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part one











Brendan

			December 2007

			Brendan stared blankly at the snowflakes skipping off the limestone office tower and settling on the musket of a bronze Civil War soldier in Madison Square Park as he waited for the street vendor to hand him his coffee. “Try to stay warm out here, Joe,” Brendan said with a faint smile, giving him a five-dollar bill for a two-dollar cup, “and keep the change.”

			“Have a nice day, Mr. O’Shay,” the street vendor said.

			If only I could, Brendan thought as he passed through the turnstile into his office building. He reached in his pocket for his vibrating cell phone and glanced at the number. Oh no. His Irish twin sister, Cassie, born ten months before him, was calling. What dramatic ending of one thing or hopeful beginning of another would she share this time? His mind was flooded with premonitions of disaster, yet it also held distant, unrealistic hope for her. 

			“Bren, how’ve you been? Long time no talk,” she chirped.

			Her biting cheerfulness always unnerved him. 

			“I know this is last minute, but can I see you for Christmas?”

			“Sorry, Cassie. We plan to be at the chalet,” he said while walking to the elevator.

			“I really want to see you guys,” she said, her cheerfulness eroding into pleading.

			“The holiday is right around the corner,” he said. “We’ve already ordered our food for Christmas dinner and asked a few of our skiing friends to stop by.”

			“Please, Bren,” she groaned. “What about stopping by my place for an early meal, say one o’clock, then going back to your place in Vermont to meet your friends at night? You can make sandwiches with the leftovers like we did when we were kids.”

			“That’s complicated,” he said, trying to come up with a reason it would be complicated before she asked why. 

			“It’s not complicated, Bren,” she said. “You come to my place in New Hampshire then scoot across to Vermont in the late afternoon.”

			“I don’t know, Cassie.”

			“Bren, it’s been three years,” she said. “I really want to see you and Laura and Shannon. Shannon must be shaving by now.”

			“He’s bigger than me,” Bren said.

			“He was a skinny runt last time I saw him,” she said.

			“I don’t know, Cassie,” he repeated.

			“Christmas is a time for family,” Cassie pleaded. “You’re all I’ve got left.”

			He could rattle off a thousand good reasons to say no again, yet something inside told him to give in. He even had some magical thinking and considered inviting her to spend the day with his family in Vermont. But the truth was she’d drink too much, cause a commotion, and end up passing out on the couch and spending the night.

			“We can’t change our plans now.”

			“Please, Bren, it’s important to me,” she said. 

			He thought he heard her whimper. Maybe she was begging for a lifeline. He hated himself for fearing the worst, but how often had he read about people ignoring desperate calls for help only to find a loved one doing something drastic? How could he live with himself if he stood in the way of her chance at a better life? Being there for her might be enough to turn her life around. Damn, he thought, I’m engrossed in magical thinking again, but before he could stop himself, the words slipped out of his mouth.

			“Sure, Cassie. I’ll ask Laura if we can change our plans. Assume we’ll be there unless I call you to say otherwise.”

			He tucked his phone back into his pocket, trudged to his trading desk, and plopped in his chair. He removed the lid from his paper coffee cup and let the hot steam bathe his face, soothing him as he contemplated how he would tell Laura about their change of plans. A tap on his shoulder interrupted his thoughts.

			“Sarah wants to see you,” his boss’s assistant murmured.

			“Can I finish my coffee?”

			“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” she said.

			He snapped the lid on and hustled across the floor, passing a hundred other traders slouched like beasts behind walls of Bloomberg terminals, slowing to a strut as he approached Sarah Whetstone’s glass office door. Gus Marchetti bull-rushed past him, knocking the coffee from Brendan’s hand onto Sarah’s new white Berber rug. 

			“Whetstone, you gotta hear this,” Gus said in his staccato voice, skipping an apology. “Was in Boston yester-day. Trey Williamson is building a gold mine up there. Has original Hopper and de Kooning paintings hanging in the lobby. Those painters hated women. Had dinner at a fabulous French restaurant . . . for Boston, I mean. Finished the night at a boutique strip club in a refurbished brownstone in the South End. Secret doorways. Passwords. Completely discreet. Dancers smelled like ambrosia. Could talk about anything—books, movies, art, Kama Sutra. Anything. Almost the kind of girls you’d take home to Mother.”

			Sarah winced.

			Gus ground his thumb into the gap between his pectorals. “Williamson knows how good I am, Whetstone. They want me as a deal partner.”

			“How good we are. Want us,” Sarah said.

			“But the deal comes down to our lending rate. If O’Shay can muster a competitive rate, I’m in.” He tapped his forehead with his Stanford University Phi Beta Kappa Society ring. “It’s a fucking no-brainer, Whetstone, even for him.” He pointed his thick index finger at Brendan.

			As Brendan formulated a response, he contemplated the subject of Gus’s pitch—Trey Williamson. Trey was a superstar financier who’d grown frustrated with his multi-million-dollar annual bonuses, so he hijacked a group of partners from Goldman Sachs and established Williamson Trust Financial. WTF was a hedge fund that trafficked in teaser-rate mortgages, packaged them into mortgage-backed securities, hoodwinked the credit rating agencies into assigning the MBS an investment-grade rating, and sold the securities to pension fund managers at a substantial profit. The WTF partners were earning a decent living—five to ten million bucks a year each—by investing their capital. But they aimed to make a killing and needed leverage—lots of borrowed cash—from investment banks like J.P. Morgan and Brendan’s employer, Global Investment Bank. He reflected on the old Wall Street adage: “Pigs get fed. Hogs get slaughtered.” Brendan felt a noose around his neck as Gus guided him to the slaughterhouse.

			Gus spat out the terms of the deal, and Sarah tapped on her calculator, nodding as if she had just scratched off the winning numbers from the lottery ticket she played religiously every week. “We’ll earn a buck twenty—a hundred and twenty million—in two years on this deal!” she crowed, her eyebrows raising into rainbows. Her eyes sparkled like shiny pieces of gold.

			“The mortgage market is unstable. The deal’s imprudent,” Brendan said, wiping the optimism from Sarah’s face.

			“Imprudent? Who the fuck on Wall Street uses the word ‘imprudent’?” Gus said, forming a loose circle with his hand and jerking the air. “Grow a pair, why don’t ya?!”

			“I know my market,” Brendan retorted.

			“Not according to WTF. I don’t want to throw you under the bus in front of Whetstone, but the word on the street is you’re a . . .” Gus formed an inverted triangle in front of his crotch with his hands.

			“That’s bullshit, Gus.”

			“Don’t fear success, O’Shay.”

			“If WTF defaults, we’ll be offloading these shitty mortgages into a cesspool market,” Brendan protested.

			“These ‘shitty’ mortgages give hardworking hair-dressers, nurses, and auto mechanics a pathway to the American Dream,” Gus said, swatting his hand in Brendan’s direction. He turned to Sarah. “Whetstone, you just bought shares in a private jet. D’ya seriously want to let this deal slip away?”

			Sarah sharpened her eyebrows.

			“I’ll take a closer look at it,” Brendan murmured.

			“Way to man up, O’Shay. There’s still hope for you,” Gus said, charging out.

			Sarah came around to the front of her desk. Her black leather pencil skirt accentuated the nautical-rope thighs she’d honed as an all-American field hockey player at Princeton. “Don’t underestimate Gus,” she said. “Our business is part engineering problem and part wrestling match. He’s the best at both.”

			Brendan didn’t need reminding that Gus was the smartest person in the room and an NCAA champion wrestler.

			She caressed the white plastic Gulfstream G550 model on the front corner of her desk. “We’re going through with this deal. I trust you’ll make it happen.” Then she gestured toward her rug. “Have my assistant arrange for maintenance to clean up your mess.”

			As Brendan strutted back to his trading desk, trying to hide his humiliation from the other traders on the floor, he thought about Cassie. She wouldn’t have taken Gus’s and Sarah’s shit, even if it meant getting fired.




* * *




			On the train home that night, Brendan squeezed into the middle seat between a guy watching porn on his laptop and another guy snoring with drool dripping down his chin. Just as the doors were about to close, a young woman with brown hair pushed a baby stroller into the vestibule. The nearby passengers glanced at her, then raised their newspapers to shield their faces.

			“Excuse me,” Brendan said to the person watching porn, “but could you turn that shit off?”

			The guy shook his head at Brendan without looking up from his computer screen.

			Brendan slammed the screen shut as he pushed past the guy into the aisle. He walked over to the young woman leaning against her baby carriage.

			“Please, ma’am, you and your baby can take my seat. I’ll watch the carriage. I get off at Westport station.”

			“You’re a nice man,” she said, picking up her baby and walking down the aisle to sit in the seat he had just left.

			He smiled and considered Cassie. He was sure that she would disagree.





			Cassie

			December 2007

			Cassie rolled in bed, her knees tucked to her chest, searching for a position that wouldn’t hurt her stomach. No luck. She got up and hobbled into the bathroom. The light bulb was dead. She reached for the sink, leaned forward, and coughed hard, dislodging a bloody mucus blob that splattered off the porcelain onto her hand. She wiped it on the thigh of her sweatpants and stumbled back to her room, where she lay awake until the morning light slanted through the window and burned her tired eyes. She got up, filled the tub, tossed in a handful of Epsom salts, and eased into the soothing water, massaging herself with a bar of soap, begging for the pain to dissolve. But it only got worse. She slid her head under the soapy surface until her breath expired. Then she burst from the water, gasping for air. If only she had the courage to stay under until the end. She climbed out, knotted a towel around the top of her swollen breasts, and gazed into the mirror, searching for traces of the thirty-year-old woman who had come to New Hampshire from Greater Boston two decades earlier in pursuit of a better life.

			Cassie had a rule to avoid hospitals at all costs. They drained her money without easing her pain. But this time felt different, so she slipped into clean socks, underwear, jeans, a plaid flannel shirt, and snow boots, struggled into her rusty red Toyota pickup truck, and drove across town to New Ash Hospital. She could barely see through the dirt streaks on her cracked windshield as she squeezed a Styrofoam coffee cup between her swollen thighs. 

			She slipped and fell hard as she stepped out into the icy hospital parking lot. “Shit,” she shouted, lying there, half hoping someone would either help her up or run her over, unsure which one she preferred. She felt so weak as she grabbed the side-view mirror and pulled herself up. It was a minor miracle that she had had the strength to shoot a buck the week before. Its antlers were beside her Winchester rifle and an ice chest full of venison steaks in the back of her truck. 

			As soon as she entered the ER, the intake nurse handed her a clipboard and pointed toward the waiting area. Filling out forms annoyed her.

			NAME: “Cassidy O’Shay.” She crossed it out. “Cassidy Whitman.” She crossed it out again, then scribbled “Cassidy (O’Shay) Whitman.”

			MARITAL STATUS: “Divorced.” 

			INSURANCE CARRIER: “None.” It had always been none, even during her steady jobs at the animal clinic in Nehoiden, the dog kennel in Canada, the staircase manufacturer, and various seasonal jobs in New Ash.

			She passed the clipboard to the nurse. 

			“PCP?” he inquired. 

			She shook her head and sat down, flipping through a stack of outdated magazines until a gray-haired nurse escorted her to a clean, well-lit examination room. The nurse cradled Cassie’s forearm against her body, took her vitals, and rubbed her back like a mother comforting her child—something Cassie’s mother had only done once for her.

			“Please take everything off down to your underwear and wear this gown, Ms. Whitman.”

			“You can call me Cassie,” she said. “Everyone calls me Cassie.”

			“Keep the back of the gown open, Cassie,” the nurse instructed.

			As the warmth of the nurse’s hand lingered on her back, she thought about the venison, antlers, and Winchester rifle in her truck bed. Anyone could steal them while she was stuck there. Soon, the sound of heels clicking on the linoleum floor echoed in the hallway, and a young Indian woman in a white lab coat entered the examination room, reminding her of the Indian oncologist who had cared for her dad at the VA Hospital in Boston years ago.

			“I am Dr. Prana,” the woman said, frowning as she reviewed Cassie’s chart. “What brings you in today, Ms. Whitman?”

			“Cassie. Just call me Cassie. I’ve been hacking up dark, coffee-ground-colored loogies . . . I mean phlegm . . . for the past few weeks.” 

			“Are there any other symptoms?”

			Cassie described the sharp pains and bloating in her belly.

			 “How many cigarettes do you smoke?”

			“A pack a day.”

			“Alcohol consumption?”

			“Not more or less than anyone else I know.”

			Dr. Prana pursed her slender salmon-hued lips.

			“Five or six a day,” Cassie admitted.

			The doctor cast a sideways glance at Cassie.

			“Maybe ten or twelve. It depends.”

			“On what?” 

			“The day of the week, who’s around, lots of things. I like to party with my friends.”

			Dr. Prana wrote in her notepad. “Have you had any surgeries or chronic conditions?”

			“No surgeries.”

			“Pregnancies?”

			“No,” Cassie replied weakly. “I have DES syndrome. I can’t have kids. I wouldn’t want to bring a child into this messed-up world anyway.” It felt strange to share her condition with a stranger, even if the stranger was a doctor. She had kept it private for so many years.

			“Are there any other conditions?” Dr. Prana asked, writing down more notes.

			Fear, loneliness, despair, she thought, then said, “No other conditions, Doc.”

			Dr. Prana examined Cassie’s face, eyes, arms, stomach, and legs. “The nurse will collect blood and urine samples. After that, you are free to go. I will call you with the test results.”

			It was past sunset at 4:15 p.m. when she drove home along the dark country roads, hitting potholes that rattled her teeth. Upon arriving home, she removed the rifle, antlers, and cooler from her truck bed, placed the venison in the fridge, opened a beer, and leaned the gun against the corner of the kitchen. She carried the antlers into the living room and noticed the deflated football on the mantel. It was inscribed with the words nehoiden 20 washburn 0 and bore the faded signatures of fifty players from Brendan’s high school team. She tossed the football into a kindling box and replaced it with the antlers. “Try to live in the present,” her old friend Emily had advised her recently. “Live in the present. Live in the present.” As she repeated the mantra, she fell asleep on the couch, not waking until her phone rang the next morning.

			“Hello, Cassie,” Dr. Prana said in her distinctive voice. “The lab was slow last night, so I was able to expedite your test results. They are concerning. You have elevated BAL bilirubin, low albumin, and low total serum protein.”

			“Come again, in English this time?”

			Dr. Prana cleared her throat.

			“Sorry, Doc. It’s not your accent; I don’t understand the medical jargon.”

			“Your liver seems to be failing due to your alcohol abuse.”

			“Abuse? I can handle my liquor.” She sipped from the beer glass on the end table beside her. It was warm and flat.

			“The bruises on your arms, the spidery capillaries around your eyes, and the swelling in your abdomen and ankles are all indicators of a serious condition known as cirrhosis of the liver. The test results suggest this, but I want to confirm it with an ultrasound and CT scan. Can you come tomorrow?”

			“I’m not sure, Doc,” she said.

			“Cassie, you need to come in. There’s a risk of variceal bleeding.”

			“More mumbo jumbo,” Cassie said.

			“Increased pressure in the portal vein connecting the liver and intestines leads to enlarged, swollen veins in the esophagus and stomach. If untreated, these veins can rupture, causing severe bleeding. A coffee grounds color in your phlegm is a symptom.”

			Cassie felt as if she were sucking on a rope. She took another swig of beer.

			“If the scans confirm my initial diagnosis, the results can speed up your admission to an alcohol treatment center. It is late but not too late. So please, come to the hospital tomorrow.”

			“Even if I do, I can’t afford the treatment.”

			“There are charities available, Cassie. You might qualify for Medicaid. The hospital social workers can assist you with the paperwork.”

			“I’m not a charity case,” Cassie said, recalling her dad’s words from long ago. “Thanks for the call, Doc. I’ll think it over and get back to you. Have a Merry Christmas.”

			Cassie pushed off the couch and walked to the kitchen window, staring blankly into the dark woods as she thought about the oncologist at the Veterans Administration Hospital in Boston who had treated her dad’s stomach cancer only for him to suffer a slow, miserable death. She thought about her mother, Rose, who had suffered a massive heart attack not long ago, and her ex-husband, Warren. The only family member left was Brendan. Before she could talk herself out of it, she dialed his number. “Bren, it’s me, Cassie.”





			Brendan

			Christmas Day 2007

			“You owe me, Bren,” Laura whispered as she settled into the black leather passenger seat of her white Range Rover. Her long legs were dressed in black tights and shearling-lined calfskin boots. She gazed intently through purple-framed eyeglasses that matched her lipstick, threading yellow yarn through the needlepoint canvas depicting a golden retriever nursing her pups. Shannon, their seventeen-year-old son, sprawled in the back seat with a beanie pulled down to cover his eyes and his headphones over his ears.

			Brendan wondered why he owed Laura anything. Didn’t he support and create the secure life she desired? He was a good husband, unlike half the guys he worked with who drank too much, stayed out too late, and cheated on their wives. Sure, he worked long hours and sometimes struggled to leave his job stress at the door, but that was all part of the deal. The obsessive behavior came with the paycheck. He was tempted to say what he was thinking, but today, he needed her on his side. 

			After driving for three hours on the dull, snow-covered highway in near silence, he turned onto Cassie’s dirt road, passing houses with paint chipped from their shingles, old pickup trucks resting on cinder blocks, and overgrown patches of bare bushes poking through piles of snow. The Range Rover hit a pothole, jolting Laura’s hand so violently that she stabbed her finger, smearing a drop of blood onto the needlepoint puppies.

			“Look what you made me do! How am I going to fix this?” She rolled up the canvas and stuffed it into her bag. “I can’t believe I let you bring me here after what Cassie did to your mom. God rest her soul.”

			Three years earlier, on Christmas Day, Cassie had jumped up from her dinner chair and slapped their mother, Rose, on the head, muttering something about overcooked vegetables. The stunned expressions on Shannon’s and Laura’s faces made him realize Cassie’s outbursts were abnormal. He regretted that his mother had passed away before he’d had a chance to talk to her about what had happened. He wished he had a second chance to make things right.

			“That was ages ago,” Brendan said weakly. “She sounded much more mellow on the phone.” 

			“‘Mellow’? There are plenty of words I could use to describe Cassie, but ‘mellow’ isn’t one of them,” Laura huffed.

			“I’m nervous too, Laura. But she’s taken the initiative to reach out to us. Let’s make the most of it.”

			“All right. Maybe she has changed. We all deserve a chance to change. Still, I’m skeptical.”

			“Stop arguing and give Cassie a chance,” Shannon said drowsily, sitting up as they pulled into her driveway. “I like Cassie. She’s a free spirit.”

			Shannon has no idea how wild Cassie can be, Brendan thought. As he made his way to the side door, he noticed the coat hanger suspending the bumper of her truck and heard the torn tar paper on her roof snapping in the wind. The skeleton of a wood-burning stove leaned against the cracked concrete steps.

			Laura turned to Shannon. “Remember, Cassie’s . . .”

			“I know, Mom, Cassie’s sick,” Shannon said.

			Cassie flung open the door and flicked a lit cigarette at Brendan’s feet, bouncing it off his boot. “Welcome to my humble abode!” she exclaimed, flashing her false front teeth as they stepped inside. Her graying blond hair was clean and shiny, pulled back from her face, exposing a jagged purple scar on her forehead. Brendan was responsible for the broken teeth and scar, but he had kept that secret for thirty-four years. The only other person who knew was his old girlfriend, Emily Winter, whom he hadn’t seen since high school. Suddenly Cassie’s dog, her second Alaskan Malamute, named Nomad like the one she’d lost, dashed in from the living room and sniffed at their crotches. 

			“Trying to see if she recognizes you,” Cassie said.

			Laura crossed her legs like she needed to pee and pushed the dog aside. Shannon knelt to pet him.

			“Careful, he’ll lick your face off,” Cassie said, pulling Nomad by the collar and guiding him back into the living room. As Cassie rushed past him, Brendan caught that familiar scent of stale beer and fresh nicotine. The smell brought back memories of their dad. So did the clutter on the kitchen countertop, which was littered with empty beer cans and extinguished cigarette butts. Amid the chaos, he spotted the red gun-shaped bottle opener he’d given her for her thirtieth birthday. If he’d only known how prophetic that keychain would be, he’d have picked something different, like a lifetime membership to Alcoholics Anonymous.

			“Come in here,” Cassie said. “The fire’s burning good.”

			They followed her into the cozy room, bathed in a soft orange glow. Shannon gestured toward the antlers on the mantel. “Cool rack, Cassie,” he remarked.

			“Shot the buck myself,” Cassie said. “We’re having him for Christmas dinner.”

			“You’re a throwback, Cassie, a frontierswoman from the past living in modern times. Someone ought to write a book about you,” said Shannon.

			Laura wrinkled her nose. “We’re having venison for Christmas?”

			Brendan ignored Laura’s comment and pointed to his belt buckle and the bathroom door. “I drank too much coffee on the way here,” he said. 

			“You’re addicted,” Cassie said. 

			“Yeah, that’s my addiction,” he said, instantly regretting it. 

			Cassie winced. “Ouch.”

			The bathroom appeared cleaner than Brendan remembered from his last visit three years ago, but no amount of scrubbing could eliminate the thin layer of black mold that stained the caulking along the edge of the sink. A toothbrush stood upright against the porcelain wall, its handle resting in a murky puddle of water. He lifted the seat with his foot, urinated, and then flushed the toilet with his foot. The soap dish was empty, so he rinsed his hands under hot water, rubbed them against his thighs, and went to the kitchen for a bar of soap.

			Cassie glanced at him as if expecting a sarcastic comment, but he refrained. He was proud of himself for holding back.

			“May I hold the antlers?” Shannon asked.

			Cassie took them off the mantel and handed them to Shannon. He twisted and turned them, examining every angle, then held them up to his forehead with one hand.

			“That’s a damned heavy rack, Shannon,” Cassie said. “I can’t believe how strong you are. Just like your old man—when he was in half-decent shape.”

			Brendan reached for the roll of belly fat concealed beneath his loose cashmere sweater, humoring her, trying to make up for his comment about her addiction, which had clearly stung her. 

			“I have a gift for you, Shannon,” Cassie said as she glided across the wide-plank oak floors in her woolen socks. She grabbed a sturdy hickory walking stick leaning against the knotty pine wall and handed it to Shannon after he’d placed the antlers back on the mantel. “I carved it myself. A branch fell during the last nor’easter,” she added, pointing to the trees behind her house. “I tapered it with a hunting knife and drilled an eyehole so you can insert a rawhide lace and hang it on a hook. D’you still like to hike, Shannon? Remember when we climbed Mount Krystal when you were no taller than my waist?”

			“Vaguely,” Shannon replied. “Still, the walking stick is incredible! Thank you.” He handed it to his mother.

			“Heavy,” Laura said, lifting it with both hands before handing it back to Shannon. “It will outlast us all. You must have put a lot of effort into this, Cassie.”

			“I did,” Cassie said, smiling uneasily at Laura.

			Brendan thought he detected a subtle compliment in Laura’s words. Perhaps it marked a small breakthrough. He strolled into the sunroom and watched a family of beavers building their den outside.

			Cassie sneaked up behind him. “Sometimes I watch them working on that den all day,” Cassie remarked. “I admire their work, but it dams up the brook. I’m thinking of shooting them.”

			“Shooting them?!” Brendan was stunned.

			“The water is flooding my basement,” she said.

			Uncertain about what to say, he changed the subject. “Your pigpen is empty. Where have the pigs gone?”

			“I butchered them in the fall. We’re having pork sausages with the venison today.” 

			“You mean you had them butchered,” Brendan said.

			“Why do you always try to fix me, Bren? I butchered them.”

			“Just like Dad, for better or worse,” Brendan quipped. Strike two.

			He locked eyes with her, unable to recall the last time he had done so. Her gaze unsettled him. Her once emerald-green irises had transformed into the color of absinthe, and the whites appeared bloodshot and yellowed. He began to sweat. “Now I see why you call it a sunroom,” he joked, wiping his forehead.

			Cassie glanced over her shoulder and then turned back to Brendan. “I’m glad we have some time alone,” she said. “I need something from you, Bren. That’s why I asked you to come here today.”

			Brendan let out a sigh. Over the years, he had lent her money to waterproof the basement (not that it had done much good) and to pay back taxes. Her roof and siding needed repairs, and her car was on its last legs. But he was tired of supporting her. “We’d better get started on the meal,” Brendan said. “A storm’s on the way.” Cassie followed him out of the sunroom before she could ask her question.

			“There you are, Cassie,” Shannon said, intercepting her in the living room. “We have a gift for you. I chose it myself.” He handed her a box, and she ripped off the wrapping paper, crumpled it, and tossed it into the fireplace. The paper hissed as it turned to ash and floated up the chimney.

			“A fruit basket,” Cassie said. “A person can always use another piece of fruit.” She sneered at Brendan before smiling at Shannon. “Thank you, Shannon.”

			Cassie stood with the fruit basket while the others watched like statues in a diorama until Cassie moved into the kitchen, cleared the counter, and set the fruit basket down. She removed the venison stew and pork sausages from the oven, along with a bowl of green salad from the refrigerator, and arranged them on the edge of the table. She also pulled four placemats from a cabinet and laid them out.

			“Aren’t those the placemats you gave Mom for Christ-mas when we were in elementary school?” Brendan asked.

			“Good memory,” she said. “I picked them up at the church bazaar for twenty-five cents each. I inherited them when she passed away.”

			Lastly, she set a pine cone and holly centerpiece on the table. “Made it myself,” she declared, just as a pine cone broke loose and rolled across the table. She quickly reached for it, accidentally knocking over her beer bottle and spilling it onto Laura’s lap.

			“Look at the mess you made, Cassie,” Brendan exclaimed, handing Laura a stack of paper napkins. “You should cut back on your drinking. You look terrible. We’re worried about you.” Strikes three, four, and five.

			Cassie jutted her chin and flashed her yellow teeth like a wolf ready to pounce. “Should? Are you telling me what I should do? I invited you here for a meal that I hunted, prepared, and cooked myself, extended my hospitality, and you lay that bullshit on me?”

			Laura glared at Brendan before turning to Cassie. “I’m fine, Cassie. These are just an old pair of leggings,” Laura said. “As for Bren, he could have been more sensitive, but Cassie, we are worried about you. Is there anything we can do to help?”

			“I’m doing just fine, Laura. I haven’t heard from you in years, but I appreciate your offer. Bren is too important to be burdened with me. I brought him here to ask something significant, but forget it now.”

			“I’m sorry, Cassie,” Brendan said. “I’ll give you more money, but you need to go to rehab. That’s the deal. I’ll even cover the rehab costs.”

			Cassie fumbled her matches onto the floor while trying to light a cigarette. She bent down to pick them up, and tears streamed down her blotchy cheeks as she stood. “I don’t want your money!” she exclaimed. “It’s not about money. Keep your fucking money!”

			Laura grabbed Brendan’s arm, nearly yanking it from its socket. “Stop talking, Bren,” she said. “You’re making matters worse.” 

			“Okay, okay,” Brendan said. “I’ll stop. But Cassie would feel better if she went to rehab.”

			“Stop!” Laura shouted.

			Cassie sat silently, staring at her smoldering cigarette until a long ash fell onto her dinner plate. “You’re a cruel bastard, Bren,” she remarked. “You should leave.”

			“But. . .” Brendan began.

			“Go away,” Cassie yelled.

			Brendan, Laura, and Shannon stood up, and Laura put her hand on Cassie’s shoulder. “I’m sorry it ended this way,” Laura said.

			“It always ends this way,” Cassie whimpered. “I’m such a fool for thinking it could be different.”

			Shannon walked around the table and hugged Cassie. “I’m sorry too,” he said. “I have my driver’s license now. Once the weather improves, I’ll come to see you. It’ll be better next time, Cassie,” Shannon assured her.

			“Thanks, Shannon,” Cassie said. “You’re a great kid. My brother was a great kid once, but he’s changed. Try to hold on to your goodness and pass some of it up to your old man.”

			As Brendan backed out of the driveway, he glanced at Cassie standing in the kitchen window, gazing past him into the woods beyond, smoking a cigarette and sipping her beer. He wondered why he had spoiled the day. As he drove down the dirt road leading to the highway home, his eyes fell upon a stand of birch trees swaying in the wind like restless ghosts adorned with beards of fresh snow. A solitary scraggly fox with a field mouse dangling from its mouth scrambled in front of the car. Brendan braked hard as it darted from beneath the wheel well and vanished down a snowy embankment. 

			“Be careful!” Laura shouted, tears rolling down her face and smudging her black mascara. “You nearly sent me flying through the windshield.” 

			“Yeah, Dad,” Shannon said from the back seat. “You’re out of control, driving like a maniac and lecturing Cassie about rehab. It’s Christmas Day. Have a heart.”

			For the entire ride to Vermont, Brendan suppressed his urge to rehash his childhood, growing up with an alcoholic father and a hysterical mother. Cassie frustrated him. If he could escape their past, why couldn’t she? He hated that she didn’t seem to have the strength. But perhaps he was being too harsh. Should he go back and apologize? Maybe, but the snow was falling so heavily that his windshield wipers struggled to keep it at bay. 

			When they reached their ski chalet just after dark, Brendan watched Shannon using his new walking stick for balance as he maneuvered through the knee-high snow and headed straight to his room, flicking on his bedroom light once inside. Laura followed in Shannon’s footsteps, stomping the snow off her boots in the mudroom. Brendan remained alone in the dark car until the cold outside overtook the warmth inside. Then he made three trips carrying their duffel bags down the path, slipping and falling onto his side. Snow filled his collar, sending shivers down his neck. After placing the last bag in the mudroom, he removed his wet boots and jacket and entered the great room, where Laura sat on the leather couch with her legs folded underneath her, sipping tea in front of the fireplace.

			“Wyatt was supposed to shovel the path,” Brendan said, expressing his disappointment in the caretaker. “But at least he delivered the tree, and his new girlfriend decorated it beautifully.” Brendan pointed at the fifteen-foot-tall tree twinkling with white lights and gold ribbons. He poured himself a cup of tea and took a small box from his pocket.

			“This is such poor timing, Laura, but with all the chaos today, I couldn’t find the right moment to give you my gift.” He tried to hand her the box, but she waved him away.

			“Bren, I don’t understand what happened today. You changed our Christmas plans to be with Cassie and were so cruel to her when we arrived. What’s going on?”

			“It’s the same old pattern,” he said. “I have good intentions, but then she triggers me. I don’t know how to control it.”

			“You stay down here and think it over. I’m going to bed.”

			Brendan heard the bedroom door close and thought about following her upstairs. Instead, he sprawled on the couch, staring at the three-story stone fireplace, the oak-paneled walls, and the timber beams. Laura had designed the 10,000-square-foot chalet with an architect from the Stein Eriksen Lodge in Deer Valley, Utah. Brendan tried to remember whether Cassie had ever visited here. As he started to doze off, his cell phone vibrated in his pocket. Maybe Cassie was calling to apologize for kicking them out.

			“Brendan, I’m sorry to bother you on Christmas, but I thought you’d want to know,” said Bill, his attorney at Global Investment Bank. “WTF missed its margin call last night. I just found out myself; otherwise, I would have called you sooner.”

			“No way,” Brendan groaned. “Did you tell Sarah?”

			“I assumed you’d prefer to call her yourself.”

			“Thanks for calling, Bill,” Brendan said, “and Merry Christmas.”

			“Same to you, Brendan,” Bill sighed.

			As Brendan dialed Sarah, he wanted to remind her that he’d warned against lending money to Williamson Trust Financial. Yet, if he did, she would cut off his balls at the first opportunity.

			“Merry Christmas, Sarah,” he said.

			“Well, this is quite a surprise,” Sarah said. “What reason could you possibly have for calling me tonight?”

			“WTF missed the margin call,” he said.

			“Go to the office tomorrow morning and fix it,” she said.

			“I’m skiing in Vermont with my family,” Brendan said.

			“Shit flows downhill,” Sarah said. “Call me when it’s done.”

			He wondered why Sarah was such a jerk. Not even a “Merry Christmas” greeting when she’d answered the phone. Her greed, along with Gus’s, was why he found himself in this situation in the first place. Couldn’t she at least acknowledge it? But who was he kidding? Nobody on Wall Street took the blame; they only took the credit. Brendan went upstairs to tell Laura the bad news. The bedroom door was locked.

			“I have an emergency at work,” he shouted from the hallway. “Gotta go back to Connecticut. Tonight.”

			“Tonight?” Laura’s voice was muffled by the door. “You’ve already had a long day, and it’s still snowing. Go in the morning.”

			“I don’t have a choice,” he said. “Make sure Shannon finishes his application to Painter before I get back here in a few days, but don’t let him submit it until I’ve reviewed it.”

			Laura opened the door, wearing a red cashmere robe over black satin pajamas. “Shannon doesn’t want to go to Painter,” she said. “The place doesn’t offer what he’s looking for.”

			“We’ve donated over half a million bucks to pave his way,” Brendan said.

			“You’re not listening, Bren. He doesn’t want Painter.”

			“Shannon’s not listening. He doesn’t know what’s best for him.”

			Laura frowned. “Come downstairs. I’ll make you a thermos of coffee and a peanut butter sandwich for the road.”

			“After I put you through such a terrible day, you would do that for me?”

			“I’m furious with you, Bren. But I lost my father in an accident, and I don’t want to lose my husband the same way. Drive safely.”





			Cassie

			Christmas Night 2007

			Cassie rolled back and forth in bed, her arms wrapped around her gut, wondering why Brendan constantly degraded her for drinking or needing extra cash. She hadn’t invited him there for money. She wished she hadn’t exploded. The pain in her gut worsened. She tried to stand up, but her head spun, and she flopped back down on the bed, coughing. Something thick like a doughnut climbed up her throat. She gagged and spit a glob of dark, bloody bile onto the sheets. A warm, coppery aftertaste coated her cheeks and tongue. Then another glob climbed up her throat into her mouth. Then another.

			“Holy mother of Jesus.” She gasped and stumbled into the kitchen to grab her gun-shaped key chain. But she was in no condition to drive on dark, slippery roads. She called Emily, reaching her answering machine. “Help,” she uttered, then lost her grip on the phone. She spit another bloody glob onto the linoleum floor as she bent over to pick up the phone. She called Brendan. No answer. She pressed 9, but before she could dial 9-1-1, she fell against the wall and landed beside her loaded rifle. She dragged it into the bedroom and laid it beside her on the bed. As she reached for the trigger, she noticed the bottle of painkillers and a jar of whiskey on her night table. She dumped a palmful of painkiller pills into her hand and washed them down with the whiskey. Then she pointed the rifle at her head.





			Brendan

			December 26, 2007

			Brendan hurried out of Grand Central Terminal and down Park Avenue South. The empty pre-dawn streets the day after Christmas reminded him of September 12, 2001, the day after the Twin Towers fell, when Manhattan’s streets were filled with smoke and dust all the way uptown. Although six years had passed, the memory remained vivid. He had worked twelve-hour days for three straight months, collaborating with funding managers from other banks under the supervision of the Federal Reserve Bank of New York to save the financial system and then attending countless funerals at night. But unlike the tragic events of 9/11, the deteriorating mortgage market was a self-inflicted wound that threatened the solvency of greedy hedge funds and banks every day. The struggle for financial survival reminded him of Jack London’s Call of the Wild, a novel he had read in high school. The Wall Street dogs were turning on each other. Brendan’s mandate was to kill the hedge funds before they killed him.

			Outside his office building, the coffee vendor was off for the day. Without coffee and a good night’s sleep, Brendan would have to rely on adrenaline. He headed directly to the war room, where his attorney, Bill, handed him the marked-up lending agreement that governed the loan between his bank and WTF.

			“I know these contracts inside and out,” Brendan said, setting it aside. “Have you talked to anyone at WTF about why they missed the forty-million-dollar margin call?”

			“Tom Gallagher, their outside attorney, states that WTF has the funds, but he’s blaming an operational glitch at their prime broker,” Bill explained. “He and Trey Williamson will be calling any moment now.”

			“The CEO and outside counsel are calling about an operational glitch the day after Christmas. That’s a bad sign,” Brendan said, wiping the sweat from his brow with his sleeve.

			The speakerphone rang, and a disembodied, boisterous voice echoed in the war room. “Hi, Brendan. Hi, Bill. It’s Trey. I want to thank you for your business . . . and your patience. We at WTF love doing business with everyone at Global Investment Bank. I hope our prime broker’s operational snafu didn’t ruin your Christmas. Ha-ha. It ruined mine,” Trey said. “On another note, I finished a tennis match with Sarah about half an hour ago. Who says women aren’t as athletic as men? She has a great forehand. Gets her power from those field hockey thighs. After resolving this situation, I told her we plan to move even more business to your bank.”



OEBPS/Images/DamagedGood_Cover.jpg
DAMAGED

a novel

Paul Scheufele






OEBPS/Fonts/GaramondPremrPro-It.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/GaramondPremrPro-BdDisp.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/GaramondPremrPro.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/AvenirLTStd-Book.otf


OEBPS/Images/TitlePage.png
DAMAGED
GOODS

a novel

Paul Scheuiele

@ Wolf House
Publishing, LLC

WoLr Housk PUBLISHING, LLC
BosSTON, MASSACHUSETTS





OEBPS/Fonts/AvenirLTStd-BookOblique.otf


