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      CHAPTER ONE

      
      A Perfect Life

      
      The Tuesday after Labor Day in New York City is the definitive sign that summer is over. In certain neighborhoods, and frankly
         nowhere more so than the Upper East Side of Manhattan, streets that only the week before had been veritable ghost towns suddenly
         are full of life with Razor scooters, towheaded children, shrieking teenagers who haven’t seen one another all summer… and
         above all, the mothers. These are women of a certain social and economic status who somehow manage to take up most of the
         already narrow walking area on Madison Avenue. As they get caught up in conversation, good luck to anyone on the street needing
         to get around them, for in some bizarre showing of animal behavior, these women manage to take up the entire width of the
         block with dogs on expandable leashes, shopping bags, and long, toned legs, usually outfitted in workout garb, as they mark
         their territory.
      

      
      Grigsby Somerset was one of those mothers. On most days from September until early June, she could be found between 8:00 and
         9:00 a.m. on the corner of 92nd Street and Madison Avenue at Yura, the gourmet coffee, muffin, and meeting place at the epicenter
         of Carnegie Hill, a stone’s throw from a handful of the top schools in the city. Grigsby was a queen bee and was almost always
         surrounded by others who aspired to be like her. She had been the alpha girl even as a child in Darien and had a certain level
         of confidence that made others deferential toward her. Often, one of her friends getting a second cup of coffee as they sat in the window seats would say, “Latte, extra foam—right, Grigsby?” Knowing Grigsby’s coffee order signified
         their status in her inner circle.
      

      
      When Grigsby left Yura, it usually involved another ten minutes on the street outside, further cementing her dominance of
         the neighborhood. But not this morning. Today she was situated firmly in her apartment on Park Avenue with important work
         to do. The long and luxurious Southampton summer was clearly over, and as she pulled her blond locks into a messy bun and
         then grabbed her list and bottle of water, she was not looking forward to the task that loomed ahead. For the Tuesday after
         Labor Day is the dreaded application day for ongoing and nursery schools. Grigsby, however, was ready. She had the list of
         schools that needed to be called for her four-year-old daughter, Bitten: Spence, Chapin, Brearley, Nightingale, and Sacred
         Heart, with Hewitt and Marymount as “safeties” already loaded into her speed dial.
      

      
      Spencer, eight, and William, six, were at Buckley, and while she was a firm believer in single-sex education, at least until
         boarding school, Grigsby did wish for a moment that she had sent them to coed Trinity, Dalton, or Horace Mann so Bitten would
         have sibling preference, thereby making today not quite as crucial. The process was so competitive, however, that there were
         even some horror stories of younger brothers or sisters having to go to P.S. 6 because they hadn’t gotten into their sibling’s
         school. More than one family had been known to suddenly announce they were moving to Greenwich, which coincidentally came
         right after school notification dates in mid-February. But Grigsby knew that once you moved to Greenwich, even though the
         public schools were terrific, everyone ended up wanting to be at Greenwich Academy or Brunswick, which meant ultimately encountering
         the same application nightmare there. The fact is that some people would gladly pay $30,000 a year to have their kids at the
         right schools with the right people rather than get an equally good free education at a public school.
      

      
      Grigsby really would be happy with any of the schools, although she had her heart set on Spence. She pictured Bitten on her
         first day of school next fall in her green plaid tunic outside 93rd Street and Madison, where Spence’s lower school was located
         in the former Smithers Mansion, renovated with the proceeds of a successful capital campaign. Chapin was her second choice,
         although there would be logistical issues getting from their apartment on 92nd and Park to Buckley on 73rd and “Lex,” to East
         End Avenue and 84th Street. Even with Sheldon driving them in the Range Rover, it would be tough going every morning and barely
         give her time to get to Yura to meet her friends. The congestion of limos on Oscar night had nothing on drop-off at private
         schools in New York City.
      

      
      While she had her preferences, each school had its own reputation that had stood the test of decades, though the city itself
         had changed enormously during that time. The school a child went to could end up defining both the child and his or her family.
         Spence had the right mix of parents with whom Grigsby wanted to be associated. The education, of course, would be top-notch there, as it
         would at all the schools to which she was applying. Chapin still retained the old money feel that it had for generations,
         going back to when a young Jacqueline Bouvier had been a student. Everyone said Nightingale was “wonderfully nurturing” and
         had produced its own set of notable alumnae, from designer Shoshanna Lonstein Gruss, to Democratic strategist Mandy Grunwald,
         to Cecily von Ziegesar, author of the Gossip Girl books. And while she and Blake were not Catholic, she knew several families that were quite pleased with Sacred Heart and
         Marymount—and what’s wrong with a little religion class to instill moral values in children? Of course, that Sacred Heart
         uniform with its red gingham pinafore was just too adorable. Brearley was located down the street from Chapin and was excellent,
         but she always felt the more “bohemian” families ended up there. She also remembered with dismay that the Brearley girls she
         went to college with were often serial Grateful Dead followers and quoted Camille Paglia a bit too often. It was a little much for her. And because it was close to Chapin, she would have
         the same location issues. Then there was Hewitt, which unlike the others had changed a great deal. Years before, it tended
         to be the school for girls who were not as strong academically (at least according to their ERB scores), but in the last decade,
         with the private school competition as intense as it was, Hewitt’s boat had risen along with the tide of fortunes in the city.
         All in all, she had many wonderful choices—but first she needed to get the application process completed!
      

      
      Before Blake left for work that morning, Grigsby made sure that he had the list of schools to call and instructions that he
         and his assistant needed to follow. It was critical that all calls be made that morning, not just for her daughter’s future
         academic career, but because Grigsby had an incredibly busy first day back ahead of her and she didn’t have time to chase
         Blake down to make sure he had completed everything. She had a 12:30 lunch at Bergdorf, followed by a fitting in the couture
         department on four for the gown she was planning to wear to the New Yorkers for Children Gala in two weeks. Then (desperately
         needed) highlights at Blandi at 3:00 and hopefully some downtime to get herself back on her city schedule before she met Blake,
         his half brother, Chip, and his new wife, Chessy, for dinner at Swifty’s at 7:00.
      

      
      After spending the whole summer away, Grigsby knew things would be a complete madhouse. Thankfully, Donita had agreed to come
         back to work on Labor Day, so with any luck, by later today most of the laundry would be done and put away. But there was
         still so much to organize before she could even allow herself one second to relax. The boys had their first day of school
         on Wednesday, and Bitten would start nursery school gradually that week, starting with an hour on Thursday and two hours on
         Friday. Schools were concerned that after summer vacation four-year-olds might encounter the same separation anxiety they
         had in their first year of nursery school, so they started with a gradual schedule over the course of several days, asking that a parent start out in the classroom, then move just outside,
         and then be in the neighborhood, with the ultimate goal of separating entirely. Most children entered the room and barely
         glanced at their mother. It usually wasn’t the children who needed the proximity, however, and once in a while an overly protective
         and attentive mother had to be told gently that her child would be fine and asked to leave.
      

      
      This was not the case with Grigsby, who found that getting back to normal, seeing all her friends, and gearing up for her
         social calendar made for a hectic first week back. Having to be tied to school made that more difficult. It was really too
         much for her. It would be terrific to have her own assistant, and she had started mentioning casually to Blake what a time-saver
         it would be. She knew eventually she would get it, because eventually she got everything she wanted.
      

      
      Grigsby was also irritated that Blake seemed distracted when he left at 7:15 that morning, just as she came in from her four-mile
         run in Central Park with her trainer. She repeated the instructions she had given him and was astonished that he did not remember
         the same drill they’d gone through for nursery school two years before or for the boys when they’d applied to ongoing schools.
         She couldn’t be expected to take care of all these things herself. It was hard enough to keep their home as chicly appointed
         as it was, manage their Southampton house, take care of their social schedule, plan vacations, do her charity work, keep the
         children well dressed, and of course always look as good (not to mention toned) as she did without having another project
         thrown on top of it. Each school to which they applied would require three visits: the tour, the parent interview, and then
         the child interview. Multiply that by six schools and it was on the order of eighteen different appointments. Of course, applications
         would have to be filled out, and more important, lists of all the boards of trustees would have to be studied to determine
         whom they might approach for recommendations, because as everyone knew, anything that you needed in the city could be made possible by connections with the right people.
      

      
      Frankly, though, Blake had seemed detached for the last several weeks. For the first time since they had been going to Southampton,
         he hadn’t even made it out for all of the final two weeks of the summer. He had finally come out on the Jitney on Wednesday
         night of the last week, but for most of Thursday and Friday he was pacing the long lawn in front of their house leading down
         to the bay while on his cell phone. More than once he had approached her wide-eyed and angry, pantomiming at her to take the
         kids away from him so he could finish his call. Welcome to life with children. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t spent all summer
         trying to deal with them.
      

      
      Grigsby knew she probably should pay more attention to what was going on in the financial world, but in general it was all
         too complicated and boring. She had to admit that even for her, this year had certainly had its share of drama. Her friend
         Winter “Winnie” Smith’s husband ran one of the derivatives desks at Bear Stearns. In March, when Bear Stearns was “acquired”
         by JPMorgan at a fire sale price, she and her husband had lost almost everything, although he did end up getting hired by
         JPMorgan. Grigsby hadn’t seen her much over the summer, and when she had, Winnie had seemed harried and drawn. She even thought
         she’d noticed Winnie look away on the beach a few times and was sure she had crossed the street when Grigsby saw her on Jobs
         Lane. What was even more shocking, the Smiths hadn’t come to the Somersets’ annual clambake on the beach, an event people
         usually rearranged schedules to attend.
      

      
      But thankfully Blake worked at Lehman Brothers, not Bear Stearns, so Grigsby really wasn’t all that concerned about their
         situation. Anyway, everyone said that Bear always skated too close to the edge. Lehman Brothers had much more stability. At
         least that was what Blake told her and what she had picked up from conversations between him and his friends from business
         school, most of whom also worked on Wall Street.
      

      
      “The Spence School admissions department, may I help you?”
      

      
      Grigsby snapped back to attention from her thoughts as the voice answered on the other end.

      
      She went through the list of questions, giving her and Blake’s name and their address, along with Bitten’s date of birth and
         nursery school. She set the date for their tour, Monday, September 15, at 9:30 a.m. Fantastic. One down, six to go!
      

      
      Thankfully, by 10:00 that morning she had reached all but two of the schools and e-mailed Blake for the third time to check
         on his progress. With still no answer, she finally called his office and reached his assistant, Andrea.
      

      
      “It’s Mrs. Somerset calling. Please put my husband on.” She always said the same thing and never bothered to ask Andrea how
         she was or even said hello. Andrea had long ago stopped trying to say or do anything other than to get Blake on the phone,
         since it was clear Grigsby didn’t really care, let alone even know who was answering the phone on the other end.
      

      
      “Yes. Hello, Mrs. Somerset. I’m sorry, but Bla… er, Mr. Somerset has been out of the office all morning, and I’m afraid I
         can’t reach him.”
      

      
      “What??” Grigsby shouted, making no effort to conceal her anger. “Hasn’t he been making calls for schools? I made it absolutely clear
         that was project numero uno today! Out of the office??!! I cannot believe him. I simply cannot believe him. Doesn’t he get what is going on today?!”
      

      
      Andrea rolled her eyes at the phone and wondered if Grigsby had managed to read any papers in the last several months. Wall
         Street and the economy were melting down, and it wasn’t just in The Wall Street Journal, but in the mainstream media. Somehow Marie Antoinette, as Andrea liked to refer to her, hadn’t gotten the memo.
      

      
      Before Andrea could respond, however, Grigsby said brusquely, “Ugh… never mind. I’ll do everything myself—as I always do.
         Just tell him to call me as soon as he gets out… and that the only schools we still need to speak to are Hewitt and Marymount… but I’m not going to be here past eleven because I have lunch and a lot of
         other appointments… so call my cell or send me an e-mail or text… but I don’t know if I will be able to respond then… so if
         not, I’ll see him at dinner… which he better not have forgotten about either… It’s at seven p.m. at Swifty’s with Chip and
         Chessy.” Grigsby slammed the phone down, as usual without bothering even to say good-bye to Andrea.
      

      
      Andrea could hardly contain a snort as she listened to Grigsby’s account of her “busy day.” Try getting up at 5:00 to take
         the bus in from East Brunswick to Port Authority and then get up to Seventh and 49th Street and be lucky to get back home
         by 8:00 p.m., with no time for errands except on weekends. Shaking her head, she dutifully wrote Grigsby’s message on Blake’s
         memo pad of calls, which was already quite long.
      

      
      But the truth was that while Blake had left that morning with his list of schools to call, he had no intention of making any
         calls. He had a meeting that he couldn’t miss, couldn’t be interrupted from, and had been instructed under no uncertain terms
         was highly confidential.
      

      
   
      
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      Back to Work

      
      As Grigsby was starting her stressful day, several other “back to regular life” stories were unfolding across the city. A
         few blocks away on 88th and Fifth, Sasha Silver was waking up to her own living hell. When the alarm went off for the first
         time at 6:30 a.m., she covered her head with the pillow, as if it were a helmet that would protect her from the perils of
         the morning—at least for the next nine minutes, until the snooze button went off. She knew from experience she could give
         it one additional push until she would have to face the day.
      

      
      Sasha always took off the last two weeks of the summer, and she looked forward to it all year long. It was a time when most
         of the city was away, so she missed little—and there was less of a chance for things to run amuck at work. She was ecstatic
         when her vacation finally arrived, though it also signaled the end of the summer. For Sasha, nothing on earth compared with
         being at her beach house in Quogue, from the minute she woke up in the morning and took a leisurely walk down the driveway
         to get the papers that she actually had time to read, as opposed to the rest of the year when she rushed through, barely reading
         them. From walking by the ocean with her children collecting shells, to running every day, to consuming bottles of Chardonnay
         at dinner parties nearly every evening with close friends, this was one of the periods of time when she allowed herself the
         unusual luxury of contentment. Unfortunately, the joy and elation of the Friday night that started those two weeks were equally
         matched by desperate agony as they ended. Her depression usually set in on Friday of Labor Day weekend, when even the September light seemed to taunt her that
         summer was over. By Monday she was usually close to tears, truly despondent that the next day she would have to go back to
         work and deal with her horrible situation.
      

      
      And today she was even more upset and uneasy than in past years.

      
      This situation was, to a certain extent, of her own making. In 2005, when she and her partners were approached to sell Silver
         Asset Management Partners Inc. (SAMCO, as it was known), she was the one who had pushed for the deal, and as majority shareholder
         she had the final decision. At the time, she knew deep down, frankly even not so deep down, that BridgeVest Financial was
         not the right company to sell to, but Sasha had made an art form of assuming that once she got to the other side, she would
         be able to take care of any problems that arose. That was the way she had always dealt with things. She was a caretaker and
         unfortunately gave little thought to how much she might need or want to be taken care of herself.
      

      
      Ultimately her partners had agreed to the deal, but they all retired within a year when it became clear that their new friends
         in Springfield, Massachusetts, were not going to leave them alone. Feeling that she had made her bed so now she’d better sleep
         in it, Sasha stayed on, and while she told all her friends and family that she would leave when her contract was up at the
         end of 2010, she didn’t know how she could desert all the employees who had been loyal to the company and to her for all those
         years.
      

      
      To be fair, there was one great benefit: the money. It was hard to turn that down. After a career of working as long and hard
         as she had, finally having enough money to spend was intoxicating. She and her husband, Adam, upgraded their apartment to
         one overlooking Central Park, bought a boat, started taking more expensive vacations, increased their charitable giving, and
         still managed to put away a sizable amount. For Sasha, the fun part was being able to make some venture investments. She loved hearing about a new business idea and plans for expansion. Some worked out and some didn’t, but these
         investments allowed Sasha to feel she was still an entrepreneur instead of stuck in a corporate box with no room to move or
         stretch.
      

      
      The universal thing about having money, however, is that no matter how much you have, it isn’t enough. Credit cards still
         have a balance due—only larger; someone else next door always seems to have more; the dinner party at someone’s apartment
         or beach house is always that much larger and nicer; the jewelry is always that much more opulent. Someone else always seems
         to have the perfect life in terms of the material possessions they have and others covet. Sasha was no different. She wondered
         at times if she might have been able to get more if she hadn’t sold when she did. She was irritated at the number of people
         who had ten times what she had but certainly weren’t ten times smarter (if at all).
      

      
      SAMCO oversaw the assets of high-net-worth investors and focused on fixed income. Their goal was to preserve their clients’
         wealth, not make huge gains. That was a hard strategy to maintain when other, riskier investments were in vogue. People were
         always willing to bet it all on red, or Internet stocks, or subprime mortgages, in a bull market. She’d seen it all over twenty
         years of working.
      

      
      BridgeVest particularly liked SAMCO because it complemented their own business. SAMCO had a terrific reputation of being honest
         and ethical and was a pristine name, something few companies could boast of, particularly as time went on. BridgeVest itself
         had been owned for several years by Empire Bank, a New York–based commercial bank.
      

      
      Sasha was good at what she did. She had a great perspective on strategy, a unique ability to execute any plan, and she was
         liked by both clients and many of her colleagues, especially other women. There weren’t a lot of prominent women in her firm
         on Wall Street, for that matter. As a result, she was their champion. She also had four children in three different schools
         on the Upper East Side and an active philanthropic social life in New York. It might appear that Sasha burned the candle at both ends, but in reality she
         was the type of person who was most fulfilled when she was busy and found that everything she did was connected to everything
         else. She’d been given great opportunities by being involved in so many different things, so it drove her to do more.
      

      
      Unfortunately, while Sasha was still seen by clients and employees as the CEO, the reality was that she worked for BridgeVest
         and was essentially a puppet who did what they wanted, when they wanted. She had no control.
      

      
      Some of her male colleagues at BridgeVest went out of their way to derail her at work. She was a threat to them, so they dealt
         with it by a full court press of political warfare against her. She’d observed more than once that men, once they’d left school
         and couldn’t hit one another with bats and balls, turned into the biggest bunch of backstabbing, cliquish, petty high school
         girls she’d ever seen. It was indeed their sport. From what she could tell, it wasn’t having the talent that got you to the
         top of a company with these men, it was the political gamesmanship.
      

      
      What made matters worse, ironically, was that several months prior, Kirk McNeal, CEO of Empire Bank, had sent word down that
         Sasha be given a meaningful leadership role in the firm. She was made vice chair, but rather than continue to oversee clients
         as she had in the past, she was given what she referred to jokingly as the girly staff stuff—overseeing HR and communications.
         Her co–vice chair was given all the “line” businesses, those that generated revenues, on top of the businesses he already
         oversaw.
      

      
      Through 2008, as assets declined, revenues and profits became all the more critical. Sasha was frequently told she needed
         to present plans for downsizing staff and was then usually expected to execute them alone. Terminating person after person,
         some of whom reported to her male counterpart (without his being at the meetings to share the burden), was draining and dreadful. She often wept after, although she never let the guys see—caring was a sign of weakness
         to them. Unfortunately, while she was taking care of this, Harry Mullaugh, the CEO of BridgeVest, always seemed to schedule
         strategy and business development meetings, frequently with the senior executives at the bank. Frankly, it was Harry who caused
         her the most grief and allowed the other men to torture her as they did.
      

      
      As much as Sasha was miserable, there was always a little spark inside that still made her excited about the possibilities
         ahead. And as much as she was tortured, she also had an innate sense that good people would win in the end and somehow she
         would be rescued. Every day was a battle Sasha could win, either as a damsel in distress expecting to see a white horse at
         any moment or as a fighter who could hit back when she needed to.
      

      
      This morning, she clearly felt like the damsel as she dragged herself out of bed. At least she felt a tiny bit encouraged
         that she had a new red Dior suit—and that it was a size four. She was glad that dress-down or casual dress or whatever it
         was called had gone out of style after the last market crash a few years ago. To Sasha, dressing well translated into success
         and gave her a little extra confidence wherever she went. Slim and petite at five feet three, Sasha knew the right clothing
         made her stand out more.
      

      
      Accessories were her armor. If she had a meeting with anyone she felt might intimidate her, she broke out chunky Chanel cuffs
         or a vintage Miriam Haskell pearl choker. She knew that how she dressed also irritated the guys at her parent company, and
         each time she had to schlep up to the home office, she made sure to pick something a little more fabulous than her last visit.
         She figured if they were going to talk about her, she might as well give them more fuel for their fire. Truth be told, it
         wasn’t easy transferring from Metro-North in New Haven to the Amtrak connection to Springfield in five-inch Louboutins with
         minutes to spare, but damn, she looked good getting there!
      

      
      Before she could start her workday, Sasha had to get her house up and running. Adam, who ran his own fund with two other partners,
         needed to be on the desk early. Adam was deeply involved in what was going on in the credit markets meltdown and had been
         on edge for some time, not just the summer. Last night before they went to bed, he said, “Sasha, it’s going to be a shit show
         this week,” a phrase that always filled her with a bit of excitement and a little fear. As if this year hadn’t already been
         one long shit show. God, what was going to be next?
      

      
      Most of the time, Adam was a phenomenal husband, but when it came to the kids, he unfortunately left her to take care of almost
         everything, which was one more thing to deal with in addition to her already tough schedule. This morning after two weeks
         of vacation the apartment would likely be a madhouse within minutes, and Sasha wasn’t sure she had the strength to deal with
         it today.
      

      
      Sasha loved her kids dearly, but at times they could try her patience. They also could be a bit wild, and Sasha did not have
         a great ability to control them. Three-year-old Samantha, a curly-headed imp, had a way of talking that was most likely picked
         up from watching too many Disney programs with her older sisters. This involved rolling her eyes and periodically saying,
         “What-ever,” or, “Say whaat?” Seven-year-old Josh was usually creating some havoc at school and bothering his sisters at home in whatever
         way possible. Lily and Coco were the sweetest twelve-year-old twins, although their lives were always wrapped up in some “tween”
         self-created drama. Keeping them grounded while living in a pampered world wasn’t always easy either.
      

      
      Sasha did her best to make sure that they didn’t see how unhappy she was, but like the twins, she had a bad poker face, so
         they had more than a sense of what was going on than she would have liked. Once in a while, Lily or Coco would come up and
         hug her and say, “It will all be okay, Mama. Don’t worry.” It made her even sadder that they knew she was not happy.
      

      
      Amazingly, a working mom with a high-powered job living on the Upper East Side was still somewhat of an anomaly even in 2008,
         and Sasha knew that even some of her close friends probably criticized her behind her back for still working. For many women,
         it just wasn’t worth the salary they could make when their husbands made so much more. What was the point of making $200,000
         when her spouse could be making $10 million? Balancing became a guilt trip where nothing could be done perfectly and it was
         easier to live off the fruits of their husbands’ labor. Sasha’s life did require a fair amount of balancing, and there had
         been more than one time when she found herself desperately running up the street to find a taxi so she could get to a school
         play on time when she was already late. The classic moment came when she needed to supply the ruby slippers for Coco as Dorothy
         in The Wizard of Oz in fifth grade (a little more advance notice than that same morning might have been good) and had to slide them across the
         stage five minutes into the play.
      

      
      But this was the way Sasha wanted it. She liked being identified as a smart person in the working world. At times she envied
         the “mothers” like her friend Grigsby Somerset, who had time for coffee and workouts in the mornings after drop-off, but she
         knew that it would grow thin for her after a few weeks.
      

      
      When she came out of her bedroom at 7:45, much to her wonderful surprise, Maura, the children’s nanny, had already come in.
         She loved her Jamaican nanny but often joked that “island time” meant coming in anywhere from fifteen to thirty minutes after
         she was supposed to be there. But thankfully, Maura did seem inherently to realize that the day after vacation was bound to
         be busy and had already started breakfast, which would be real eggs instead of cold cereal. Surprisingly, though, the kids
         were all still asleep, their schools not starting until later in the week.
      

      
      So before she left, she checked in with Maura. “Hi! If you can believe it, the kids are all still sleeping, so I’m going to
         sneak out before they wake up. Otherwise it’s going to take me another half hour to get out of here. How was your vacation?” she asked.
      

      
      “Oh, good, I went to Toronto to visit my family.”

      
      “Great. Well, everyone missed you. Listen, I think that Samantha may have taken a lollipop to bed. I thought I’d seen her
         with it earlier in the evening and then realized in the middle of the night that I hadn’t done anything about it. So can you
         please check in her bed and make her brush her teeth extra hard? I’m so terrible. One day my kids will have no teeth and I’ll
         be hauled away by the dental police. Also, can you please make sure that Josh does not watch TV all day? Try to get him out
         to the park at some point. I will meet you at East Side Kids for shoes at five forty-five. That should be enough time to get
         everyone shoes for school. If I’m running late, which I probably will be, I’ll text you. And please sign our name on the list
         if you get there first. There will probably be a line to the West Side.”
      

      
      “Okay, good morning. No problem.”

      
      Sasha loved the way Maura always said, “No problem,” even though there were always many problems.

      
      Sasha was glad to sneak out but at the same time sad not to hear the cacophony of the children’s voices. She peeked into each
         of their bedrooms and stroked their cheeks and kissed them all (and did manage to pull a sticky cherry lollipop from Samantha’s
         clenched fist) before she headed to the front door, picked up her Prada bag, Wall Street Journal, and New York Times, and walked out.
      

      
      Sasha usually spent the first morning back at the office going through mail, internal reports, and getting the hang of being
         back, but yesterday afternoon, just as they began the drive home from the beach, she had received an e-mail from Harry Mullaugh,
         the CEO of BridgeVest, asking her to meet him for breakfast. It was unusual that he would be in New York City to begin with,
         and her stomach flip-flopped when she saw his e-mail. She responded by asking if they could meet for lunch instead, but he
         had answered back, “No. It can’t wait that long.” Needless to say, she had been churning with apprehension ever since. She was able to make a reservation at
         the Regency Hotel, which at least was her own turf. As she left the house, she took a deep breath, squinted at the Tuesday
         morning sunlight, and firmly put her foot forward, wondering whether her own “shit show” was about to get worse.
      

      
   
      
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      It’s My Money

      
      “You are not getting one more FUCKING penny of MY money. It’s MY money, not yours, not ours, MINE. I made it—you only lay
         there. Can you get that through your Botoxed head, you fucking bitch!?”
      

      
      And with that, John Cutter rather calmly slammed the phone down on Mimi, his soon-to-be, though not soon enough, ex-wife,
         once-upon-a-time college sweetheart, and mother of his child.
      

      
      John Cutter was used to dealing with people in whatever way he chose to, which usually meant cursing, screaming, or, on occasion,
         throwing things at them. This morning, he was in no mood to be even remotely charitable. Mimi had made it her life’s goal
         over the last eighteen months to suck out of him whatever money she hadn’t already spent during their marriage, and the financial
         crisis had been keeping in step with her. Both had turned up the heat over the summer without a break. John, who’d always
         had a knack of finding his way out of trouble, felt as if he were fresh out of rabbits this time.
      

      
      He had hoped the last two weeks of the summer would give him time to relax. In earlier years, it would have been a quiet time,
         but for the second summer in a row, it was anything but. When he wasn’t on the phone or his BlackBerry dealing with work,
         he was doing the same with his divorce lawyer.
      

      
      Under the terms of the separation agreement, Mimi had the use of their twelve-thousand-square-foot home on Fordune Drive in
         Water Mill, Long Island. Fordune was a gated enclave with a limited number of mansions created from the 235-acre former estate of Henry Ford II, each with its own deeded ocean access. The Cutters
         had bought the house in 2000 and named it Casa de Cutter. Mimi had insisted on living there while the divorce was going on,
         and John, with no strong feelings about being in the house, gave in on that one. For that matter, he thought it would be better
         to be in a different town altogether, so this year he was in a three-bedroom summer rental in Southampton, for which he hadn’t
         thought twice about paying $175,000.
      

      
      In reality, he wasn’t likely to see her around anyway. Since their separation, he had happily left their “domestic” life behind.
         No more dinner parties with three or four couples where the conversation was inevitably dominated by the women talking about
         spending their husbands’ money. No more Saturday night benefits for God knows what cause held at oversize mansions where numerous
         photographers were waiting to document their every drink. And thankfully, no more of what he detested most, the interminable
         cocktail parties in stores, where somehow Mimi always ended up spontaneously buying something unnecessary that usually cost thousands of dollars.
      

      
      This summer, however, John was in a spiral of partying at night, followed by golf during the day. He usually took a helicopter
         late on Friday afternoons (Thursday night if he could), arriving from the city in less than thirty minutes, and headed right
         out to one of the clubs like the Pink Elephant in Southampton, where he hooked up with some of his hedge fund buddies who
         were also “between wives” or had never married.
      

      
      Usually within a few minutes of arriving, they were able to find several women looking for men rich enough to shell out $1,000
         for table service. These women were fully prepared to return the favor with whatever was desired at the end of the night.
         It wasn’t a problem with John, because at forty-eight, unlike other men who had passed into middle age, he was still intensely
         good-looking: blond hair, piercing blue eyes that made most women’s stomachs do a little flip-flop when he looked directly at them, an amazing smile that curved
         up on one side, and a body that had benefited from years of the most expensive and sought-after personal trainers from Radu
         to David Kirsch.
      

      
      Aside from his physical good looks, John also had the most important feature of all—he looked rich, from his Tod’s driving shoes, Paul Smith shirts, Hermès belts, and APC jeans
         faded just so, to his Patek Philippe watch that cost $96,000. It was something you couldn’t put your finger on but was noticed
         immediately, especially by women on the lookout, who were instantly drawn to him.
      

      
      He often came to the next morning, the sun streaming into the bedroom, his jeans, a pair of Jimmy Choos, and lingerie strewn
         about the bedroom—and someone lying next to him. One Saturday morning, there were even two women in his bed with him. (He
         hoped that together they might equal his age.) They hadn’t even gotten back to the house until 2:00 a.m. and then done lines
         until 4:00. He woke up at 11:40, remembering that Mimi was due to drop their five-year-old, Annabella, for her Saturday visit
         in twenty minutes. Luckily, he was able to get the “ladies” out a few minutes before she drove up. That would have been a
         bitch to explain and would have caused no small amount of yelling and additional conversations with his attorneys the next
         week, which probably would have cost him thousands in legal bills. Mimi and her lawyer seemed to specialize in Friday morning
         motions, which ruined his weekend and cost ridiculous amounts of money to deal with. Starting a new issue on Monday would
         take more stamina than he had. Lucille Smith, John’s matrimonial attorney, was one of the best at fighting back, but she charged
         through the nose for every strike.
      

      
      In the midst of his divorce woes, the reality was that John was more than content when it came to his current romantic activities.
         He wasn’t looking for anything more than a good fuck, end of story. Thinking of this reminded him to be sure that Richie had
         taken care of getting rid of Amanda while he was out last week. Their affair had been fun, but he really didn’t need her moping about the office, pining
         to be the next Mrs. Cutter. It was also safe to say that even if the markets had been better, Amanda was clearly more focused
         on him than on marketing his fund to investors. He was going to be on his own for a long time, perhaps forever—and that was
         fine with him.
      

      
      John’s weekends at least partially took his mind off his financial issues, but come Monday morning—or rather, Sunday evening,
         the new start to the Wall Street week, for government actions were usually announced before Asian markets opened—he was back
         in a Sisyphean effort of trying to keep his fund’s assets from draining away.
      

      
      While a life on Wall Street, by its very nature, had a level of stress most people would never understand, this was well more
         than he’d expected at this stage of the game. Sometime over the last decade, the Wall Street he had grown up in had changed
         drastically. When John started at Salomon Brothers in the early 1980s, joining the then relatively new world of mortgage-backed
         securities, it was the analysts, associates, and junior traders in their twenties who took on the bulk of the work in the
         evenings and weekends. It was a heady time at “Solly,” and John soon became a protégé of the legendary Lewis Ranieri. He ultimately
         became one of the most skilled traders in the business. It is an elusive thing to be a great trader. Everyone looks at the
         same screens and sees the same movement, but just as an artist can look at two colors and instantly know they go together,
         a great trader intuitively feels when it’s time to buy or sell.
      

      
      After Sandy Weill acquired Salomon in 1997 through the “merger” with Smith Barney, John stayed on at the newly merged company.
         He’d almost considered joining Long-Term Capital Management run by John Meriwether a few months prior, but he didn’t want
         to commute to Greenwich. Mimi had refused to move out of the city and become a “Greenwich tennis lady,” as she derogatorily
         described it. Thank God, because later that summer LTCM had imploded and he would have lost a fortune. But John truly longed to run his own show. He loved what he did, and the guys who worked for him were incredible,
         but he hated the unnecessary corporate politics, operating committee meetings, and mergers or deals that he had nothing to
         do with but that ended up affecting his department or, worse, his annual compensation.
      

      
      So in 1999 he launched his own fund, Flying Point Capital, named after the beach they frequented in Water Mill, Long Island.
         With John’s prowess and reputation, Flying Point (FPC) took off, quickly becoming one of the hottest new funds around, drawing
         assets from other firms on the Street, state pension funds, and the newly desirable and wealthy Middle Eastern sovereign funds.
         By early 2007, FPC had nearly $12 billion in assets.
      

      
      FPC was a “long short fund that specialized in big macro calls.” Mimi rolled her eyes whenever she tried to describe what
         “long short” was; she usually just said, “He doesn’t always have the balls to stick with what he wants to buy, so he buys
         some of what he doesn’t like, too, and agrees to sell some of what he likes if he screws that up. It usually works out, or
         at least doesn’t make him look dumb, and we make lots of money no matter what!” The funny thing is, her friends usually got
         what she was saying and would giggle in unison. But if she said that at a party with men around, John shot her what she called
         his “SITFU” look (code for “Shut the fuck up!”), which did shut her up, at least in public.
      

      
      And they did make a lot of money. They certainly hadn’t slouched before, pulling in anywhere from $5 million to $10 million,
         but John’s fund, like most others, had a “2 and 20” structure, so he earned a 2 percent management fee and on top of that
         a performance bonus of 20 percent of the annual profit he was able to generate. With assets of $12 billion, revenues were
         over $3 billion, and while John compensated his twenty employees handsomely, his own take was in the hundreds of millions.
         What he and Mimi didn’t spend, he kept in the fund.
      

      
      Suffice it to say, though they spent a lot of money on themselves—their Tribeca loft and the one they bought next door; Casa
         de Cutter; vacations; clothes; jewelry; and, of course, art, including the twenty-foot-tall Keith Haring yellow barking dog sculpture
         that was outside the Casa house. Mimi had spent her early years in the city, before she had children, working for an art gallery
         so she knew who all the great artists were. The Cutters were always at the contemporary art auctions at Christie’s and Sotheby’s,
         and Mimi never missed Art Basel in Miami every December.
      

      
      John had always worked long hours, but he and Mimi still managed to spend a lot of time together. She would often meet him
         for a late dinner, even after their child was born, since they always had a live-in nanny.
      

      
      Somewhere along the way, however, things began to change. Neither of them ever spoke of it or even acknowledged it. Sometimes
         he looked at her and wasn’t quite sure how they’d ended up together or whether she was the same person he had known in college.
         Sensing his distance, and reflecting her need to look different from everyone else, she had developed a habit of “enhancing
         herself” through whatever plastic surgery and procedures were in vogue.
      

      
      Then one night after a closing dinner at Nobu for an FPC private placement, John and a few of his traders ended up with the
         women at the table next to them. Whereas John had always looked, that evening he touched. The next time became easier, as
         did the time after that, and after that. It wasn’t long before John was well versed in telling Mimi that he had a work event
         while he was really with another woman. Then Amanda Belden had started work as head of marketing at FPC. It wasn’t long before
         they ended up having sex in his office, which led to a regular room at one of several hotels near the office.
      

      
      Mimi was no saint, either, but John was careless about his transgressions, and one night it all came to a head when Mimi threw
         him out. From that point on, it was a race to hire the best attorneys and start the war of who would end up with what.
      

      
      So that was what got these two people to September 2, 2008. As he got in the chauffeured Mercedes, John could already see
         that the European markets were having a rotten day, following on the tail of yet another disastrous Asian market, which had
         closed down nearly 2 percent. His BlackBerry was buzzing every thirty seconds with a mix of market updates, problems that
         his staff needed him to deal with, and questions from angry investors. Reading The Wall Street Journal, FT, and New York Times on the way uptown was like reading a report of casualties from the front lines of a war being fought on several fronts. At
         least the Yankees had won 13–9 on Labor Day.
      

      
      He arrived at Flying Point Capital’s offices at 9 West 57th Street. He’d been able to secure space with a view of Central
         Park in 2005 for the “cheap price” of $150 per square foot. With fifteen thousand square feet of space, that equated to $2.25
         million per year, a staggering sum for most companies but only a pittance for him. The inside wasn’t spared any expense, either;
         from the custom kitchen stocked with specialty snacks to the billiards room with the cigar vent that whisked away smoke, it
         was a testament to what money could buy. What’s more, John had developed his own taste for modern art and had begun collecting
         Jeff Koons’s balloon works; there were twelve of the balloon dogs lining the walls of the conference room.
      

      
      Shit! He remembered as he walked by the giant orange 9 outside the building that his new assistant was starting today. He
         couldn’t even remember her name. He never bothered to interview them, just took Richie’s word that she would be adequate.
         They were all the same, anyway, and wouldn’t last more than a month or two at most; yet another bimbo who wouldn’t know how
         to get shit done and would probably disconnect calls when she wasn’t on the phone with her friends or reading Cosmo. Man, today was going to suck.
      

      
      He got off on the thirty-ninth floor and opened the double glass doors etched with the Flying Point Capital sea-spray-and-seagull
         logo.
      

      
      As he walked toward his office, a tall black woman he didn’t recognize approached him.
      

      
      “Good morning, Mr. Cutter, I’m Renee Parker, your new executive assistant. I’ve already gotten your venti dry half-caf cappuccino,
         and I have a list of messages for you when you’re ready to go over them.”
      

      
      John was stunned. This was the first time this had ever happened. Usually there was a woman flipping through a magazine at
         her desk who barely seemed to notice as he walked up. Someone who knew his coffee order and had already sorted through his
         calls!? Someone who was also drop-dead gorgeous?
      

      
      “Um… I… ah… sure.” He grabbed the coffee and recovered his game face quickly. “I don’t stand on ceremony, so you shouldn’t,
         either. It’s John. Mr. Cutter is my father. Give me five minutes and then bring it all in. What was your name again?”
      

      
      “Renee. Of course. And there’s one other thing I wanted to mention to you that seemed important. A man called several times
         and was most agitated and anxious to speak with you. He wouldn’t say his name, but his number was on caller ID, so I wrote
         it down and was able to trace it. It was a Mr. Blake Somerset from Lehman Brothers. Would you like me to try and get him on
         the line for you?”
      

      
      And upon hearing that name, John Cutter knew his day was not going to get any better.

      
   
      
      
      CHAPTER FOUR

      
      The World According to 
Ms. Renee Parker

      
      As it turned out, Renee Parker was familiar with the name Blake Somerset and his wife, Grigsby. Her mother, Donita, had been
         their maid for the last five years.
      

      
      What John didn’t realize was that Renee neither came from nor was going to the same place as his other assistants, who as
         soon as they walked in at 8:31 a.m. were counting the minutes until 4:59 p.m., when they could put on their flip-flops or
         sneakers and walk out to Staten Island, Queens, New Jersey, or Long Island, where their real lives resided.
      

      
      But Renee Parker, daughter of Donita and William Parker, had been raised in Harlem and taught to keep her head high and reach
         for whatever she could, so she would be one rung closer to the next opportunity. Donita had emigrated from Jamaica and had
         been a maid for most of her adult life. She didn’t mind. It was part of her own American dream, to give her family the next
         step to something better. No matter how tough things might be financially raising a family in New York City, she still managed
         to send money home each month to take care of her family in Kingston.
      

      
      William Parker’s family had been in the United States for many generations, but their “emigration” had been involuntary. (His
         family traced its genetic lineage to the infamous South Carolina slave owner and Confederate stalwart Colonel Russell T. Parker.)
         William had spent the last four decades as a bus driver for the Metropolitan Transportation Authority, driving the M4 route, which took him through many of the city neighborhoods. Every day he started
         at the Cloisters, just below Inwood, drove down the once Jewish, now Latino, neighborhood of Washington Heights until he reached
         Broadway, then curved around Central Park North at 110th Street. It was the only street on the perimeter of Central Park without
         coveted real estate—at least until the last decade, when even Harlem fell prey to the inexorable ascension of real estate
         prices. He always felt a lift when he reached Fifth Avenue and traveled down the boulevard from the Central Park Conservatory
         Garden on 106th Street (especially on the day of the Central Park Conservancy “Hat Lunch,” as dozens of women milled about
         in colorful hats with feathers and flowers), to the regal apartment buildings on Fifth Avenue, and on to the office buildings
         and stores in midtown, before winding around Herald Square. On the route back uptown, the bus traveled by the high-end boutiques
         on Madison Avenue and then into the no-man’s-land of East Harlem, just past the outpost of civilization known as Mount Sinai
         Hospital before heading back to upper Broadway by the “college town” of Columbia University and Barnard College.
      

      
      Every day, as he took commuters, schoolchildren, and the quirky assortment that represents New York through these varied neighborhoods,
         he had a great sense of pride about his contribution to their city. He liked to say, “The city couldn’t move without me!”
         Renee would respond, “Daddy, then they’ll just take another bus!” He would say, “But no other driver takes care of them like
         I do, sweet cookie.”
      

      
      Both he and Donita tried to fill their four daughters with a sense of how important it was to assist people, no matter how
         menial others might think their role was. They never let them feel sorry for themselves. It filled both parents with great
         pride that all of their children had gotten scholarships to good colleges after graduating at the top of their classes in
         high school.
      

      
      Renee, though, was special. She was the baby of the family. She was doted on by her older sisters, who were nine, eleven,
         and thirteen when she was born. As she grew up, she was clearly the smartest of the girls, though their parents loved and
         appreciated them all dearly.
      

      
      Perhaps because she was born into a ready-made family, Renee learned early on to “hold her audience,” as her father used to
         say. And so she did. Like her older sisters, Renee was a part of Prep for Prep, which identified kids from public schools
         whose families would neither have been aware of the private schools in the city nor known how to get their children admitted
         and gave them the tools and skills to do so. The schools themselves were only too happy to have a ready source of diversity.
         Thus, like her sisters before her, in 1992 Renee entered the Spence School as a sixth grader.
      

      
      Whereas the other Prep for Prep girls with whom she matriculated tended to stick together, Renee, with the encouragement of
         her sisters, figured that as long as she was in this strange place so unlike her own world, she might as well explore it to
         the fullest. There was something about her effervescent personality that drew other girls toward her, and it wasn’t long before
         she was having after-school get-togethers and sleepovers in some of those same Fifth Avenue buildings that her father drove
         by and in which her mother toiled.
      

      
      No matter how confident and popular their daughter seemed to be, because of the distance of their world from the one farther
         downtown, William and Donita tried to ensure that Renee was aware of the dangers of getting too close to the wealthy. They
         also encouraged her to focus on her own strengths: her brain and winning personality. It also was worth noting that she was
         beautiful, which was evident even in grade school. For the most part, their concerns were unfounded. Many of the Park Avenue
         mothers couldn’t help but remark that Renee Parker had qualities they wished their own daughters shared, although it was often
         in a backhanded way, such as, “And you know what her parents do, don’t you? Isn’t it wonderful that we can bring girls like
         this into our schools?”
      

      
      As she made her way through high school, Renee’s popularity grew. She was often the center of parties and, much to her parents’
         surprise, would bring kids home to their cramped apartment, where there was always something in the kitchen that Donita had
         made: meat patties, chicken curry, or her famous banana bread. Renee was proud of her heritage, not to mention cuisine! Her
         family used to joke that Renee must have had curry in her baby bottle, she loved it so much. Both Parkers were proud of their
         daughter’s confidence yet at the same time a little dismayed. They intended for Renee to move out of their world, not bring
         people into it, but parents sometimes learn from their children, too.
      

      
      There was one girl, though, who went out of her way to discredit and hurt Renee. Amanda Belden, a “queen bee in training,”
         had been at Spence since kindergarten. She was from a wealthy, socially prominent family. Frankly, they didn’t have the nicest
         reputation in the city, although few people would admit it. Amanda despised Renee’s popularity and constantly tried to pit
         the other girls against her. Once, in ninth grade, Amanda accused Renee of stealing her credit card when it was missing. Renee’s
         friends told her not to be bothered by Amanda, but she was devastated and cried for a week, until the card was discovered
         behind some books in the library. Amanda didn’t even bother to apologize and was overheard to say, “Well, why wouldn’t I think
         it was her?” Usually, Renee had little patience with Amanda’s silly games, but this one hurt more than she admitted. The memory
         of it never left her.
      

      
      In part because of this hurt, Renee came to value her family’s love and values and grew even closer to them. When she graduated
         from Spence, although she could have gone to any Ivy League institution, she chose Barnard, the women’s college on her father’s
         bus route adjacent to Columbia. Renee had come to appreciate the value of single-sex education during her years at Spence
         and felt that being at a women’s college would be beneficial for her.
      

      
      She spent the four years of college living in Barnard housing, ever conscious of the fact that her parents lived in very different
         circumstances a few blocks away in Harlem.
      

      
      As in high school, Renee was just one of those people who fit in wherever she was. It didn’t matter if she was rich or poor.
         And William and Donita got used to her bringing a new group of friends home to Harlem when Renee wasn’t busy exploring the
         city and its neighborhoods and nightlife. They came to appreciate that she was so confident in herself and her family heritage,
         she wanted her friends to share in it.
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