
H
e had always managed to find optimism in even the worst cir-

cumstances, and here was another chance: a heat advisory, 98 

degrees and rising at 11 a.m., the hottest day of the year yet.

“Thank you,” said Frank Firetti, 54, as he walked out of his Manassas 

office into a blast of humidity in early June. “Thank you,” he said again. 

“What a perfect day to sell a pool.”

He opened the trunk of his 2004 Toyota compact and changed into 

his selling outfit of slacks, a yellow polo and a silver wristwatch. He rubbed 

lotion on his face and sifted through six pairs of shoes before grabbing his 

dockside loafers. His goal was to arrive at a customer’s house looking “out 

of the catalogue,” he said — no traces of mud on his feet, no worry lines 

carved into his forehead, no indication whatsoever that sales at Blue Hav-

ABCDE
SUNDAY, OCTOBER 7, 2012

Life of a  
SALESMAN
by Eli Saslow

BONNIE JO MOUNT/THE WASHINGTON POST

Frank Firetti and
his daughter,
Talia, pray before
a meal last month
at aManassas
Chick-fil-A. They
dine out together
every Thursday.
Firetti sells
swimming pools,
and the economy’s
struggles in recent
years have taken a
toll on his business
— and on his
eternal salesman
optimism.



KLMNOSUNDAY, OCTOBER 7, 2012 PAGE 2 OF 12

en Pools had been plummeting for five years 
running and that a staff of 24 full-timers had 
dwindled to six.

His job was to stand with customers 
in their back yards, suntanned and smiling, 
and look beyond the problems of the past 
several years to see the opportunities in ev-
ery suburban cul-de-sac. How about a pool 
and a sauna next to the patio? Or a custom 
waterfall near the property line?

“The possibilities here are as big as you 
can dream them,” he liked to tell customers, 
gesturing at their yards.

In a country built on optimism, Frank 
Firetti was the most optimistic character 
of all: the American salesman — if not the 
architect of the American dream then at 
least its most time-honored promoter. He 
believed that you could envision something 
and then own it, that what you had now 
was never as good as what you would have 
next. Since the country was founded, it had 
climbed ever upward on the spirit of people 
like him, on their vision, on their willpower, 
on their capitalism. But now, when he trav-
eled from house to house to sell his monu-
ments to American success, he sensed that 
spirit waning. 

Most people believed the country was 
headed in the wrong direction. Fewer trust-
ed banks, employers or government. Two 
presidential campaigns were bombarding 
his swing state of Virginia with messages 
about a beleaguered middle class and an en-
dangered American dream.

He had been taught that success in the 
United States was as simple as choosing it, 
and that one man’s hard work and ambition 
mattered more than elections in Washington 
or whims on Wall Street. His grandfather 
had taken a boat from Italy to Ellis Island 
and become a brick mason who helped build 
a state capitol. His father had started five 
businesses, each bigger than the last, until 
the profits paid for 10 acres in Virginia and 
a stable for a racehorse. He had nieces who 
graduated from college, a brother who lived 
in a mansion and a Filipina wife who was in 
the process of becoming a U.S. citizen.

The promise of America was embedded 
in the Firetti family story.

But lately Frank had begun to see fis-
sures in that story, signs of the anxiety and 
doubt that had reconfigured so much of the 
country. The economic morass of the past 
five years had downsized his business, dimin-
ished his retirement savings and devalued 
his house. Now the effects were threatening 
to become psychological, nibbling closer and 
closer at the corners of his self-worth and his 
optimism.

As the summer of 2012 began, he and 
his family had much more at stake than 
swimming-pool sales or even the survival of 
their business. In question now was the con-
viction at the heart of an American family — 
that the future was theirs to control.

His brother had begun saying the world 
felt like a “tinderbox, ready to explode.” His 
father, the co-owner of their Blue Haven 
Pools franchise, was speaking of this elec-
tion in the most critical terms, telling Frank 
that “the country as we know it is as good as 
gone without a change.” His 19-year-old son 
had begun building up his savings account, 
living in Frank’s basement and studying eco-
nomics at the nearby community college, in 
part because he hoped there would still be a 
business for him to inherit.

Frank, meanwhile, continued to believe 
the answer to his future was always waiting 
on the next sales call, inside the door of the 
next house. Always the next house.

“Just got to close this one,” he said now, 
driving his car toward the first sales call of 
the day, a noon appointment in Arlington 
County. “Close one and we’ll be doing okay.”

He loved being in the car, the one place 
that was his alone, where he could fortify 
himself against stress and negativity. There 
was Motrin in the center console for his 
headaches, hand sanitizer for germs and four 
empty bags of pistachios, because cracking 
shells occupied his hands and quieted his 
mind. There was classic rock on the radio, 
because he had changed the station when 
the host of his favorite conservative talk 
show started dissecting the economy, a word 
Frank couldn’t stand to say or hear, because 
he had come to equate it with “an excuse for 
failure,” he said. There was a Bible open on 
the back seat, because having it there occa-
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sionally helped seal the deal with a religious 
customer, but mostly because Frank was an 
ardent believer who liked to read and anno-
tate the book when his faith needed restora-
tion.

He pulled up to a mini-mansion and 
parked in the shade, leaving the air condi-
tioning running while he reviewed the cus-
tomer’s file. Four or five years ago, sales ap-
pointments had been his favorite part of the 
job. He was a former construction worker 
who knew how to build the pools he sold. 
There were other salesmen who rushed 
through their pitches and then pulled out a 

contract, but Frank liked to savor those first 
few hours in a customer’s house, when every-
thing seemed possible and he could sit with 
a sketch pad and interpret someone’s vision.

His designs occasionally went over 
budget, but few customers seemed to mind. 
They could rely on equity in their homes and 
banks that were eager to loan.

“Selling is winning,” he liked to say.
But now the wins came much less fre-

quently, and customers wanted to talk more 
about warranties and payment plans. Many 
of them owed more on their mortgages than 
their homes were worth, and most banks 
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FROM SINK TO SWIM At top,Marti Bensen and Frank Firetti admire the pool built by Firetti’s company at her home in Gainesville.
At right, Firetti, in blue, looks over the construction of a pool underway in Potomac. And at left, Joann Firetti

updates the status of a job on a board at Blue Haven’s offices inManassas. Running the pool franchise has been a family endeavor. Joann, Frank Firetti’s stepmother,
keeps the books. His nephew, 16, and son, Tyler, 19, help out over the summer. And he co-owns the franchise with his father, Sal.

At top, Marti Bensen and Frank Firetti admire the pool 
built by Firetti’s company at her home in Gainesville. 

At right, Firetti, in blue, looks over the construction of a pool underway in Potomac. And at left, Joann Firetti 
updates the status of a job on a board at BlueHaven’s offices inManassas. Running the pool franchise has been a 
family endeavor. Joann, Frank Firetti’s stepmother, keeps the books. His nephew, 16, and son, Tyler, 19, help out 
over the summer. And he co-owns the franchise with his father, Sal.
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considered it too risky to lend tens of thou-
sands of dollars for a swimming pool.

Frank had tried to compensate by low-
ering his prices and improving the qual-
ity of his work, raising Blue Haven’s rating 
with the Better Business Bureau from an F 
under previous ownership to an A-minus. 
He had taped a copy of a Native American 
poem about fearlessness to the first page of 
his appointment book. He had also taken to 
repeating an aphorism, a company goal that 
sounded more like a prayer when he said it 
now, as he stepped out of his car onto the 
sidewalk.

“This will be a good business if we can 
sell a hundred pools this year,” he said.

“A hundred pools,” he said again. Then 
he walked up the driveway and knocked on 
the door.

Frank’s wife attributed his success-
es to talent, and his brother jokingly 
credited luck, but the truth was that 

Frank possessed the single quality most cen-
tral to American achievement. “You’ve got to 
have that drive,” he said, and he always had. 
That’s how a mediocre high school student 

turned himself into a restaurant manager, 
and how a restaurant manager became a 
chief building engineer, and how a build-
ing engineer became a salesman for a Vir-
ginia moving company making $80,000 on 
straight commission.

He recognized opportunities and then 
seized them, never dwelling for too long on 
fears or self-doubts. He moved from one ca-
reer to the next on a steady journey upward, 
pausing just long enough to hang a sign in 
the office that read, “God Bless America.”

So, when his father asked if he wanted 
to tag along to a convention for swimming-
pool salesmen in February of 2006 just to 
learn what the business was like, Frank an-
swered the way he always had when a new 
opportunity arose.

“You bet,” he said.
That’s how he ended up at the Sheraton 

in Dallas with hundreds of other salesmen 
from 80 Blue Haven franchises across the 
country. His father, Sal Firetti, had recently 
joined Blue Haven as a salesman, and they 
spent three days spoiling themselves on the 
corporate expense account. It had been a re-
cord year for pool sales; there was all-you-
could-eat prime rib at lunch and a special-

OFFICE SPACE Frank Firetti rushes toward an appointment while at Blue Haven’s offices in
Manassas. Pool sales have plummeted in recent years as the economy has

struggled, and as a result the franchise’s full-time staff of 24 has been reduced to six —meaning a lot of empty desks.



KLMNOSUNDAY, OCTOBER 7, 2012 PAGE 5 OF 12

ized phone booth called a “money machine,” 
set up in the lobby, where fans blew $20 bills 
and employees got 15 seconds each to step 
inside and stuff their shirts. Frank met two 
salesmen from the Manassas office, Den-
nis and Ted, who wore Hawaiian shirts and 
told stories about making $200,000 a year 
and traveling to the Bahamas on a company-
paid cruise for salesmen who sold 42 pools 
or more.

“Greed on display,” Frank called it, and 
he wanted in. He joined Blue Haven as a 
salesman within a year. He and his father 
bought the franchise in Manassas shortly 
thereafter. Sal was nearing 70, and he want-
ed to buy one more business as a legacy for 
the grandkids. Frank was nearing 50, and he 
wanted to transition from working for com-
panies to helping run one. It was the next 
step up in what seemed to him like the classic 
American narrative. The Firetti men agreed 
to manage the business together, bonded by 
a philosophy.

“Go big or go home,” Frank said.
Now, on a Tuesday morning in late 

June, Frank walked into the company that 
had become his own. Ted and his Hawaiian 
shirts were gone, retired to Florida. Dennis 
was selling for a competitor. His father was 
back in the hospital because of complications 
from an illness that left him chronically fa-
tigued, so now Frank was mostly in charge of 
Blue Haven by himself. He didn’t have a lot 
of money in the bank. After six years selling 
pools, he had yet to qualify for the company’s 
annual cruise. “One guy selling 40 pools?” 
he said, shaking his head. “These days, they 
could fit that group into a canoe.”

“Good morning,” he said now, stepping 
into the office. “Anybody up here?”

His voice broke the silence and echoed 
off the walls. The office, once cramped with 
24 employees, now felt like a mausoleum on 
a dead-end road in an industrial park. There 
were empty desks and scattered customer 
thank-you notes from the boom years. There 
was still his stepmother, a former teacher 
who had taught herself to keep the books. 
There was his earnest 16-year-old nephew, 
helping out for the summer in mesh shorts 
and untied sneakers. There was his son, Ty-

ler, down in the basement warehouse bump-
ing his head to rap music on an iPod and tak-
ing inventory of what supplies they had left.

Frank walked into his corner office and 
closed the door. He had been increasing his 
hours even as business slowed, believing he 
could work his way out by punching num-
bers into his oversize calculator and compil-
ing photo albums to showcase the pools he 
built. The phone affixed to his hip rang every 
few minutes, although too few of the calls 
came from customers.

His father called on his way home from 
the hospital: Try lowering the prices again, 
he said.

His brother called: Hire some staff, he 
said. Take some risks. You’re sitting on a gold 
mine. “A damn gold mine!”

Now there was a knock on his office 
door. “Yep,” Frank said, and in walked Scott, 
his construction manager and most loyal 
employee. Scott was a talented builder who 
had worked for other pool companies, but 
he had stuck with Blue Haven through the 
downturn because he believed in the com-
pany’s work. Even as its annual business 
dipped from 400 pools to a hundred, Frank 
had never asked Scott to build with cheaper 
materials or shortchange customer warran-
ties.

“We’ve got a bit of a problem,” Scott 
said. A storm had caused damage to one of 
their pools still under warranty, and it would 
require a few hundred dollars to fix.

“Does anything ever go right?” Frank 
asked. He looked up from his desk and 
smiled.

“Not lately,” Scott said.
They stood together for a moment in 

the quiet office. When his family bought 
Blue Haven, Frank had vowed to take care 
of his employees. He wanted to start a prof-
it-sharing plan and celebrate good years by 
taking the entire staff to the Bahamas. But 
now Scott hadn’t taken a decent vacation in 
two years, and he had started cleaning pools 
to make ends meet. He had briefly consid-
ered leaving the business to work for the 
government.

“You ever think about doing something 
else?” Scott asked.
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“Sure,” Frank said. “Yesterday, day be-
fore, day before that. But deep down I still 
believe it will get good.”

“A hundred pools?” Scott said. He had 
heard the refrain.

“Maybe 75, even 80,” Frank said. “If we 
can do that, we’ll all be doing real good.”

At first, swimming pools were just 
another product that he sold: $40,000-
to-$200,000 retail price; several thou-

sand pounds of concrete followed by 30,000 
gallons of water; a two-month construction 
headache for 6 percent commission.

But the more he learned about pools, 
the more he found them representative of 
something larger. They were carvings etched 
into back yards as a mark of ascent, com-

TIME  BETWEEN At top, 
Frank 

Firetti works out of his truck between visits 
to job sites. At left, the Firetti family departs 
their townhouse in Purcellville on their way to 
dinner. And below, Firetti’s son, Tyler, steps out 
from his downstairs living space in his parents’ 
home. Tyler, 19, lives there to save money while 
he studies economics in community college. The 
space, which was once used for storage, was 
converted into a bedroom for Tyler by his father.

PHOTOS BY BONNIE JO MOUNT/THE WASHINGTON POST
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memorating a customer’s arrival in the up-
per middle class. They were a signal: You 
had a pool, you were an American somebody. 
Frank loved to visit his construction sites, 
exchange his few words of Spanish with the 
crew and then patrol the area with a digital 
camera. The crews sometimes found it pe-
culiar, but Frank didn’t care. He wrote into 
each contract that he was allowed to take 
pictures and chronicle his creation. A black 
hole in the earth became a smooth bowl of 
white-and-blue speckled plaster, filled with 
water so calm and pristine that it offered a 
promise. Here was a place of undisturbed 
relaxation, of aqua blue and sandstone, a 
monument to luxury that could be owned. 
He hung photos of his favorite pools in the 
office and brought others home to show his 
wife. He wanted one.

His sister already owned a pool, a cus-
tom model with two waterfalls and a hot tub 
that Frank had sold to her at a discounted 
cost.

His brother had purchased a few pools 
in his life before deciding it would be better 
to buy a house on the water.

His father had a pool on three acres in 

Purcellville, where he hosted family parties 
and cooked Italian meals on Sundays.

About a year after Frank started work-
ing for Blue Haven, he had decided to de-
sign a pool of his own. It would be his most 
ambitious creation yet — the biggest pool 
he had ever drawn, a concept he was sure 
nobody had thought of before. He drew a 
1,200-square-foot pool with an island dot-
ting the center and a lazy river wrapped 
around the perimeter.

“I’m going to lie on my back and float in 
circles all day.” That was his plan.

Four years later, on a breezy evening in 
July, Frank came home to a townhouse in 
Purcellville sandwiched between two identi-
cal townhouses. It had been a promising day 
at work — one pool sold, another just wait-
ing on county approval — and he cracked 
open a beer and grabbed a copy of his old 
drawing from the basement. His pool was 
still only a plan, stored alongside the yel-
lowed schematics for a house he had hoped 
to build in Purcellville. He already owned 
the land, but their townhouse had declined 
in value and their money was tied up in Blue 
Haven. “Someday,” he said.

BONNIE JO MOUNT/THE WASHINGTON POST

OUT OF THE BLUE Frank Firetti looks over a pool in Gainesville. A bright spot shone this
summer when Firetti sold a $155,000 pool in Oakton. But the wave of

opportunities Firetti hoped for after that never materialized.I See a gallery of more photos at washingtonpost.com.
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He grabbed another beer and carried it 
out to the deck.

His son, Tyler, was already there, just 
back from his daily workout at the gym, and 
Frank sat across from him. His wife, Suzette, 
was inside packing for a trip to visit her fam-
ily in the Philippines, and his 7-year-old 
daughter was dancing to music videos in the 
living room. It was just the two of them out-
side, father and son, drinking beer in a light 
breeze as the sun dipped toward the horizon. 
“Is there a better night than this?” Frank 
said, feeling wistful.

He began to talk about the things he 
wanted, his hallmarks of success in America: 
a Harley, a new camper, a family trip to Italy 
and that pool with the lazy river.

Tyler responded in turn by listing his 
own goals, which so many people in his fa-
ther’s generation had considered guarantees. 
“Stocks. Bonds. A house. A car,” he said. He 
had been working double shifts as a waiter 
to boost his savings. He wanted to pay down 
his community college loans before transfer-
ring to a four-year college to finish his de-
gree.

“Those are all good things,” Frank said. 
“Smart. Real practical.”

“You can’t be too safe or too smart about 
money with the economy now,” Tyler said. “I 
want to save up and make the smart invest-
ments.”

“You’ll make them,” Frank said, nod-
ding.

“I want to have that absolute stability,” 
Tyler said.

“You’ll have it.”
They stayed out on the deck until the sun 

disappeared behind the townhouses. Frank 
went to bed just before midnight and awoke 
at 4. He always had been a sound sleeper, 
but lately he had been putting himself to bed 
with Tylenol PM and stirring awake to ques-
tions in the middle of the night. When had 
stability become the goal in America? What 
kind of dream was that? And in the economy 
of 2012, was it even attainable?

He had begun a habit of leaving his 
bedroom in the middle of the night without 
waking his wife. He would grab a blanket 
and walk out to a chair on the deck. It had 

become his favorite place to sleep. There 
was peace in the silence and perspective in 
the stars. There was comfort in the familiar 
churning sound of a swimming pool. It was 
a public one, located just across the street.

A few days later, Frank’s father, 
Sal, came into work for the first time 
in weeks, taking the stairs up to the of-

fice two at a time, chest hair rising over his 
yellow Hawaiian shirt.

“Let’s sell some pools,” he said, clapping 
his hands.

He had gone to the hospital again the 
day before, and he had been too fatigued to 
leave home the day before that. But now here 
he was at 73, barking orders into his cell-
phone, hair slicked, feeling suddenly better.

“How we doing, Frank?” Sal said. “You 
good?”

It was a family habit not to allow for the 
possibility of any other answer.

“You bet,” Frank said. “Real good.”
Nothing reinforced his sense of pos-

sibility so much as seeing his father on a 
good day, shouting in Italian and marching 
around the office with the self-assurance of a 
man who had spent most of his life as a boss. 
Sal had started an alarm company, owned a 
hardware and appliance store and traveled 
regularly to Asia for an import business. His 
family loved to tell one story about his days 
as a salesman for Motorola, when he talked 
his way into an appointment with Redskins 
coach George Allen and then walked out 20 
minutes later with a signed contract and a 
complimentary pair of season tickets. To his 
family, he had always been the best salesman 
of all.

Now his gravelly baritone filled the of-
fice as he called subcontractors and offered 
advice to Frank. They wrote down names of 
customers on a dry-erase board, and Frank 
booked sales appointments in his day plan-
ner. He had four customers on the verge of 
buying pools and 15 more who had expressed 
interest on the company’s voice mail. May-
be his brother was right: Maybe they really 
could do millions. Maybe he could still hit 
a hundred. Now was the time to invest, to 
swing big, to hire a few more salespeople 
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and call back some of those hesitant buyers 
for one more try. He picked up the phone 
and started dialing.

“Happy wife, happy life,” he told one 
customer.

“Aren’t you tired of baking in this heat?” 
he asked another.

Sal ordered pizza for lunch, and Frank 
joined him in the conference room. Sal load-
ed hot pepper flakes onto a slice and starting 
telling a story about a trip to Italy a decade 
earlier. He had been wandering around Is-
chia, an island off the coast of Naples, look-
ing into their family ancestry when his guide 
led him to an apartment with a marble stair-
case worn from centuries of use. At the top 
of those stairs was a small apartment, and 
in that apartment was a friendly old woman 
who turned out to be a distant relative, and 
on her wall was a black-and-white picture of 
Sal’s grandfather.

“Marble stairs worn in the middle,” Sal 
said, shaking his head.

“And still standing,” Frank said.
“Makes you feel like a part of some-

thing,” Sal said.
“Something that lasts,” Frank said.
They ate in silence for a minute, think-

ing about the decades of drive and ambition 
that had delivered their family to this of-
fice in Manassas. From Italy to the United 
States in 1911; from Firetto to Firetti during 
the chaos of processing at Ellis Island; from 
handcrafted marble steps to American brick 
masonry; from an apartment on a volcanic 
island to 10 acres in the rolling horse coun-
try of Virginia. The Firetti family narrative 
was the story of steady advance, of one gen-
eration after the next overcoming distance 
and circumstance to accomplish something 
greater.

Now it was left to Frank to outdo 
the past again, and something about that 
thought made the office feel small and quiet. 
He stood up from the table and rubbed his 
forehead. “Back to work,” he said.

Sal returned to his office, sank into his 
chair and closed his eyes. “I’m exhausted,” he 
said. And then, almost whispering: “Damn 
sickness.” He stood up from his desk and 
walked over to see Frank.

“I’m going home,” he said.
“What happened?” Frank said. “I 

thought you were doing good.”
“La vecchiaia e una carogna,” Sal said, 

repeating an Italian phrase that meant get-
ting old involved nothing but pain.

“You know I hate it when you say that,” 
Frank said.

“Ah, come on. I’m going to hell in a 
handbasket.”

Frank winced. “Okay,” he said. “Go get a 
little rest.”

He watched his father ease down the 
steps, leaving him alone in the office. His 
glasses sat low on his nose and his shoulders 
slumped toward his desk. The phones had 
stopped ringing. The leads on the company 
voice mail sounded mostly like dead ends. 
There was a letter taped on the wall from 
Blue Haven’s corporate office, sent a few 
months earlier. “Most offices have had to let 
go employees,” it read. “Those sales reps still 
with Blue Haven represent the crème de la 
crème. Being in this elite group is an accom-
plishment in itself!”

He stood up from his desk and walked 
into the company’s storage room, the place 
he went whenever his optimism began to 
feel misguided. There were cardboard boxes 
piled high on the shelves, each one filled with 
Blue Haven contracts from 2005, 2006 and 
2007, great years for the American economy. 
Frank sat on a knee-high stool in the center 
of the room and reached for the closest box. 
The label read: “Last Name M, 2006,” and 
inside were 42 swimming-pool contracts 
sold to a single letter in a single year.

He pulled out contracts and started to 
read the sale prices: “Sixty-two thousand,” 
he said. “Eighty. Fifty-four. A hundred-and-
twenty. Ninety-seven.”

He reached for another box.
“Forty-two. Seventy-eight. Sixty-seven.”
Quieter now.
“Fifty. Ninety-one. Can’t you see? This 

place was mega.”
He looked up and stared at the boxes 

stacked high on the walls, overcome by the 
evidence. What had come before was better 
than what he had now. Maybe, despite so 
much hard work and ambition, he couldn’t 
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do mega. Maybe, in the summer of 2012, all 
he could do was this:

“Fifty pools,” he said, standing up from 
the stool. “Fifty pools and we’ll be doing all 
right.”

One night late in the summer,  
Frank carried a plate of leftovers and 
his laptop to the kitchen table so he 

could video-chat with Suzette, shortly after 
she arrived in the Philippines. She had trav-
eled back to her home town of Dumaguete 
City six times in the decade since they mar-
ried, but he had never gone. The flight cost 
$1,700, and a worthwhile trip across the 
world required more vacation time than 
Frank had taken in years.

Suzette appeared on his screen, and 
Frank saw the only view of the Philippines 
he had come to know: a whitewashed stucco 
wall, a kitchen chair and his wife holding 
coffee in her hand. It was 8 a.m. for her. The 
picture blurred and the volume faded out.

“What are you doing today?” Frank 
asked.

“What?” Suzette said, leaning closer to 
her computer.

“What are you doing today?” he yelled.
“Oh, we are still getting ready for the 

party.”
It was the one-year anniversary of Su-

zette’s mother’s death, and she and her sis-
ters had planned an event for 300. As usual, 
they had paid for all of it.

“Free dinner on the Firettis?” Frank 
said.

“What?” Suzette said.
She pointed to her ear, indicating a 

problem with the volume, but Frank won-
dered if she was choosing not to hear. She 
had spent almost $25,000 in the past three 
years to support relatives in the Philippines, 
and her frequent trips to Western Union had 
become a point of contention in an other-
wise happy marriage.

The “Land of Money” — that was what 
Suzette’s relatives sometimes called the Unit-
ed States. Her older sister had immigrated 
first on a temporary visa to do housework 
for a diplomat and then recommended Su-

zette for a similar job in 1988. She boarded 
a plane for the first time, traveled 38 hours 
and reunited with her sister at the airport. 
They stopped at Pizza Hut and drove to 
clean a house in the Washington suburbs. 
Five hours later, she had $80 in cash — the 
equivalent of a good month’s wage in Duma-
guete City.

Suzette had been working steadily ever 
since, caring for an autistic child and tidying 
houses in order to send $250 a month back 
to her family. News of her generosity had 
traveled quickly, and now, whenever Suzette 
came to the Philippines, she found dozens 
of people waiting outside her family’s house 
hoping for a little help from the Land of 
Money. They saw the United States the same 
way she once had, as a place of endless op-
portunity, where even the cleaning ladies got 
rich. Now she knew better, but they didn’t.

Frank looked at his wife on the comput-
er screen and noticed her fingernails, each 
painted a different color. He had fallen for 
her at a barbecue a decade earlier, asking for 
her number and then calling the next day, 
but it had taken her a month to call back. 
She had confidence built during her years 
as a onetime beauty queen and member of 
an elite dance troupe. He had papers from a 
recent divorce and a temporary room in his 
father’s house.

A few months into the relationship, 
Sal approached Suzette and asked what she 
thought about his son. “He has a kind heart,” 
she told him. “He is a great father and a gen-
tle man. It’s not just the person he is now but 
the person he is becoming.”

A decade later, he was still becoming. 
Frank sometimes wondered what Suzette’s 
family thought when they wandered into 
view during these Skype conversations, stop-
ping to wave and look into his living room. 
Did they wonder why he didn’t visit them? 
Why Suzette couldn’t give away more?

Did they consider him a disappoint-
ment in the Land of Money?

It was a possibility too hard to discuss, 
especially now, on a computer connection 
across the world.

“I love you,” Suzette said.
“I love you, too,” Frank said.
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The screen went dark, and he walked 
into the kitchen. He rifled through the fridge, 
finding only a leftover bratwurst. He opened 
the freezer and frowned. “Nothing good,” he 
said. Suzette would be away for two more 
weeks. His father was back in the hospital. It 
was just him, alone with the responsibilities 
of his townhouse and his business.

He took out his appointment book and 
checked his schedule for the next day. “Pretty 
light,” he said. He stared at the page and then 
began flipping ahead to the next week and 
the next month, looking for a sign of possi-
bility before summer’s end.

And then, out of nowhere, one came.
A couple stumbled onto Blue Ha-

ven’s Web site, liked what they saw and 
invited Frank to their house. He dressed in 
his slacks and yellow polo and silver watch 
and drove to Oakton, where he parked in the 
shade and idled in the car. He read over the 
first lines of the Native American poem in 
his appointment book. He checked his hair 
in the rearview mirror and smiled at his re-
flection. “Selling is winning,” he said.

A man greeted Frank in the driveway, 
wearing a white-collared shirt and cuff links, 
and led him into the living room.

“Beautiful house,” Frank said, taking a 
seat across from the man and his wife. He 
pointed out the window to the back yard, 
shaded by 100-year-old trees. “And a beauti-
ful place for a pool,” he said.

“We’ve been thinking about a pool since 
2007,” the husband said. “We’re tired of wait-
ing for a perfect comeback that might never 
happen. We want to enjoy our money.”

“We want that negative edge, that wa-
terfall,” the wife said.

“A one-of-a-kind pool,” the husband 
said.

Frank reached into his pocket and 
grabbed a pencil. “An infinity edge, huh?” he 
said, beginning to sketch.

“With mood lighting,” the wife said.
“Somewhere in the range of a hundred-

and-twenty grand,” the husband said.
Frank started to draw faster, sharpening 

the borders of the pool, grinning, nodding, 
bouncing his knee. “Okay,” he said. “Okay! A 

one-of-a-kind pool.”
They watched him sketch, and Frank 

let his imagination run. “An infinity edge,” 
he said again, mostly for himself. Here were 
people with a dream that they trusted him 
to shape. Here was money and ambition. 
Here was a house in one of the richest neigh-
borhoods in the country — a place built on 
American success. He shaded in the interior 
of the pool and handed the sketch to the wife.

“Beautiful,” she said. And then, a few 
minutes later: “I like you, Frank.”

“I trust you, Frank,” the husband said. 
“We’ll be in touch soon.”

“I can’t wait to hear,” Frank said, beam-
ing, sensing in his gut what would soon be-
come contractual — the couple would buy a 
pool for $155,000, one of his biggest sales of 
the summer.

He walked out of the house to his car 
and turned up the classic rock on his radio. 
“Momentum,” he said, drumming against 
the steering wheel. One big sale would surely 
lead to others. He called his father to share 
the news. “Could be a good August,” he said. 
Selling was winning. The future was still his 
to control. He drove back to the office, push-
ing the speed limit, ready for the opportuni-
ties ahead.

And then he waited. And waited. 
The phones stayed quiet. His son and 
his nephew went back to school. His 

stepmother cut back on her hours. A sub-
contractor left early to spend the winter in 
Texas. August remained as slow as July, and 
as slow as June and May before that.

Frank sat alone in the office on Industri-
al Road at the end of the month and looked 
out the window. Out there, unemployment 
was near 8 percent, the presidential election 
was still a tossup and America remained 
unsettled. Another of his competitors was 
about to go under, and Frank wondered who 
might be next. The economy had turned 
business into a game of survival and sales 
into an exercise in humility. It had to get bet-
ter. He was sure of it. But what if it didn’t? If 
a salesman lost his optimism, what did that 
mean for everyone else?



KLMNOSUNDAY, OCTOBER 7, 2012 PAGE 12 OF 12

He rubbed his hand over his eyes and 
picked up his calculator. Their landlord had 
agreed to halve the rent so long as they took 
care of the property, and now an afternoon 
shadow crept across overgrown grass, and 
weeds broke through the parking lot. Sum-
mer was ending, and soon it would be their 
slow season — a time to reckon with results.

They wouldn’t be selling 100 pools.
Not 75.
Not 50.
“Just have to hold our breath and make 

it to spring,” Frank said, still looking out the 
window, sounding resigned.

He heard a car pull into the parking lot 
and watched a man and a dog make their 
way to the front door. It was Blue Haven’s 
former sales manager — a man who had 
trained Frank to sell pools and then left 
to start his own swimming-pool company 
when the business slowed. He climbed to the 
top of the stairs, and Frank greeted him at 
the landing and shook his hand.

“Quiet up here,” the former sales man-
ager said. “How’s business?”

“Good, thanks,” Frank said. He stood 
firm at the top of the stairs, holding the sales 
manager near the entrance to block his view 
of the rest of the office. Behind him, the dry-
erase board of current projects was mostly 
empty. The only noise was the faint voice of 
Sean Hannity on the radio, dissecting the lat-
est lackluster jobs report and what it meant 
for the presidential election.

The sales manager looked past Frank to 
the empty desks and the old thank-you notes 
on the wall.

“In the last seven weeks, I’ve done a mil-
lion in business,” the sales manager said, pat-
ting his dog on the head while he spoke. “It’s 
not where it was, probably won’t be in my 
lifetime. But it’s something.”

“Yep. It’s coming around,” Frank said. 
He took another step forward, moving the 
sales manager a few feet closer to the door.

“You’re looking more and more like your 
dad every day,” the sales manager said.

Frank smiled. “Good to see you.”
The sales manager nodded and walked 

down the steps. When he reached the bot-
tom, he stopped and turned around.

“Hey, Frank.”
“Yeah.”
“I’m looking to expand, you know. So, if 

things are hard, and if you ever get tired of 
being committed to this, just give me a call. 
We can figure out a deal.”

Frank looked back at him for a long 
minute, mulling over the irony. The past five 
years had turned everything upside down, 
and now there was a salesman standing at 
his front door, feeding him lines, sensing an 
opportunity and offering a deal.

“You’re treating me like a customer,” 
Frank said.

He stepped closer to the stairs before 
he said what came next. Because even dur-
ing this time of doubt and disappointment, 
there remained one conviction to which he 
was still clinging — a belief at the core of his 
optimism that he needed to make clear.

“I’m the salesman,” he said.
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