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Prologue

They found the black dog sleeping on the shoulder of the West Side Highway, dreaming dog dreams. A crippled castoff, left ear chewed to mince, hide scored with dozens of cigarette burns – a fighting dog abandoned to the mercy of river rats. Traffic rumbled past: vans with padlocked rear doors, white limousines with tinted glass and New Jersey plates, yellow cabs, blue police cruisers.

Monty parked his Corvette on the shoulder and shut off the engine. He stepped from the car and walked over to the dog, followed by Kostya Novotny, who shook his head impatiently. Kostya was a big man. His thick white hands hung from the sleeves of his overcoat. His face had begun to blur with fat; his broad cheeks were red from the cold. He was thirty-five and looked older; Monty was twenty-three and looked younger.

‘See?’ said Monty. ‘He’s alive.’

‘This dog, how do you call it?’

‘Pit bull. Must have lost somebody some money.’

‘Ah, pit bull. In Ukraine my stepfather has such dog. Very bad dog, very bad. You have seen dogfights at Uncle Blue’s?’

‘No.’

Flies crawled across the dog’s fur, drawn by the scent of blood and shit. ‘What do we do, Monty, we watch him rot?’

‘I was thinking of shooting him.’

Awake now, the dog stared impassively into the distance, his face lit by passing headlights. The pavement by his paws was littered with broken glass, scraps of twisted metal, black rubber from blown tires. A concrete barricade behind the dog, separating north-and southbound traffic, bore the tag SANE SMITH in spray-painted letters three feet high.

‘Shooting him? Are you sick in the head?’

‘They just left him here to die,’ said Monty. ‘They threw him out the window and kept driving.’

‘Come, my friend, it is cold.’ A ship’s horn sounded from the Hudson. ‘Come, people wait for us.’

‘They’re used to waiting,’ said Monty. He squatted down beside the dog, inspecting the battered body, trying to determine if the left hip was broken. Monty was pale-skinned in the flickering light, his black hair combed straight back from a pronounced widow’s peak. A small silver crucifix hung from a silver chain around his neck; silver rings adorned the fingers of his right hand. He leaned a little closer and the dog scrambled upright, lunged for the man’s face, came close enough that Monty, stumbling frantically backward, could smell the dog’s foul breath. The effort left the pit bull panting, his compact, muscular frame quivering with each rasped breath. But he remained in his crouch, watching the two men, his ears, the mangled and the good, drawn back against his skull.

‘Christ,’ said Monty, sitting on the pavement. ‘He’s got some bite left.’

‘I think he does not want to play with you. Come, you want police to pull over? You want police looking through our car?’

‘Look what they did to him, Kostya. Used him for a fucking ashtray.’

A passing Cadillac sped by them, honking twice, and the two men stared after it until its taillights disappeared around a bend.

Monty rose to his feet and dusted his palms on the seat of his pants. ‘Let’s get him in the trunk.’

‘What?’

‘There’s a vet emergency room on the East Side. I like this guy.’

‘You like him? He tries to bite your face off. Look at him, he is meat. You want some dog, I buy you nice puppy tomorrow.’

Monty was not listening. He walked back toward his car, opened the trunk, pulled out a soiled green army blanket. Kostya stared at him, holding up his hands. ‘Wait one second, please. Please stop one minute? I do not go near pit bull. Monty? I do not go near pit bull.’

Monty shrugged. ‘This is a good dog. I can see it in his eyes. He’s a tough little bastard.’

‘Yes, he is tough. He grew up in bad neighborhood. That is why I stay away from him.’

The light shining down from above cast deep shadows beneath Monty’s cheekbones. ‘Then I’ll do it myself,’ he said.

By now the dog had slumped back to the pavement, still struggling to keep his head up, to keep his glazing eyes focused on the two men.

‘Look at him,’ said Monty. ‘We wait much longer, he’ll be dead.’

‘One minute ago you want to shoot him.’

‘That was a mercy thing. But he’s not ready to go yet.’

‘Yes? He told you this? You know when he is ready to go?’

Monty carefully circled behind the dog, holding the army blanket as a matador holds his cape. ‘It’s like a baby, they hate getting shots from the doctor. They’re screaming and crying as soon as they see the needle. But in the long run, it’s good for them. Here, distract him.’

Kostya shook his head with the air of one who had long suffered his friend’s lunacies, then kicked a soda can. The dog’s eyes pivoted to follow the movement. Monty hurled the blanket over the dog and sprang forward, wrapping his arms around the dog’s midsection. The dog growled and wrestled with the wool, sinking his teeth into the fabric and shaking it violently, trying to break the blanket’s neck. Monty managed to stand, struggling to maintain his bear hug, but the dog, slick with blood, slithered madly in his grasp like a monstrous newborn. Monty lurched toward the Corvette as the pit bull released the blanket and turned his head, snapping viciously, his jaws inches from Monty’s throat. He clawed at Monty’s arms until Monty hurled him into the trunk, the dog still biting as he fell into the hollow of the spare tire, trying unsteadily to regain his footing as the lid slammed shut.

Monty picked up the army blanket and returned to the driver’s seat. Kostya stared at the sky for a moment and then joined his friend in the Corvette. The entire encounter had lasted five minutes.

‘What goes on in your little head?’ asked Kostya, after Monty had tossed the blanket into the well behind his seat and started the car. ‘That was very stupid thing you did. Most stupid thing you ever did. No, I take that back. Lydia Eumanian was most stupid thing you ever did.’

‘I got him, didn’t I?’ said Monty, grinning. ‘A little of the tricks, a little of the quicks, boom! Nabbed.’ He checked his mirrors and pulled onto the highway, heading uptown again.

‘Yes. The quicks. Meanwhile, you are bleeding. You get bit.’

‘No, that’s the dog’s blood.’

Kostya raised his eyebrows. ‘Yes? Because you have hole in your neck and blood is coming out.’

Monty lifted his hand to his neck, felt the warm dribble of blood. ‘Just a scratch.’

‘A scratch, oh. Meanwhile, you bleed to death. And you need rabies shot.’

‘They’ll stitch it up at the vet’s.’ Behind them the dog thrashed around in the trunk, his bellows muted by the traffic.

‘What? The vet? You bleed all over car, you die, your father yells at me. Oh, boo-hoo, boo-hoo, you let Monty die. No, please. Go to Seventh Avenue, there is Saint Something, a real hospital.’

‘We’re going to the vet.’ The blood ran down Monty’s arm, soaking his shirtsleeve, puddling at the elbow.

‘Rule number one,’ said Kostya, ‘don’t grab half-dead pit bulls. We have people waiting for us, people with money, and you play cowboy – no, dogboy – in middle of highway. You’re bad luck; you put bad luck on me. Always everything that can go wrong, goes wrong. Doyle’s Law. It is not just you and me when we go out, no, no, it is Monty, Kostya, and Mister Doyle of Doyle’s Law.’

‘Doyle? You mean Murphy.’

‘Who’s Murphy?’

‘Who’s Doyle? Murphy’s Law,’ said Monty. ‘Whatever can go wrong will go wrong.’

‘Yes,’ said Kostya. ‘Him.’

From that day on the dog was Doyle.


One

Monty has sat on this bench a hundred times, but today he studies the view. This is his favorite spot in the city. This is what he wants to see when he closes his eyes in the place he’s going: the green river, the steel bridges, the red tugboats, the stone lighthouse, the smokestacks and warehouses of Queens. This is what he wants to see when his eyes are closed, tomorrow night and every night after for seven years; this is what he wants to see when the electronically controlled gates have slammed shut, when the fluorescent lights go down and the dim red security lights go up, during the nighttime chorus of whispered jokes and threats, the grunts of masturbation, the low thump of heavy bass from radios played after hours against rules. Twenty-five hundred nights in Otisville, lying on a sweat-stained mattress among a thousand sleeping convicts, the closest friend ninety miles away. Green river, steel bridges, red tugboats, stone lighthouse.

Monty sits on a bench on the esplanade overlooking the East River, his right hand drumming the splintered slats, the leash wrapped tightly around his wrist. He watches Queens through the curved bars of an iron balustrade, the Triborough Bridge to the north, the 59th Street Bridge to the south. Midway across the river is the northern tip of Roosevelt Island, guarded by an old stone lighthouse.

The dog wants to run. He battles the leash, straining forward on hind legs, coiled muscles twitching, black lips drawn back from bright fangs. After four years of taking Doyle to the river, Monty knows that letting him loose would bring war to the esplanade. Maybe the pit bull would mount the Dalmatian bitch by the broken water fountain, maybe he’d brawl with the Rottweiler. No matter, splatter the pavement with dog seed or dog blood, sound out the vast arena with barks and yelps – Doyle is ready to go.

The river flows forty feet below man and dog, muddy green, pierced here and there with the shimmer of aluminum soda cans. A freshly painted red tugboat, flanks studded with truck tires, hauls a garbage barge downstream. Seagulls circle above the barge, cursing each other, white wings translucent in the first minutes of daylight. They dive into the waves and snatch scraps of edible trash, swallowing with a quick jerk of the head.

Doyle squats down on the pavement and watches the other dogs sadly, his mouth slightly ajar, his tongue leaping out now and again. A swollen-chested pigeon, clawed feet the color of chewed bubble gum, struts forward with bobbing head till the pit bull sends him flying with a casual growl. Three benches away a man practices his chords on a twelve-string guitar. Two young men in hooded sweat-shirts pass by, jeans worn below their hips, green letters tattooed on their knuckles. They nod to Monty but he doesn’t notice them. He is watching the river run south, the giant smokestacks of Queens blowing white clouds skyward, the tram rising from Roosevelt Island, the shine of traffic on the 59th Street Bridge. A plane climbs above LaGuardia and Monty follows its ascent, the left wing dipping as it angles west. He is intent upon the flight, the ease with which the silver jet speeds away.

Monty feels tension on the leash spooled around his wrist. Doyle has risen again, to utter a sharp bark of warning at an approaching man. The newcomer stops and waits, a frightened half smile on his face. He is not dressed for the unusual warmth of this January morning: a long scarf looped twice around his neck, a heavy down parka splitting at the seams, rubber boots rising nearly to his knees. He steps from foot to foot, chewing his gum madly.

‘What’s up there, Monty? You’re out early today.’

The plane has disappeared. Monty nods but does not speak.

‘You want to tell the dog to relax? Hey there, pooch. Hey, good dog. I don’t think your dog likes me.’

‘Go away, Simon.’

The man nods, rubbing his hands together. ‘I’m hungry here, Monty. Woke up an hour ago, and I was hungry.’

‘Nothing I can do about that. Go up to a Hundred and Tenth.’

‘A Hundred and Tenth? Come on, I’m good.’ He reaches into his pocket and brings out a wad of five-dollar bills held together by a rubber band.

‘Put that away,’ snaps Monty, and Doyle snarls.

‘Okay, okay. I’m just saying I’m not looking for a mercy pop.’

Monty stares at the lighthouse across the river. ‘I’m over, man.’

Simon points to a trail of small scabs along his throat. ‘Look at this. Cut myself shaving this morning – four times! I can’t keep my hands steady. Come on, Monty. Help me out here. I can’t go to Harlem – look at me. Who do I know in Harlem? They’ll gut me up there. I’ll be like Jerry running from Tom. Need my cheese, Monty, need my cheese! I’m starving, man.’

There is a long silence and then Monty stands and walks toward the man, closer and closer until their faces are inches apart. ‘You need to leave me alone, friend. I told you, I’m out of business.’

Doyle sniffs at Simon’s boots, then raises his head, snout climbing the man’s leg. Simon dances a half step, trying to keep away from the dog without startling him. ‘What are you talking about? You worried about me narking you out? Look at me, man. You know who I am.’

‘You’re not listening to me. I got touched. Game over. So back off and go home to your lawyer mother or go to a Hundred and Tenth Street, whatever you want. Just leave me the fuck alone.’

Simon blinks and stumbles backward, tries to laugh, looks behind him, looks down at Doyle, rubs his nose with the back of his hand. ‘Five years I’ve been coming to you. All right, no problem. I’ll leave. There’s no need to be nasty.’

The dog is anxious to move; he tugs at his leash and Monty follows him past the concrete chessboards where the two of them have stood in the summer crowds, watching the duels. Little Vic used to play here; Little Vic who had been grand master at Riker’s Island until a Russian got busted on forgery charges and demolished him in four straight games. But no hustlers punch their chess clocks today; too early on a winter’s morning. The rubes are all home eating breakfast.

Monty and Doyle walk west, pausing behind a fence to watch a basketball game, the teenage players taking advantage of the warm air, one last game before school. Doyle sniffs posts that stink of yesterday’s piss. Monty assesses the ballers quickly, accurately, and disdainfully. The point can’t make an entry pass to save his life; the two guard has no left; the big man down low telegraphs his every shot. Monty remembers a Saturday when he and four friends owned this court, won game after game after game until the losers stumbled away in frustration, an August afternoon when every jump shot was automatic, when he could locate his teammates with his eyes closed and slip them the ball as easy as kissing the bride.

Man and dog walk down a cascading series of steps into the courtyard of Carl Schurz Park. A square of black bars encloses two rows of stunted gingko trees, their leaves shaped like Japanese fans. Old people, enjoying the weather, gather on the benches that line the gated plot, throwing crumbs to the birds, reading the back pages of the Post, chewing potato knishes. Black women push white babies in plastic strollers. Jagged boulders scrawled with paint serve as markers on the slopes surrounding the courtyard: MIKO+LIZ;84 BOYS; THE LOWLITE CRUZERS; SANE SMITH. Sane Smith was here. Sane Smith was everywhere. Sane Smith is dead, having jumped from the Brooklyn Bridge. At least that was what Monty heard. The farthest-ranging of New York graffiti artists, Sane Smith wrote his name on billboards and highway overpasses and water tanks everywhere from Far Rockaway to Mosholu Parkway, Sheepshead Bay to Forest Hills, New Lots to Lenox. They’ll be scrubbing his name from walls for the next hundred years.

Doyle pauses to inspect the treasures held in an orange wire-mesh garbage can, but Monty pulls him forward. As they wait for the light to change on East End a fire truck rumbles past, the men on board big-boned and confident, slouched and ready in their high boots. A rear-mount aerial ladder, thinks Monty, and he watches the red truck disappear to the north. You could have been a wonderful fireman, he tells himself. Instead he is here, walking his dog in Yorkville, staring at everything, trying to absorb every detail, the way fresh asphalt spreads like black butter across the avenue, the way taillights at dawn flash and swerve, the way bright windows high above the street hide people he will never meet.

He passes a diner on Second Avenue. A beautiful girl seated in a booth smiles at him, her chin propped on a menu – but it’s too late, she can no longer help. In twenty-four hours he boards a bus for Otisville. Tomorrow at noon he surrenders his name for a number. The beautiful girl is a curse. Her face will haunt him for seven years.


Two

Nose pressed to the plate-glass window, Slattery wonders how close to the Hudson a good jump would get him. Standing on the thirty-second floor – assume each floor has a ten-foot ceiling, a two-foot interstice between that ceiling and the floor above, 320 plus 64 equals 384, a 384-foot fall. And how far from the building to the river? Call it 300 feet. A 384-foot vertical, 300-foot horizontal, for a hypotenuse of . . . Slattery frowns. Wait a second. A jump out this window will not be a slide down the hypotenuse. Gravity will suck him earthward as soon as he loses momentum. So, a leap of 300 feet.

First he would have to break through the glass with a chair. Position the starting line by the water cooler on the far wall; that gives him a twenty-yard sprint. Timing the jump is critical: a moment too early or too late and his foot fails to clear the window frame, leaving him toppling shame-faced over the edge, catcalls and laughter the last sounds he hears.

Not that it matters, thinks Slattery. He could run his fastest, jump at the perfect moment, catch a strong tail wind – the river is too far. He would never reach water, never come close. Instead his effort would end, colorfully, on gray concrete. The pedestrians below would remember the arc of his fall, the curious pumping motion of his legs, mimicking Olympic long jumpers. But it’s hopeless, leaping for the Hudson. Moments after impact, the traders, clustered around the broken window, would return to their desks, begin composing their jokes. Within minutes, all of Manhattan’s investment bankers would know the story, reduced to a blurb, compact and honed for a supper recounting among family and friends: Slattery splattery.

He bangs his head softly against the glass, then straightens up. All this morbid fantasizing might be premature. After all, he argues with himself, he owns the highest batting average on the floor. None of the other traders in his department has gathered so much loot for the firm. Discounting the misadventures of early July, that succession of horrid maneuvers (and what slugger does not suffer a seasonal slump?), discounting that fortnight and Slattery is the local star, a true-blue rainmaker, the Hank Aaron of the thirty-second floor. It doesn’t matter, he tells himself. One hour from now it will all be over.

A pale blue light arcs over the black river as the sun rises behind Slattery and reluctantly begins to illuminate the Jersey shore. Rising over Brooklyn, he thinks, rapping the glass with his knuckles. Screw this deal up and I’m going back to Brooklyn, say goodbye to the West Village apartment, hello again Mom, Dad, Eoin, and Aunt Orla from County fucking Wicklow, that witch, with her inside information on every situation planet-wide. Any disturbance between men that has ever occurred in the world’s turbulent history, Aunt Orla has her bitter opinions. Mention an agrarian dispute in ancient Sumeria, Orla chooses her side by the third word; she’ll be spitting maledictions at the enemy, the eejits, chanting benedictions for the aggrieved ally, the poor lambs, and claiming distant relations among that flock, the Akkadians or whatnot, and weren’t they the long-suffering Irish of Mesopotamia?

Every transaction, for Slattery, is a choice between two closed doors. Turn the wrong knob and the trap is sprung, fall back into Bay Ridge to bunk with a dim-witted little brother and breakfast with the endlessly irate Orla, the thirty-second floor a fast-fading mirage, and Dad clapping his hand to your back, telling you not to worry, a union card’s a cinch what with a crane operator for a cousin.

Slattery returns to his desk and sits with his hands behind his head, staring at the rows of numbers marching across the screens of his seven monitors. He taps a few keys and the numbers of one column freeze, today’s close in the Hong Kong market. Slattery rubs the bottom of his chin with a clenched fist and looks to the clocks fixed on the wall, the precise minute in Tokyo, Hong Kong, Frankfurt, London, New York: 7:57 here on the Eastern Seaboard. Half an hour till the number comes out. The trading floor hums, the low and nervous murmur of every month’s final Thursday. Big money to be made today, big money to be lost.

Slattery’s eyes are undercast with black crescents. He wakes each morning at five-thirty and rides ten imaginary miles on his stationary bike. An hour later he arrives at the office, seats himself before his array of electronics, and scans his seven screens for information, for clues he might have missed the previous afternoon.

The brown curls have begun their slow retreat from his forehead. An ex-wrestler, Slattery’s nose has been broken four times, his ears cauliflowered, his front teeth chipped from an accidental head butt sophomore year of college. His neck remains massive from grappling days, out of proportion to the rest of his body. He hasn’t been able to fasten the top button of his dress shirts since high school.

‘Coming out with us later on?’

Slattery looks up from his monitors and nods at his supervisor, the man who hired him four years ago: Ari Lichter, plump face flushed after walking three blocks from the subway station, cloaked in his winter overcoat though the morning is unseasonably warm.

‘You owe me ten bucks,’ says Slattery.

‘And good morning to you.’ Lichter thumbs through his wallet, finds a ten-dollar bill, hands it over. ‘I don’t want you to break my thumbs.’

‘Thank you, boss. Never bet on the Sixers, they’re uncoachable.’ Slattery snaps the bill taut between his fingers. ‘A little warm for that coat, isn’t it?’

‘Supposed to get some snow later on. If you want to start spending that big money, people are getting together at Sobie’s after work, watch the Knicks game.’

‘Sobie’s?’ Slattery eyes his boss skeptically. ‘You still trying for that bartender?’

‘I like the place. Good beer.’

‘Oh, yeah, they’ve got the best Budweiser in town. That girl can’t be twenty years old. She could be your daughter, boss.’

Lichter shakes his head. ‘Listen, my young friend, I’m a fat, happy suburban dad. And I follow the rules. But I’m allowed to look.’

‘Give me a report tomorrow,’ says Slattery. ‘I’m going out with some friends tonight.’

‘Big date?’

‘Nah, not even. Sort of a going-away party.’

Mentioning his plans for the night makes Slattery uneasy. So far this morning he has managed to keep thoughts of Monty buried beneath the numbers, the constant calculations and recalculations of his gamble. He wonders what his friend is planning to do with Doyle. The two have been inseparable since Monty found the dog four years ago; Monty has a hard time sleeping when the pit bull isn’t curled up outside the bedroom door. Bad enough to lock a man in a cell, to take him from his family, his friends, his city – couldn’t he at least keep his dog? If Monty had Doyle to lick his face in the morning, Doyle to bark in warning whenever a stranger approached, Doyle just sitting, quiet and content, head on the floor between his paws, brown-eyed and watching – maybe it would make seven years pass a little quicker.

‘The other thing,’ says Lichter. ‘You’re still holding on to all those contracts?’

‘Yeah. Why, you’re nervous?’

‘I don’t like it,’ says Lichter. ‘The claims numbers have dropped three weeks straight.’

‘And everybody’s thinking, therefore, if claims have dropped, employment must be up.’

‘They probably think that,’ says Lichter, ‘because it’s pretty much always true.’

Slattery wags his finger at his supervisor. ‘Pretty much always. But not this time. I’ve got a theory.’

‘Oh, good, you’ve got a theory. Everybody alive’s got a theory, Frank. How to beat the blackjack dealer, how to pick a horse, how to ace the stock market. I’ve got a theory too. You want to hear it? My theory is called Theories Are Bullshit. Do me a favor. Cut your stake in half, okay?’

‘You want me to sell five hundred contracts?’

‘Five hundred? You’ve got a thousand?’

Slattery nods slowly. ‘Right, boss. You’re quick with the numbers.’

‘At a hundred thousand a pop? Frank, come on, man, you’re in awfully deep.’

‘What? They authorized me to a hundred mil. You want to—;’

‘A week ago,’ says Lichter. ‘They raise your limit one week ago, and you’re already maxing out.’

‘So what’s the point of giving me a limit if they don’t want me to go there?’

‘Listen to me. Cut your stake in half. All right? You’ve been doing a great job, everyone knows that. They’re watching you. I’ll probably be fetching your coffee in a few months. But right now I’m still your supervisor and I’m telling you: sell those contracts.’ He grips Slattery’s shoulder, then walks toward his office, exchanging good mornings with the other traders on the floor.

Marcuse peeks his head over the partition facing Slattery. ‘Better hop to, sonny boy.’

Slattery says nothing, stabbing angrily at his keyboard, calling forth further tables and figures. But Marcuse remains, chin resting on the partition like a latter-day Kilroy. ‘I don’t see you picking up the phone,’ he says. ‘Didn’t Lichter just tell you to sell? Sounds like your allowance got cut off.’

Slattery narrows his eyes but continues to peruse the screens, refusing to acknowledge the taunts. Marcuse, far from being deterred, continues. ‘You’re not going to disobey a direct order, are you? That could get you thrown in the brig. They’ll have you on KP duty for years.’

‘You want to back off and let me work? Okay? I don’t come into your bedroom and tell you how to fuck your wife, do I?’

Marcuse mimes wiping a tear from his eye. ‘I thought you liked my wife.’

‘I do like your wife. The fact that she married you is a big strike against her.’

‘Getting a little testy, huh, Frank? Hey, I’m on your side. We’re all working for the same team, right?’

Slattery rolls backward in his chair and looks up at Marcuse. ‘I’ve got work to do, so do me a favor, would you? Just do me a favor and shut up. Whatever happens, happens; it’s got nothing to do with you.’

‘You got it, Frank,’ says Marcuse, winking. ‘Give ’em hell.’

If it all goes sour, thinks Slattery, I will jump that partition, break three of his ribs, and console myself pummeling him till the security guards arrive and throw me out the door. The others on the floor would never interfere. Marcuse is widely detested, from the receptionists to the vice presidents, though redeemed in the eyes of the firm as a proven profit maker. If Charlie Manson showed a knack for picking stocks or trading bonds, every house on Wall Street would lure him with extravagant offers.

Slattery closes his eyes and pinches the bridge of his nose. He knows this is fatal – never allow personalities to distract you from a numbers game – but how do you ignore a Marcuse, a man convinced that his rise depends upon Slattery’s fall? It would be so much easier to leap over the partition, seize him by the throat, demand respect. A little violence to alleviate the pressures of civilized behavior, that’s all.

Slattery has a hard time letting things go. At night he often dreams of avenging slanders real or imagined, wakes with a feeling of satisfaction, of justice, only to realize that the vindication is mere fantasy, the wrongs still unrighted. All the men he has not fought but should have. One time when Slattery was drinking at closing hour, a bouncer said, ‘Time’s up. Out.’

‘Let me just finish my beer.’

The bouncer knocked the glass from Slattery’s hand. ‘You’re finished.’ Two other large men came over, flanking their co-worker.

‘What the fuck was that for?’ asked Slattery.

‘Do something,’ said the bouncer. Slattery did nothing. He left the bar and walked home and has been cursing himself ever since.

Or the mad-eyed man on the R train, who cursed when Slattery accidentally stepped on the man’s foot. Slattery had promptly apologized but the man thrust his damp face inches from Slattery’s eyes. ‘You want to throw with me, motherfucker? You want to throw with me?’ Slattery had turned and walked away and the man hollered at his back, ‘That’s what I thought, motherfucker. You better run!’

That was ten years ago. Slattery was seventeen. Any rational New Yorker would have walked away from that fight – never brawl on the subway: never brawl with a lunatic – but Slattery is unconsoled by his rationality. He replays the encounter in his mind time after time, imagining the perfect response – the perfect right hook, the perfect double-leg takedown, the perfect head butt. But the mad-eyed man is gone, untouchable.

What Slattery wants is a ring painted on concrete in the empty desert. With no living spectator around for miles, just him and the grinning demons. A chance to fight them each, one by one – the bouncer, the mad-eyed man, all of them – to leave them broken and humbled, or even to lose the fights, but with nobility, and earn the respect of all the men who have showed him none. I want peace, he thinks to himself late at night. I want peace. But then he dreams of fistfights.

Even in the cool, sterile environment of the bank’s offices, these brute reveries disturb his concentration. By force of will he returns to the numbers, the endless quotes and codes of money abstracted. Working out the odds, calculating the percentages, slicing and dicing – you begin to forget the immensity of the transaction, that every fractional uptick or downtick represents a mansion by the Englewood cliffs. Slattery has no time for such considerations. Start admiring the vastness of the forest and a tree will surely fall on you, bashing your skull for the crime of perspective.

Slattery considers himself a code-breaker, spends his hours deciphering the endlessly scrolling information. Market performance, rate of inflation, economists’ predictions, politicians’ pronouncements, inventories, weather conditions, consumer mood swings – all play a role in determining the outcome. As a scholar of Cabala peruses the books of Moses, certain that a world of prophecy is contained within every letter, so Slattery scrutinizes his own chosen text. He refuses to believe that any other interpretation of the numbers can be valid. No one else is privy to his calculations, his formulae, his elaborate system for devising predictions.

Phelan, a new kid, eight months out of college, walks by with a cup of coffee, waving a fax sheet. ‘Sollie’s looking for a big number, two hundred, maybe two-twenty. That’s the word.’

‘Fuck Sollie,’ says Slattery.

Phelan pauses, blinks, looks down at the fax sheet and back at Slattery. ‘Fuck Sollie?’

‘Nobody’s looking to do us any favors, Phelan. They don’t give us anything they think we can use. You’re wearing a striped shirt and a striped tie.’

Phelan examines his outfit. ‘Yeah? Is that bad?’

‘You look like a fucking optical illusion. Go away.’

At eight-twenty the futures trading begins. The floor becomes frantic with activity, everyone barking orders into their phones, calling up numbers on computer screens, stealing quick glances at the bow-tied reporter on the television, the man who will release the employment number. Slattery picks up a telephone and begins speaking to the dial tone.

‘Slattery!’ Lichter stands in the doorway of his office, a real office with walls and windows. ‘We’re good?’

Slattery nods and gives the thumbs-up, continuing his bogus conversation. If the number comes out two-twenty, he calculates, we’re losing one and a half million. The equivalent of his father’s total career earnings, forty years’ wages, evaporated. He ignores the man on television reading from his script. The number will appear on Slattery’s primary monitor the second it is known. He stretches his left leg and feels the cartilage creaking; he hangs up the phone and waits.

OEBPS/OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
The 25th Hour

David Benioff

H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON

www.hodder.co.uk





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
HODDER &
STOUGHTON





