through his mind. He could see her as clearly as if she were in the room. Her dimples, her blonde hair, even the freckles around her nose. He knew something important had happened this evening. He was making a go with his business and now this very special girl had entered his life. He was definitely on a roll.
CHAPTER 7
Florence Rollins kept her word. Not only did she allow Matt to use her name as a reference, but she told all of her friends and neighbors about him. Within a short period of time, word spread within the affluent communities of Los Angeles. Matt became so busy that he now had a waiting list of jobs with signed contracts, and his weekly bank deposits were getting larger and larger.
His uncle praised his resourcefulness. “Looks like you’ve found your niche, my boy. I always knew you had it in you.” Those words of encouragement coming from an uncle he idolized motivated Matt to work even harder. He soon discovered he had a knack for organization. Once Catalyst Marketing was up and running, he put a couple of his own estimators on the payroll. This enabled him to do what he did best, which was schmoozing with the clientele.
He continued to see Amy, and he also decided to reestablish his once close friendship with Sean Corbett. Sean lived in Los Angeles, but unfortunately, Matt hadn’t taken the time to look him up.
He’d known Sean in college as the two played on the school’s hockey team together. Sean graduated with a degree in law two years before Matt had received his diploma. He’d passed the California Bar and went to work for the County of Los Angeles as an assistant district attorney.
Matt smiled inwardly when he remembered it was Sean who had dubbed him the “Scrapper.” Sean had told Matt he was the “gutsiest” player on the team. Matt always tried to make up for his lack of physical stature with his aggressive style of play. The nickname stuck.
On a weekend when Amy was going to be out of town, he called his friend. “Hey, Sean. It’s Matt Mittleton. How have you been?”
“Scrapper? Is that you?”
“Sure is. I’ve been meaning to call you, but I’ve been busy trying to figure out a way to make a buck. How are you?”
“I’m fine. Tired of living a life of celibacy, but other than that I’m okay. What are you doing in L.A.?”
“I live here now. Moved from Quebec a couple of months ago. I figured out how I could make a living in L.A. I have my own business,” Matt said proudly.
“You’ve been here for two months and you already have your own business?”
“Not only that, but I met this wonderful girl. She’s fantastic. Wait till you meet her.”
“You have a knack for finding women. I’ve been in L.A. for two years and I still haven’t found Miss Right.”
“That’s a hoot, you being envious of me. I wish I had your looks.” Matt had always envied Sean’s physical stature. He was tall, broad shouldered and his finely chiseled nose and high cheekbones gave him an aristocratic appearance.
“I’d trade you my looks for your way with the ladies,” Sean said. “As long as I’ve known you, women have gravitated towards you.”
“Well, I’m out of circulation, at least for now.”
“She’s not going to prevent the two of us from having a beer together, or is she?”
“Of course not. In fact, she’ll be out of town this weekend. Are you free Friday?”
“I’m at your disposal. I know a couple of great watering holes.”
Matt laughed. “You haven’t changed a bit.”
Matt was eager to see his ex-hockey teammate, to talk about those carefree times. They met after work at O’Doul’s. The restaurant was well known for its scotch and its pastrami sandwiches.
Sean, who was already seated at the bar, waved when he saw him. The place was so packed it took Matt awhile to navigate through the crowd. As he approached the bar, the woman sitting next to Sean drained her drink and stood to leave. “See you on Monday, Sean,” she said. “Good luck trolling tonight.”
“Thanks, Margaret. Tell your husband if he doesn’t start appreciating you more, I’m going to give him some serious competition.”
“Promises, promises,” replied the sixty-year-old law clerk as she gave up her barstool to Matt.
“This place is crawling with chicks and that’s the best you can do?” Matt teased.
“Well, you know what they say, experience takes precedence over youth,” Sean teased back.
Three drinks later, after they had rehashed old times, Matt slapped Sean on the back. “So, tell me about your job. Do you enjoy prosecuting the bad guys?”
“Someone has to do it.”
“Do they give you murder cases?”
“Are you kidding? The district attorney doles those out to more experienced lawyers. I mainly deal in white-collar crime, minor embezzlement and fraud. The big stuff gets assigned to guys with a lot more trial experience than me.” Sean shrugged. “That’s okay. At least I don’t have to talk to the press. Occasionally, when I’m not on the DA’s poop list, he’ll throw a rape or robbery case my way. What about you? Tell me what you’re up to.”
Matt filled Sean in on his newly formed company and his recent success in the paint contracting business. After a period of time the subject got around to women. “Are you dating anyone in particular?” Matt asked.
“No. Not really. I started to see this female lawyer from our office, but then things got rather complicated, so I broke it off. I come in here often, and occasionally I get lucky.”
Matt laughed. “That reminds me of the time when we were at the sorority party in Quebec. I’ll never forget what happened when I introduced you to those pledges as Dr. Corbett.”
Sean started laughing, too. “You’re telling me. Not only did you introduce me as a medical doctor, but you told them my specialty was gynecology. I just know that had I brought a stethoscope, some of those girls would have allowed me to give them a physical right on the spot.”
Matt said, “I sure as hell didn’t hear you complain.”
Sean hit Matt playfully. “I still don’t see how most of the girls could fall for that baloney. I suppose now that you’re in love, we won’t be going out hustling anymore.”
“Did I tell you I loved her?” Matt asked sheepishly.
“Well, no. Not in so many words, but I gathered you did by the way you were talking about her.”
For the first time, the possibility of his being in love entered Matt’s mind. “I don’t know if I love her, but she certainly is special.” His thoughts shifted to Amy. The more he saw her, the more he wanted to be with her. There was a certain innocence about her that he found appealing. He smiled as he recalled the last time they made love. He’d purchased a bottle of Chateaux Margaux, the wine his uncle had provided on their first date. The bottle had been outrageously expensive, but it had been worth it. He recalled how they had recreated a small portion of the wonderful evening they’d experienced together at the La Petite Maison, glad Amy had made the connection.
Matt pushed aside his fourth drink. He was buzzed. No doubt about it. He decided to take a cab to Frank’s, figuring the BMW would be safe in valet parking.
Just as he was about to vacate his barstool, he got a whiff of perfume. The pungent scent made him glance to his left. An attractive brunette was now sitting next to him. He instinctively focused on a very nice pair of boobs. Under normal circumstances, he would have struck up a conversation, but an inner voice told him he’d better pass. Edging out of his seat, he punched Sean. “I better leave. We’ve got to do this again soon.”
Sean’s disappointment quickly faded when he saw the brunette with the knockers. Moving into Matt’s seat, he said, “Sure. I’ll call you.”
When Matt found the valet, he handed him a twenty. “Can I leave the Beamer overnight?”
The parking attendant handed him his keys. “No problem. Would you like me to call a cab?”
* * *
It was one in the morning when the cabdriver dropped Matt off in front of Frank’s house. After sliding the key in the latch and opening the massive front door, Matt slipped off his shoes. He didn’t like the idea of having to sneak into his uncle’s house for fear of waking him. Now that he and Amy were a couple, he needed to have some privacy.
It was time to find a place of his own. Hopefully, he’d be able to rent an apartment close to Amy. With the way business was going, he could certainly afford to pay rent . . . and buy a car. It wouldn’t be a new one, but it would be his.
He thought of Amy. They were both of the Jewish faith so he knew his mother would approve. Although they had only been seeing one another for a couple of months, he wondered if his days as a bachelor would be shortlived.
CHAPTER 8
Matt had just sunk the eight ball winning another game from Frank when he decided to broach the subject. “I think I’m ready to get a place of my own.”
“I can’t blame you for wanting privacy, particularly since you have a girlfriend. I’m not so old that I don’t remember what it’s like to be in love.”
Matt thought it ironic that this was the second time this week someone had told him he was in love. “Does it show that much, Uncle Frank?”
“I think it’s obvious you’re smitten. Ever since you met Amy, you haven’t been able to talk about anyone else. Your mother will be pleased you’re going out with a nice Jewish girl.” Frank missed a rail shot. “Damn. I guess I’m having a difficult time concentrating today. Where are you going to live?”
“I thought I’d get an apartment for now, and if things work out and Amy and I decide to get married, we’ll buy a house.”
Goldstein shook his head. “I don’t think moving into an apartment would be a good idea. Why don’t you lease option a place?”
“What do you mean?”
Frank muttered under his breath when he missed another shot. “Buying real estate is always a good idea, particularly if it’s a house you plan to live in. Negotiate a one-year lease option. Give the seller some money, maybe $10,000 or $15,000. That way you’ll be able to lock in the price.”
“What happens at the end of the year?”
“If prices are up, you’d be smart to buy the place. And if for some reason prices are soft, renegotiate another lease. Ultimately, if the seller needs to sell, you’ll end up getting a good deal.”
Matt knew little about such things. “Where should I be looking to buy?”
“Just remember that location is very important. If I were you, I’d try to find a place close to the water.”
Matt won another game by sinking a difficult bank shot in the side pocket. “I understand what you’re saying, and it makes sense. If I lease option a place, I won’t have to move twice.”
* * *
Taking his uncle’s advice, Matt started reading the classified section of the local papers. After a couple of months, he became discouraged. There were many homes he could lease with an option to buy farther inland, but he couldn’t find anything close to the ocean.
One day, driving back from bidding a job in Manhattan Beach, he stumbled upon a For Sale By Owner sign. As Matt pulled toward the curb, he spotted a man working in the front yard. He introduced himself, indicating he was looking for a house to lease with an option to buy it later.
“Well,” said the owner, “I’d rather sell, but I won’t rule out a lease. I have to leave as my company transferred me.”
He has the motivation, and this is a great location, thought Matt.
The owner opened the front door. “Would you like to look around?” Once Matt crossed the threshold, he knew he had to have the house. Although it was small, it was quite charming. He was confident the cottage would make a perfect starter home once Amy added her personal decorating touches.
They had made the decision to live together as soon as Matt found something suitable. Of course, Amy had been encouraging Matt to find a one-bedroom apartment, telling him that by paying cheap rent they could save more money for a down payment on a home of their own. It made sense, but Matt wasn’t willing to make the sacrifice.
Located in a quiet, older area, the house had a personality of its own. Also, it was located in a prestigious neighborhood surrounded by more expensive homes. When Matt went out to the patio, he was confronted with a stunning view. Not only was he close enough to the ocean to see the white caps, but he could also hear the resounding crash of water as the waves made contact with the jetty below.
The owner had built a large bay window in the living room, which made the house and its interior space appear larger than it really was. The floor plan was practical. The place even had hardwood floors polished to a high luster.
Matt worked at not appearing to be overly enthused or excited. Hoping the price wouldn’t be out of his reach, he took a deep breath and dived in, “What do you want for the place?”
* * *
After some haggling Matt shook the seller’s hand. He smiled when the homeowner removed the For Sale sign. He just couldn’t believe his good fortune. Not only had he negotiated a fair price for the house, but the owner had sold it to him fully furnished. A few of the pieces appeared to be quality country French antiques.
After Matt had agreed to meet the seller at the escrow office, he’d suffered buyer’s remorse. What in hell am I doing buying a $700,000 house? How will I make the payments if my deal with Le Duc goes south? Matt would have backed out had pride not stood in his way. He had given the seller his word and he knew no matter what happened he would never welch on a handshake.
Driving back to his uncle’s, Matt wondered if he should have waited. He had lease optioned the house on the spur of the moment without consulting Amy. What if she didn’t like it? Then he rationalized, if he had waited for her to return from her flight, the home would have sold to someone else. He figured he’d rather take his chances with her than lose out on a terrific opportunity.
It took him all of fifteen minutes to pack his belongings.
He found his uncle in the kitchen fixing a sandwich. “Want one?” Goldstein asked. “You can’t leave on an empty stomach.”
Matt laughed. “Are you kidding? I’ve never left your house hungry. I’ve gained ten pounds since I’ve arrived.”
Frank placed a hand on Matt’s shoulder. “I’m going to miss playing pool with you, my boy.”
“No, you aren’t. I’ll come over once a week and beat you unmercifully.”
The enigmatic smile surfaced. “You’re on.”
Matt picked up his one and only suitcase and headed for the door. “I’ll call you as soon as I get settled.”
“Your mother and father should be proud. You haven’t been in L.A. that long, and you’ve already made a success out of your life.”
Matt gave Goldstein a hug. “Thanks for everything, Uncle Frank.”
* * *
Not wanting to impose on his uncle’s generosity any longer, Matt had bought a BMW. Granted, it wasn’t new and it wasn’t a convertible, but the previous owner had kept it in good shape. He had been tempted to lease a new one, but Amy had convinced him it would be better to hold off and buy a newer model once he had the money.
A surge of pride coursed through him as he drove to his new house. Unlocking the door, he couldn’t believe he was walking into a place that belonged to him, well almost. When he opened the French doors that led to the patio, he could smell salt in the air. He knew he could live in the place for years without ever tiring of the view.
Matt spent two restless days alone in the house waiting for Amy. The option money he had given the seller and the engagement ring he had purchased had taken all of his cash. This meant they’d have to wait longer to get married, but then he was getting ahead of himself. He hadn’t even proposed to her yet.
* * *
Matt arrived well ahead of Amy’s flight. Her plane wasn’t due for another half hour so he bought a magazine and waited for her at the arrival gate. The minute she saw him, she threw her arms around him. “I missed you so much.”
“Me, too.”
As Matt took her hand, Amy asked, “I’ve seen that smug look before. What have you been up to?”
Matt was having a difficult time containing his excitement. “There is something I’d like to show you.”
“What?”
“It’s a surprise.”
“What kind of a surprise?”
“If I told you, it wouldn’t be a surprise.”
“You found an apartment, didn’t you?”
“I’m not saying another word. Let’s get in the car.”
Ten minutes later as they approached the driveway to the house, Matt said, “Close your eyes. I’ll come around and get you.” He led her slowly up the walk to the front porch, unlocked the door, and turned on the lights. “Now open them.”
Matt stood behind Amy as she took in the scene before her, hoping and praying she would like the house.
Finally, she said, “It’s absolutely fantastic! I can’t believe it. There’s even a fireplace.”
Extending a hand toward her, Matt led her from room to room and then outside. “You won’t be able to see the view tonight, but we’re really close to the ocean. Believe it or not, in the daytime you can see the waves as they crash against the sea wall.” When Amy didn’t say anything, Matt asked, “Well, what do you think?”
Her voice was choked with emotion. “It’s too beautiful to be real. You were lucky to rent a place like this.”
“Who said anything about rent? This is our house. It belongs to us.”
“You’re kidding, of course.”
Matt watched Amy as she looked at him unbelievingly.
“Nope.”
“Are you serious? How could you possibly afford this place? Oh, I know,” she said. “It was your uncle, wasn’t it? Did he give you the money for the down payment?”
“No. No. I wouldn’t do that!”
“Well then, how?”
All kinds of thoughts ran through Matt’s head. He didn’t want to tell a bold-face lie. But if he told Amy the truth, he’d have to tell her about the $150,000 he’d have to pay the seller a year from now. And if he couldn’t come up with the cash, he’d lose the $20,000 he’d already paid to lease option the place. Matt decided that in this instance, a lie was better than the truth.
“I told you I’m doing well, didn’t I? Believe it or not, this is only the beginning. Stick by me and together we’ll conquer the world.”
Later they walked back into the living room where Matt lit a fire in the hearth. He opened the champagne he’d bought for this occasion. He had managed to slip the engagement ring into the glass without her noticing. When he handed her the flute, she immediately spotted the diamond. He had purchased the ring on a credit card, but because the bills would come to his post office box, Amy would never know. He looked searchingly into her eyes, “I know we’ve talked about getting married, but I thought it best if I sealed our engagement with a ring. I hope you like it.”
Amy plucked the ring out of the glass. The diamond sparkled in the firelight. “It’s beautiful,” she said, seemingly out of breath.
“You’re the woman of my life and I love you with all my heart. I know we talked about getting married sometime soon. Would you mind if we waited a little longer? I blew all of my savings on the ring and the house.”
“I’d wait till I was old and gray if I had to.” Throwing her arms around him, she showered him with kisses.
Happy to feel her close to him, Matt slipped the ring on her finger. “Now it’s official.”
“I love you so much,” she said. “I want to be with you always.”
He picked her up, carried her to the bedroom and laid her gently on the bed. He kissed her tenderly, broke away from her and whispered, “I promise you’ll always be the only one.”
CHAPTER 9
Not wanting to wake Amy, Matt’s stifled the alarm. He couldn’t believe how quickly time had flown. One minute he was on his honeymoon, basking in the hot Jamaican sun, and now he was back hustling paint jobs. He looked lovingly at his wife of two weeks and swore he would never do anything to hurt her. He recalled the climactic conclusion of their wedding ceremony. The rabbi had asked him to perform the customary ritual of tikkun olam. When he’d stomped on the wrapped glass the clergyman had placed under his feet, it reminded him of how fragile life really was. He vowed to make his marriage work and promised Amy he would never place his business interests ahead of their relationship.
For the next six months the Mittlemans kept up a hectic pace. Amy insisted on staying on with the airline, and Matt continued to grow Regent Enterprises through his firm, Catalyst Marketing. He’d mentioned several times to his uncle that he was afraid Le Duc wouldn’t be able to keep up with all the paint jobs he kept throwing his way. Matt was seriously considering diversifying by using an additional painting company, but for some reason, his uncle dissuaded him. “Just wait a little while longer. I’m toying with an idea,” he told him.
Because Matt was now making an income that far surpassed his expectations, his uncle’s CPA had advised him to exercise his lease option and purchase the house he’d been living in. He had been shopping around for a home loan and found a loan broker who he felt would do a good job. Cornering Amy in the kitchen, Matt said, “What would you say if I told you I’m going to exercise our lease option and buy the house?”
“What are you talking about? I thought we already owned it.”
“At the time, I thought it best not to fill you in on all the details,” Matt answered sheepishly.
“I can’t believe you’d keep something like this from me!”
“Sorry, but then it’s all going to work out for the best.”
“And what if circumstances had been different? You could have easily lost the option money.”
“Had I told you, you would have worried.”
“That’s not the point, Matt.”
“Well, what is the point?”
“The point is you lied to me. Don’t ever do that again.”
Matt was now glad he had paid off the credit card he’d used to buy Amy’s engagement ring. He placed his arms around her. “I’m sorry. I won’t do it again.”
Later, when Matt was in the kitchen helping Amy with the dinner dishes, he said, “I found the neatest couple who own a mortgage company. The guy’s name is Tyler Young and her name is Margaret. They’re about our age and are the nicest people you’d ever want to meet. What would you say if I invited them to have dinner with us some night?”
* * *
A week later, Matt and Amy were entertaining their first dinner guests. After they had eaten, Margaret helped Amy with the dishes while Matt was out on the patio having a cigar with Tyler.
Matt inhaled some smoke and let it curl in ringlets out of his mouth. “So how long have you and Margaret owned Opus Mortgage?”
“Going on four years now.”
“It sounds to me like you have a good thing going.”
“We do all right. But you have to remember that because most of our loans come from realtor referrals, I have no advertising expenses.”
“Have you ever considered growing Opus? You could really do well if the right type of advertising was put in place.”
“That would be an expensive proposition,” Tyler replied. “I’m only a mortgage broker. The kind of expansion you’re suggesting would only make sense if I was a direct lender. Are you interested in getting into the loan business?”
Matt took another drag on his cigar. “I was just curious, that’s all.”
After Tyler and Margaret had left, Matt poured himself another drink. Tyler had told him that on the average, he and Margaret made $4-5,000 a loan. And that he closed four to five loans a month, a good living to say the least. Matt quickly did the math. If he had a hundred loan officers each closing five loans a month, the gross annual income would be—
Amy’s voice interrupted Matt’s train of thought. “I’m going to bed. Are you coming?”
“I’ll be there in a minute.”
Matt decided it was much too premature to give any serious thought to starting a new venture. He needed to concentrate on growing Catalyst Marketing first.
* * *
The metallic ring of the phone jarred him awake. He looked at the clock and groaned. Who would be calling at eight o’clock on a Saturday? Amy was on one of her junkets and he had planned on sleeping in. When he picked up the phone, he quickly identified his uncle’s raspy voice. Other than during their weekly pool games, he rarely talked to Frank.
“How are you doing, my boy?”
“I’m fine. Is something wrong?”
“I called to see if you might be interested in a business proposition. Why don’t you come by the house? Would six this evening be convenient? Plan on staying for dinner.”
His curiosity piqued, Matt agreed.
That evening, he decided to park his BMW out on the street. He’d sprung a minor oil leak and the last thing he wanted to do was mess up his uncle’s flagstone driveway. The iron gates opened at the push of a button. Matt sprinted up the path leading to the mansion.
He was panting when he rang the doorbell. Henry let him in. The butler’s cheeks quivered as he spoke. “Mr. Goldstein is having a cocktail in the den. He’d like you to join him there.”
When Henry started to escort him, Matt said, “You needn’t bother. I know where the den is.”
Henry turned toward Matt, a dismayed expression on his face. “I’d be remiss in my job if I didn’t announce you to Mr. Goldstein.”
Matt couldn’t understand why Henry always insisted on being so formal. It stripped the little bit of intimacy that existed between him and his uncle.
Goldstein was behind the bar. “Something to drink?”
“Scotch would be fine.”
His uncle reached for a crystal decanter and poured a small amount of the amber liquid into a glass. “I know you’ll like it. It’s a single malt that’s been aging in a barrel for thirty-five years.”
Matt took a sip. “You’re right. This stuff is smooth as silk.”
Once they finished their cocktails, they ate an informal dinner in the den. Upon finishing their meal, Goldstein led Matt out on to the patio. After Henry poured them some brandy, and they lit their cigars, Goldstein said, “I’m sure you’d like to know what’s on my mind. Are you aware, Matt, that in a little over a year, you’ve literally cornered the market on high-end paint jobs in L.A.?”
“I guess I’ve been lucky. Also, you helped me get started.”
“Luck had nothing to do with it. And if I hadn’t helped you, we both know you would have found some other way to get results.” Goldstein swirled his glass, took a sip, and leaned toward Matt. “I’ll come to the point. If I bought Le Duc out, assuming we agreed on your compensation, would you come work for me?”
Matt was totally taken by surprise. “Of course I would. If it hadn’t been for you, I probably wouldn’t be in the position I’m in today. You know I’d do anything you asked me to.”
Goldstein’s response was not what Matt had expected. “That’s not exactly what I was hoping to hear. You need to understand something. You must learn to make business decisions on what’s best for you and your family. If we are to work with one another, it should be because we’d both profit from the arrangement and not out of familial obligation.” Goldstein’s tone softened. “I feel you’ve stumbled on to something, but I don’t think you have the ability to take it to the next level. If circumstances look favorable, I have the financial resources and the expertise to do just that.”
Goldstein paused just long enough to take a drag on his cigar. “What you need to ask yourself is would you be willing to give up what you’re doing if there was potential for you to make more money? You must understand if I stepped into the picture, you would need to sign an agreement that you would never pursue the same line of work again. At least not as long as I was in the paint contracting business.” Goldstein took another sip of brandy. “Why don’t you talk this over with Sean and let me know if you’d be interested . . . say in a day or two?”
“What if am?”
Goldstein smiled. “Then I’ll contact my attorney and have him look into the possibility of the two of us doing some business together. I want you to really think about this, my boy. Sometimes it’s better to stay with something that works, and from what I hear, you’re doing very well. I’ve had people come and tell me that for a young whipper-snapper, you can be a pretty convincing fella.”
As soon as Matt left Goldstein’s house, he began weighing the pros and cons of his uncle’s offer. He was quite content with the current setup, but his uncle’s proposition intrigued him.
When he got home, he decided it wasn’t too late to call Sean. After relating his uncle’s proposal, Matt asked, “What do you think? Should I do it?”
“You should at least look into it. What do you have to lose?”
“That’s the way I feel about it, too. Boy, I sure saw a different side to my uncle tonight.”
Sean said, “He’s shrewd. That’s for sure.”
“Yeah, but I do feel he has my best interests in mind. He told me I should really think this over—that sometimes it’s best to stay with something that’s working well. You have to admit Catalyst Marketing is a cash cow.”
“Did you ever stop to think your uncle could be using reverse psychology on you?”
“I don’t think my uncle would do such a thing,” Matt said defensively.
“This is something you have to work out for yourself,” Sean said. “Call me and let me know what you decide.”
Although Matt admired his uncle, he was a little afraid of him, too. He was torn. He wanted to place himself in a position to make more money, but would it be worth losing his independence? Did he want to trade a known for an unknown? He was at a crossroads. This was a decision that could have a major impact on his life.
CHAPTER 10
Matt mulled over his uncle’s proposition for one more day and then called him. “I’d like to hear what you have in mind.”
“That’s great. I was hoping I piqued your interest. I’ll get back to you in a couple days.”
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