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			“What’s with those bad dreams of yours?” Stacey said to Jack Saturday morning, standing next to him busting out of her lime-green bikini.

			Not knowing her that well, Jack wasn’t about to answer that one. He couldn’t remember much about last night anyway. Barefoot in a black tee-shirt and bathing suit, sitting on a barstool at the wooden counter that doubled as Stacey’s kitchen table, he drank some of the coffee she had fixed him and studied the sports section of the New York Times.

			Not that he didn’t appreciate what he had seen of Stacey so far. They had gone out a few times and then she had invited him to her beach house for the weekend. They had come out together last night in her car. He had been surprised at her invitation, and glad to accept. After he had left Salomon Brothers to start his own firm and Cynthia left him, he hadn’t closed a big deal in two years. Terrified of failure, the last thing Jack had been paying attention to was his social life.

			The phone on the wall rang. Stacey answered it, listened for a moment, and then handed Jack the receiver, her eyes puzzled. “It’s for you.”

			Jack put down the paper and took the phone from her. He got queasy when the telephone jangled unexpectedly, like when Cynthia hit him over the head with a serious question out of the blue. “If you aren’t at Salomon Brothers, then what on earth can you be?” she had asked. Other than wishing he was still unattached, he had no good answer.

			“Hello?” The August sun was almost overhead in the sky now and the heat from the land was beginning to rise, a gentle wind blowing offshore, skimming a fine spray of sand across the surface of the dunes surrounding the cottage. An occasional cloud bumped over the land. He could hear the Westhampton surf pounding. It sounded big. Jack checked his watch. It was still early. If he was lucky, the water would stay glassy for another hour or so.

			“Misssster Davis,” the guy on the other end of the line said, as if he was an announcer. Jack paid closer attention, trying to figure out who it was. The voice was vaguely familiar, inflected with a Boston-type accent, not Brahmin but rougher, more like the guy was from Dorchester. Stacey stood off to one side, not going anywhere.

			“Dennis?” Jack said as he realized who it was, grinning momentarily until he caught the look in Stacey’s eyes. “How the hell did you find me here?” he said, glancing at the local number on the wall phone, feeling Stacey’s gaze, looking at him the way his mother did back in high school when his greaser friends called the house. Turning his shoulder away from her, Jack swiveled around on his barstool and peered out through the sliding screen doors toward the white line of surf on the beach. Beyond it, the long blue swells were at least six feet.

			“I have my sources.” Dennis sniffed hard at the other end of the line, sounding like he needed to blow his nose. “Time to get to work, Jack.”

			“What are you talking about?” Jack laughed into the phone. “It’s Saturday.” Dennis was a character.

			“Yeah,” Dennis said, “it’s Saturday, all right. And you know what I’m doing?”

			Jack wasn’t going to encourage him.

			“I’m working,” Dennis scolded, his voice rising at the other end of the line. “Making money.” He stopped and sniffed again. “Like you used to do back in the day.”

			Jack rolled his eyes. For several months he had been too depressed to get out of bed before nine o’clock, but the last thing he needed was a lecture from a reprobate like Dennis. Still, the man had a point.

			“Ready to get off your ass?”

			Jack’s voice cracked, trying to laugh too early in the morning. “What’s this all about?”

			Dennis purred. “I’m telling you, I’ve got a situation here. Things are really fucking good. It’s perfect for you.”

			A big wave broke on the shore, and Jack felt the ground rumble under the little cottage. It had to be firing out there. The offshore breeze would be holding up the waves, blowing the spray in your face when you caught one until you stood up and turned your board down the tube toward the shoulder. Maybe he could talk Stacey into taking her car out east toward Montauk, rent a longboard, and catch a few waves before it started to get choppy in the afternoon. “I’m listening Dennis, but make it quick—I’m about to be late for something,” he said, glancing at Stacey, standing next to him half-naked.

			“What.this.is.about,” Dennis said, enunciating his words for emphasis, his teeth clicking through the phone, “is.Jack.Davis.making.some.serious.dough.”

			“With you?” Jack scoffed. Who was Dennis kidding? He felt Stacey staring at him and averted his eyes, glancing down at her bikini bottom where it barely covered her crotch.

			“Me and you,” Dennis said, hushing his voice, clumsily trying to move in for the close. “The deal’s alternative energy—your specialty. We’re fifty/fifty partners. I’m sales; you’re the money guy. All you do is put your suit on once a week, talk to your Haavaad friends.”

			“Just to humor me, what’s my end look like?”

			Dennis sniffed loudly and smacked his lips. “Close to a million.”

			Jack was listening now. “A million what? A year?”

			“A million a month.”

			“For both of us,” Jack said.

			“That’s just your end.”

			“Come on,” Jack cried out as he leaned back, craning his neck and looking up at the ceiling. While Dennis protested, Jack stole another glance at Stacey; she was still standing there, disapproving. “I’ve got to go. But for yucks, tell me how I’m supposed to make a million a month just putting on a suit,” he said, trying to get Stacey’s attention. Just humoring this guy, his eyes tried to tell her.

			She wasn’t smiling back.

			“It’ll take me an hour to explain it to you,” Dennis said. “I’m in Boca; how soon can you get down here?”

			A couple minutes later, saying he’d have think about it, Jack said goodbye and hung up. No way he was going to jump on a plane and fly down to Boca Raton on Dennis Sparta’s say-so, even for a million a month. But he scribbled Dennis’s phone number on the newspaper anyway. Smoothing the sports page out in front of him on the counter, he tried to find the article he’d been reading about the Yankee game.
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			Stacey edged a little closer to him. Jack started to move over, thinking she was trying to sit on the stool next to him—or maybe something else—wondering if he should just take her back to the bedroom again, skip the beach.

			“You don’t have to do that,” she said, brushing the hair out of her eyes, her knee touching his.

			She sure looked terrific in the morning, no doubt about that—even better than the day they had met on the plane six months ago when they were both returning to New York from business trips. A couple inches shorter than his six feet, face tanned, shoulder-length blonde hair streaked, Stacey’s blue eyes gazed back at him, unwavering and clear. But at the moment, not in a bedroom expression, rather a look portending serious discussion. Maybe another question about his bad dreams, or what he thought about exclusive relationships, or some other equally unwelcome topic. The last thing he needed was someone asking him to explain his life to her, when he couldn’t do it for himself.

			Which is why even though he thought she was hot and they had exchanged phone numbers at the end of the plane ride, he hadn’t followed up. She had called him of the blue months later, inviting him to a party. Her shyness over the phone had been endearing, and at the party she had been gorgeous and captivating. But that’s what always happened. In the beginning, they were lovely and grand, and all Jack saw were the good things. Then, inevitably, he fell for them and loved them with all his heart and would have done anything for them, and did, but Jack never saw the bad things until it was too late. Besides, he was broke.

			Stacey’s mouth opened, her lips quivering as she prepared to speak. Something was coming, that was for sure. Jack readied himself. It was Saturday morning, for Chrissakes. But after all, it was her car and her house and her weekend.

			“Can I ask you something?”

			Shit. He exhaled, and looked out at the surf one more time. “Sure.”

			“That guy…”

			Thank god. False alarm. She just wanted to know more about Dennis. The pressure off, at least for the moment, he tried to comfort Stacey with a smile. “Dennis? What about him?” Jack said as he turned his attention back to the sports section, stretching the paper open and straightening the pages with a snap. Abandoning the Yankees story, he flipped to the back page and started to read the article on the Giants training camp.

			“He talked funny,” Stacey said.

			“What, doesn’t sound like your friends at Goldman Sachs?” Jack said to nudge her a little bit, see how this girl he was feeling really good about would deal with that topic. She had to think she was a big deal, working there.

			“How do you know him?”

			Jack could see that the bedroom was off at this point. He closed the paper and straightened up in his seat. “I was thinking we could go over to a place I know at Ditch Plains, rent a board, catch some waves.”

			“Sure,” she smiled. “I’d like to watch you surf. After you tell me about Dennis.”

			Jack got down off his stool and started looking underneath the counter for his flip flops. “Nothing to tell. He’s a tin man.”

			“What’s that?”

			“A door-to-door salesman. The best in the business. You want to sell anything—I mean anything—to a homeowner in Florida, Dennis Sparta is your guy. Solar panels, things like that.”

			Stacey wrinkled her nose like something smelled. “Why would you ever be involved in something like that?” He’d like to think she was looking out for him rather than just being a snoot. “Jesus, relax. I wasn’t—not that there’s anything wrong with what Dennis does. I really don’t know the guy very well; I mainly dealt with him over the phone. My trading desk bought some of his high-yield paper, is all.” He turned and squinted through the screen door one last time at the line of surf. The tide was starting to go down. If he was going to catch some waves, they needed to leave now. “You ready?”

			“What kind of paper?” She stood in front of him, not willing to drop the subject.

			He looked down at her breasts pouting underneath her bikini top. Yeah, she probably knew she was hot stuff. And why shouldn’t she? A beautiful girl working on the bond desk at the top investment bank on the Street. But maybe she really cared about him anyway, at least enough to try to gauge how much exposure he had to this guy on the phone sounding like a punk from South Boston, selling shit to people in Florida. “You know those investment grade bonds you peddle at Goldman?”

			She nodded.

			“Well, while you’re force-feeding that Pablum to guys at the Fireman’s Fund who couldn’t analyze the alphabet, a few outliers are making serious money buying unrated stuff like Dennis’s IOUs.”

			“Unrated? Come on; I don’t believe it.”

			“Believe it.”

			“You used to buy that crap?”

			“It’s hardly crap, Stacey. They yield over twenty percent and are fully secured—collateralized with UCCs.”

			“That can’t be real,” she said, hands on her hips, the Goldman expert taking a stand.

			“No?” Jack said, and paused. He hesitated. “That reminds me of a funny story. You want to hear it?”

			Her face said she probably didn’t. “Sure.”

			“One night I had tickets to see Tangerine Dream at the Beacon,” Jack said. “I got there early and went to a saloon next door and who’s standing next to me at the bar but Edgar Froese, the lead guitarist. Of course, no one knew who he was. But I did, and he saw that in my expression when I looked at him. There he was, enjoying himself, but now here comes this fan who’s going to bother him. The truth is, I couldn’t have cared less. Those guys are no different than you or I, know what I mean? Anyway, to break the ice I asked him how his day was going. He stiffened up, so I said screw it and started telling him about mine. Which—coincidently—involved me betting ten large on Dennis’ paper, and that afternoon flipping it to double our money. God, what a rush. Anyway, the guy was fascinated—wanted to know all about UCCs. And you know what he said to me at the end?”

			“What?” Tracy asked, the skin around her blue eyes starting to crinkle.

			“Want my autograph?”

			They both laughed.

			“I made a fortune in that paper,” Jack said. He could see she didn’t know anything about UCCs, but hoped the story would take the edge off.

			But Stacey couldn’t help herself. “I still say it’s crap—and he sounds slimy.”

			“That’s why you’re still working for a salary,” Jack teased. He watched her to see how she would take it.

			Her face darkened. Saying she was going to change, she headed for the bedroom. “I get a bonus,” she called out to him from down the hallway, “and at least I’ve got a steady paycheck.”

			Jack had found his flip flops and was sitting back on the couch to put them on when she said it. He should have known. Sooner or later, someone who thinks they’re the real deal at Goldman Sachs has got to let the has-been know who’s on top. He sighed. In any event, maybe he could get out on the water for an hour or so, catch a few waves. He’d figure out how to get back to Manhattan afterward.

			Stacey walked back into the room, a pair of shorts and a tee-shirt over her bathing suit. “Look, I know you used to work at Salomon Brothers and you went to Harvard. I just hate to see someone taking advantage of your situation.”

			That was nice of her. She was full of surprises, he’d give her that. Embarrassed nonetheless, his mind made up, he stood up. “Ready to go?”

			“Jack, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it; the words came out wrong.”

			“Do me a favor,” he said, picking up the sports section of the paper and handing it to her. “Don’t throw this out; I wrote Dennis’s number on and I’m not done with it. I’ll finish reading it on the train back to the city.”
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			On Monday morning, Jack lifted his head and eyed the alarm clock: four forty-five. Wake-up time. Back in the good days, anyway. He rolled over and went back to sleep.

			At six he couldn’t stay asleep and didn’t want to waste any more time thinking about Stacey in the sack Friday night. The summer sun was up in the sky and shining, its rays pouring in from the east through the sheer curtains in the window, baking the air in his eighth-floor suite at the Carlton House Hotel.

			Even with the air conditioning on, the place always felt as stale as the cheap fifties artwork hanging on the walls. He’d been living there the better part of two years since splitting up with Cynthia, but other than the stacks of books piled around, there was nothing that belonged to him. He stretched out on the carpet and did his exercises for an hour, finishing with a three minute-plank. Breathing hard, he stood still as he weighed himself—two hundred even—and then showered, shaved, put on a polo shirt, a pair of khakis, a jacket, and his loafers, and padded down the hallway to the elevator.

			Jammed in next to the operator as the hotel’s wood-paneled elevator bumped down to the lobby, Jack was close enough to the woman to catch the chemical scent of her dry-cleaned uniform. He kept his eyes glued to the floor indicator above the door, remaining silent, not wanting to encourage her to once again pester him about her stock portfolio.

			In the lobby behind a clump of Stargazer lilies, the tuxedoed receptionist tipped his hand toward Jack as he walked by the counter, past the Art Nouveau doors leading to Maxim’s and out onto Madison Avenue.

			He couldn’t say why he’d moved there after Cynthia threw him out. What about me? she had whined when he told her he was thinking about leaving Salomon Brothers to establish his own firm. The next week she changed the locks on the co-op they shared. Thank God they hadn’t gotten married.

			He had sent his secretary Jennifer out to find a place for him to live, and predictably she had come back with a suite in one of the priciest hotels in the city. Other than her good looks, spending Jack’s money was perhaps Jennifer’s highest calling. But who was he kidding? The place had always been lifeless, and with his firm on the skids it was too expensive as well. He had to get the hell out of there.

			He crossed the street and kept walking south, looking in the windows as he passed the Hermès store. For that matter, all of upper Madison Avenue was out of his price range now, especially places like Hermès. Jack remembered the time he’d stumbled in there one Christmas Eve when realizing he hadn’t yet gotten his wife a gift, being shocked by how much the silly little bracelet cost, but too embarrassed to tell the clerk ringing him up to cancel the sale.

			He entered Viand where he always stopped for coffee when he walked to work, the men behind the counter and the waitresses smiling at him. Because he left big tips; that was all.

			He ordered coffee and whole wheat toast, glanced at the papers for a few minutes, and then paid his bill and cut over to Park Avenue to enjoy the late summer flowers on his way down to his office in Midtown. In the forties where the big investment banks were, he watched other young men his age in suits carrying brief-cases getting out of the rear seats of black cars. They looked more like fashion models than people doing real work, their hair slick, eyes raised to the heavens, brainless enthusiasm intact.

			Stay at Salomon Brothers, Cynthia had said. You’re a good fit for them, but face it—you’ll never make it on your own. Stick with a big firm, she insisted, a place that allows us to live in the style to which I’ve become accustomed, he knew she was thinking. The topic gave him a headache. Once he had been a natural, and everything came easy. Now, he had no idea what his future might hold. He’d have to close his doors by year-end unless something miraculous happened. But there was no way he was going back to a job at a large Wall Street firm again, surrounded by white-bread, privileged characters, making fortunes for everyone else while taking a paycheck and kidding your friends but mostly yourself about how important you were.

			With the money he had set aside from his bonuses at Salomon Brothers, he opened Davis Partners, an investment banking boutique. And then learned a lot. Before the firm first opened, he had assumed his employees would be at their desks at the crack of dawn, just like he had been at Salomon Brothers. But now he knew better. When Jack arrived at the office, he was usually the first person there.

			Entering the lobby of the Graybar Building at half past seven, he said hello to the receptionist and took the elevator to the eighth floor. When he let himself into his office, Dennis was snoring on his couch.

			Jack grinned. “Look, Martha; a dead whale on the beach,” he exclaimed loudly to wake Dennis. “How the hell did you get in here?”

			The whale stirred. “Building workers like me,” Dennis said, rubbing his eyes. He got up and dragged his pear shape, ass twice as wide as his shoulders, into Jack’s bathroom.

			Listening through the open door to the sound of Dennis brushing his teeth, Jack sat at his desk. The papers were in disarray, not the way he’d left them. He picked up his telephone receiver, punched in his security code, and was checking his phone messages when his visitor emerged from the bathroom.

			Dennis sat on the couch, and pulled a pair of scuffed white patent leather loafers onto his bare feet. He sniffed hard, taking a wad of Kleenex out of his pocket and blowing his nose like a trumpet. “Ready to go to work?”

			That was getting a little old. Jack looked across his desktop at Dennis, clothes rumpled, the top of his head freckled and balding. Hair winging out from either side of his head and thinning from the last time Jack had seen him a year earlier, Dennis’s eyes were bloodshot, his nose outlined with a dark purple seam. “Summer cold?” Jack asked.

			“Something like that,” Dennis said, struggling to stand up from the couch, swaying as he raised himself, his Hawaiian shirt flapping tent-like over a hairy white stomach. “Okay, here’s the deal.” He picked up a faded legal binder from the end of the couch and waddled over to the conference table. He untied the binder and spread out some papers. “My best one yet. The company’s called America Powerhouse; the product’s a home co-generation system,” he said as if he was addressing a group in the Oval Office, proud of himself. He skimmed a shiny advertising photo page across Jack’s desk.

			Jack snagged the paperwork and reviewed it. “Home co-generation. Cutting-edge stuff,” he said, humoring his guest for the moment.

			Cheap and dog-eared, the front side of the glossy photo page featured garish lettering spelling out the American Powerhouse name and product line. ‘Revolutionary!’ was splashed over a snapshot of the exterior of a suburban house, located in Florida given the palm trees, profiling the compressor unit of a home air conditioning system. The words ‘Waste Heat!’ were emblazoned over the device, letting the reader know about the energy problem that was about to be miraculously solved. Jack flipped over the ad; on the opposite side was a flow diagram with lines and arrows showing the waste heat from the air conditioner being captured and conveyed via a plumbing line inside the home to supplement the hot water boiler.

			“In Palm Beach, the average electric bill for hot water alone is over four hundred bucks a month. This system can cut that in half,” Dennis said. “I own the technology; it’s peanuts to manufacture. And the five-hundred-dollar energy credit from Florida Power & Light equals the homeowner’s down payment. They’re out before they’re in.” A smug look on his face, Dennis gazed across the desk at Jack.

			“How much do you sell it for?”

			“About a grand and a half; depends on the size of the house. When the customer signs up, we apply to FP&L for their energy credit. They get the check and endorse it over to us as the down payment. Then we UCC their house and take back a note for the balance, secured by half the utility savings. Our margins are huge, but the customer doesn’t care about the price, only that their out-of-pocket is paid for by the upfront energy credit, and after that they’re saving on their utility bill.”

			“And how much did you say it costs to manufacture?”

			Dennis showed his teeth in a crocodile-like grin. “You might as well go ahead and say it: I’m a genius. The same as the energy credit, of course: five hundred bucks.”

			Him and Albert Einstein. Jack handed the advertisement back to Dennis. “OK, so you break even making the thing. But you haven’t paid your salesmen yet. There’s a bunch of overhead hiding somewhere in all of this, and you can’t tell me it isn’t going to be a bitch collecting shared savings from these people.”

			Dennis sniffed. “Jack, I’m surprised at you—we don’t care about collecting their payments,” he said. He shook his head slowly to exaggerate his indifference, pausing for effect. “I told you: We own a UCC on their house!”

			“And you’re going to tell me a uniform commercial code lien still clouds title in Florida.”

			“Always. We don’t even need to deal with the homeowner: the title company sends us a check when the home is sold,” Dennis exclaimed. “Here’s the numbers.” He tossed more papers onto Jack’s desk.

			“So in Florida, how long does it take a house to turn over so you can collect on the UCC?” Jack asked Dennis.

			Dennis cackled. “Now you get it. The average house in Florida sells every four and half years. Only four and a half years to pay-dirt.”

			A breath of perfume preceding her, Jennifer whisked into Jack’s office with his morning coffee, her silk dress rustling, reading off a note in her hand. “Stacey called? To say thank you for the flowers?” she said with a hint of disapproval, her green eyes first fastening on Jack, and then widening as she realized an inappropriate human being had somehow infiltrated the room.
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