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This book is dedicated to Charles Dickens and the spirits of Christmas.


Chapter One

A faint music of bells from the great carillon at St. Mary Magdalene, the old church two blocks away, drifted into George Moore’s office. Megan came in, stopped and listened.

‘So beautiful,’ she said. ‘Don’t you just love Christmas?’

‘Money is spent, that’s for sure.’

‘I mean the feeling of the season, the celebration of life.’

‘I don’t get it, frankly. All those presents. What’s the point?’

She laughed. ‘George Moore, at least nobody could call you sentimental. Presents are an important part of it. I love to sit and think about Charlie and Michael and what they’d enjoy.’

George hardly heard her. He was working, analyzing the market action in sugar futures.

‘Why not try getting out into the streets? Enjoy the spirit of it! Or hop over to the Mag and leave a few gifts for the poor kiddies. Or the bus depot on Charles, it’s closer, and they’re collecting there, too.’

‘Sentimental rubbish.’

‘You’re muttering.’

He got up and went to the door of his office. The trading floor was three-quarters empty. ‘Great,’ he said to himself. ‘All I need.’

George had forbidden early departure. You didn’t leave before your markets closed, not ever. There was always money to be made, every day, even in these slow, stifled days before Christmas.

His memo had been very clear: We are open when the markets are open and employees are expected at their desks at eight.

As far as the futures trading business was concerned, Christmas just got in the way.

When he’d started out, he’d traded for the legendary Bill Hill, whose philosophy was simple: you worked until you lost consciousness. There had been a sign in the office which read, ‘If you don’t come in on Sunday, don’t come in on Monday.’ In Bill’s operation, it was not a joke. He kept records.

The carillon stopped at last, only to be replaced by the racket from the Salvation Army guy’s boom box on the sidewalk just below.

He worked on, blocking the distractions as best he could

By four, the snow was hissing against the windows and muffling the traffic noises from the street below – but not, unfortunately, the tinny carols emanating from the boom box. They used to have bands, those people, fools with blaring horns and tambourines. But at least it didn’t go on and on and on. People have to stop and rest; boom boxes do not.

Megan appeared again. The glance he fired at her should have been enough to communicate his annoyance, but she kept coming. Her lips drew back into that simpering smile of hers. Yet again, he reflected that he needed a new assistant. But Megan was wonderfully cheap.

‘Mr. Moore,’ she said, the smile spreading into an astonishing fissure, ‘Mr. Moore, I need to leave a little early today—’

‘Please don’t.’

‘Michael isn’t able to pick up Charlie—’

She’d often defeated him with that damned little boy. ‘What’s the problem with Charlie now?’

‘He’s coughing and his father can’t get away.’

‘You might not realize it, but this is a work day here, too.’

‘Of course, I understand that, but – well, they’ve all left.’

‘Not me.’ He gestured toward the desk outside where his secretary sat. ‘Not Miss Jefferson.’

‘She—’

‘What?’

‘Nothing.’

Behind him, one of his array of monitors bleated a signal of the kind he liked to hear. Wheeling around in his chair, he saw that the position he’d set up in sugar futures that had looked so dismal all week had moved nicely into the money. He could take the profit off the table right now or wait for more the day after Christmas. He checked the technical indicators on the market. There were buyers still coming in. Should he wait, or take home a nice Christmas bonus right now? The price kept ticking up.

Then the monitor flickered. The lights flickered. The system crashed and began its reboot sequence.

There was nothing to do but wait, and he could be losing money. Damn the power company, they must surely have noticed by now that it snows in Chicago, so why weren’t they prepared?

‘Mr. Moore?’

He turned on her. ‘Yes, Megan!’

‘Can I?’

What was she about now? ‘Can you what?’

‘Go? For Charlie?’

He just couldn’t stand it. His staff might be a gaggle of disloyal pricks, but he was working, couldn’t she see that? ‘No!’

‘They can’t wait with him, they don’t do that.’

‘Please make other arrangements. Thank you.’

‘Mr. Moore—’

‘Thank you, Megan.’

As she turned and hurried out, his system came back up. A moment later, he could hear her murmuring into her phone, her voice urgent, but he couldn’t care less. The system could go out again at any moment. He transmitted the orders that would take his profits, and none too soon. The close was less than a minute away.

He sat back, waiting for his fills. Outside, Megan was still jabbering away on the phone. He punched the intercom. ‘Keep personal calls to a minimum, please. You know the rules.’

She started to respond, but he clicked her off.

That little boy, autistic – whatever that actually meant – or not, would no longer be allowed as an excuse. This was a workplace and she needed to respect that.

Which reminded him that she’d been late this morning for the fourth time this week, and he’d devised a little surprise for her. Now was the perfect time to spring it. He said into the intercom, ‘Megan, how are you doing on those trading reports?’ Annual evaluations of his traders were done every December. They told him who he had to bonus, who he could terrorize into taking a lower draw, and who needed to be sacked.

She appeared in the doorway. Her face was gleaming with tears. Fighting down his disgust, he looked up at her in silent question.

‘That’ll take through Christmas.’

‘You haven’t started them yet?’

‘You didn’t ask.’

‘I did. At eight sharp. Over the intercom.’

‘I’m sorry,’ she said in a constricted voice, ‘I was a little late coming in. I didn’t hear.’

‘And I didn’t know you weren’t there. So please get started. I’ll expect them as soon as possible.’

‘Right after Christmas.’

‘Christmas is fine.’

‘You don’t mean Christmas day?’

‘I’ll be here at eight sharp.’

Megan flounced out. He listened to her heels clicking away across the tile floor of the outer office. He would make certain that her replacement, when she was found, would be childless.

Pressing the intercom button again, he said to Linda, ‘Miss Jefferson, I’m leaving early today. I’ll be going straight home, reachable on my cell if anything important comes in.’

‘Yes, sir. Sir? Mr. Moore?’

‘What?’

‘I just want to let you know that I’ve accepted a position at Goldman Sachs.’

He took a deep breath. He was tempted to tell her to get out right now, but he couldn’t afford to be without her. ‘When?’

‘January 2. Right after the holidays.’ Her voice was flatly indifferent. She’d given him the absolute minimum amount of notice required by her employment contract.

‘Nice,’ he said. He clicked off the intercom.

His fills were back. He had made a hundred and twenty thousand dollars on the trade. A fair profit for the days he’d endured sweating it out. Fair enough.

The hell it was. If he’d stayed in he would have managed a half million by the middle of next week, maybe more. He was a damn coward, was what he was.

Well, the hell with it. Day before yesterday the position had been three hundred grand in the red, so who knew what would happen next week? No looking back, anyway, was there? Nobody evaluated the boss.

He shuffled on his overcoat, which was just beginning to fray but was still perfectly wearable. Then he tied his wool muffler snugly around his neck. He jammed on the winter hat he’d been wearing for ten years.

As he picked his way through the jammed desks of his traders, he had a shock. There was a huge food basket on Megan’s desk. He saw canned duck terrine, a bottle of Pol Roger, luscious strawberries, dark, gleaming chocolates, foi gras, fat, juicy looking dates and figs – the variety was extraordinary.

‘What’s this?’

She looked up at him, a frown of confusion crossing her face. ‘We all got them. From you.’

‘Not from me!’

‘But – look.’ She held out a card. On it was typed, ‘Joy of the Season, George.’

‘This is absolutely ridiculous. You say everybody got them?’

‘Even Tuffy.’

‘This is three hundred dollars’ worth of food! Who gives a gift like that to a janitor? Let alone a roomful of hostile ingrates like my excuses for traders.’

‘You do.’

He turned. Miss Jefferson stood beside her desk. ‘I did it on your behalf. And they cost $349.50 each.’

‘WHAT?’

‘You have got to be the nastiest, meanest, most ungenerous man I’ve ever known, Mr. Moore.’

‘How dare you do this to me! This is thousands of dollars’ worth of gifts! You’re a damn thief, is what you are, and I’m gonna wreck you over at Goldman.’

‘You can’t. Nobody cares what you say. You’re the Scrooge of the commodities business, Mr. Moore. Everybody knows about you. Do you understand that? How despised you are?’

He didn’t have to listen to this drivel. He’d make a few calls and put this bitch out on the street for the rest of her life. ‘You’re done here, Miss Jefferson. Gather up your personals and get out.’

‘I’m done? I don’t have to work out the notice weeks?’

‘Get out of my office!’

She grinned from ear to ear. ‘Well, merry Christmas to you, too, you old miser. Deck the halls with boughs of holly, I am outta here!’

Leaving her to box up her belongings, he strode across the trading floor and out to the elevator bank.

‘Goodnight, Mr. Moore,’ Megan said behind him, her voice dull. ‘Merry Christmas.’

He kept going. But then he stopped. ‘Happy Saturnalia,’ he said back to her.

‘Excuse me?’ Her eyes were moist. Still crying. Stupid cow.

‘Saturnalia,’ he said. ‘It was the Roman winter festival. The Christians took it over. Nobody knows when Christ was born. Or if.’

Julie Jefferson said, ‘It’s a time of the heart. That’s why you hate it. You haven’t got one.’

‘A pagan festival became a Christian festival. It’s still a lot of magical thinking and sentimental rubbish.’

‘No heart, no life. You ought to think about that.’

Why bother to reply? He didn’t give a damn what she or anybody else thought of him. He was one of the world’s most successful traders. That’s what he gave a damn about.

He waited in the dim corridor for the elevator. The lights flickered again. What the hell was going on?

Slowly, the car came clanking up. Slower than ever, he thought. His time was extremely valuable and Ed Cogner needed to get that through his thick skull, because who else was going to rent this rat-hole? If Moore Futures left, Cogner would end up with a couple more starving detectives and fly-by-night phone sex operations like he had on his other floors. Or, more likely, with empty space.

As it dropped, the elevator clanked even more. The last time he’d been trapped in it, he’d assured Cogner that there would be a lawsuit if it happened again.

Once, the building had been pretty grand. You could see that by the marble columns that disappeared into the lobby’s dropped ceiling.

There was no doorman, which was fine by him. Who needed some old man sitting down here blowing his nose and farting all day long? Just another mouth to feed, part of the vast and worthless human mass. That was the basic truth of this world, a truth that he had realized as a boy. He’d watched his father defeated in business by his own inability to deal with the reality of buying and selling, which is that the process has victims.

What you get, somebody else loses. Today he’d taken a hundred and twenty grand from somebody who’d bet wrong in the sugar market. Right now, somewhere on planet Earth, that guy was going home without his damn money, and happy Saturnalia to you, sir.

He stepped out into the weather, the infamous Chicago wind already driving great gusts of snow in off Lake Michigan.

An odd figure came toward him, a small woman draped in the black of a nun’s habit. Her head down, she pushed against the wind.

He did not care for nuns. Among his earliest memories was the moment that Sister Euphrasia had said that everybody was to wave a last time to their mothers standing in the hall, and had then closed the door to the first grade classroom. He had not cried, because his mother had not been there. She’d dropped him off and gone on to work. While the other children cried and tried to escape, he’d taken out his colored pencils and drawn.

His mother had not cared much for him. She’d made that plain enough. She’d often said that she’d wanted a daughter. She’d only been able to bear the one child.

The nun in her old-fashioned habit came like a shadow from the past, her hands clutching a black can with a white cross painted on it. The hands were narrow and blue. Spider-like skin wrapped the bones. She shook the can, making the change in it clink.

Revolted, even a little frightened, he hurried past her.

The snow was pouring out of the sky now, but even so the street was full of happy people, jerks humping along lugging bags of presents, people grinning, ruddy faced in the biting cold. On the corner, ‘White Christmas’ blared out of the Salvation Army boom box.

A ragged family appeared, gypsies or Muslims or whatever, the father puffing along with snowflakes in his moustache, grinning. The mother wore a black veil. Her face was visible, her eyes dark and wide with pleasure, reflecting the glitter of the Christmas lights that overhung the street. She was delicately beautiful, fragile in the snow.

Two rosy-cheeked boys clutched her hands. Their clothes were thin, the children shivering.

‘Merry Christmas,’ the man said, his voice aggressively cheerful.

George moved faster, trying to get around them. But then the wife was in front of him, and then she was tripping. As she fell, she thrust her baby toward him.

He was a man with a temper, always had been, and as he dodged her, he couldn’t resist colliding with her shoulder, just to feel the blow, just to feel his outrage satisfied, and most especially to knock the cardboard baby to the street.

The cardboard baby scam was the latest pickpocket dodge. He’d read about it in the Tribune. While the victim fumbled with the fake infant, the rag-tag children picked his pockets.

Reeling, she cried out. The baby went tumbling from her arms and fell onto the snowy sidewalk. Struggling for balance, she fell hard against the side of a parked car and ended up in a heap of black cloth in the snow, her limbs flailing like the legs of a spider as she groped for the infant.

It was a real baby. Her slip had been a genuine accident. As the father and the boys sprang to help her, George, fearing a lawsuit, pushed past them.

In the distance the carillon began playing again, its bell tones cascading through the wintry evening.

He got to the street corner and started to cross against the ‘Don’t Walk’ sign.

An unexpected sight froze him where he stood.

Somehow, the nun had come to be there. She’d been behind him, and she hadn’t passed him, but here she was. She seemed to be watching him. Staring at him. Was it Sister Euphrasia, grown incredibly old?

No, that could not be. Forty years ago, she’d already been old.

In any case, the closer he looked, the more it came to seem that this was not actually an old face, but rather one that was young but wizened, as if she’d reached the age of eleven or twelve and matured no further, only dried up.

He couldn’t take his eyes off her, which she clearly knew. When she smiled he saw blackened teeth. Her eyes were sunken pits. But there was a girlishness that shone in the grin. She shook her tin, grinning and nodding.

The snow swirled around him as the bells resounded with ‘Adeste Fideles’.

 He turned to get away from the weird nun, but his way was blocked.

The beggar, his face dark in the driving snow, was standing in his way.


Chapter Two

The beggar’s eyes were twinkling. He said, ‘You dropped this.’ George looked down and there was the one object of any value that he possessed, the Montblanc pen he’d won as Bill Hill’s most profitable trader of 1994.

George took the pen from the jerk and slipped it back into his inner pocket. How had it ever fallen out?

‘Are you having merry Christmastime?’ the man asked in his thick accent. ‘We are having happy time, our first America Christmas. We are from Lebanon.’ He smiled again. ‘So happy. So happy in my soul.’ He spread his arms. ‘The Christmas of Jesus, everywhere here!’

‘Yeah, yeah,’ George muttered. Wasn’t the guy Muslim, though? Or were there Lebanese Christians? Whatever, George was trapped between the nun and the Lebanese family. He was about to thread his way out into the street traffic to escape them when he realized that the nun had gone.

He crossed as fast as he could without actually running. He feared that the man would be staring after him with hurt dog eyes and he just didn’t care to deal with that. No reward had been on offer. He hadn’t even realized he’d lost the pen.

As he moved through the driving snow and the falling dark, he watched for the nun. He did not want her and her jingling can anywhere near him. He might have given her a dime but he had no change. He’d have to offer a dollar and who knew if she was even a real nun? From the looks of her, she was probably some sort of addict in costume.

In any case, he was ready for dinner at Bickford’s, some market analysis at his home workstation and then bed. Markets rise early and information flows twenty-four hours a day. Unless you’re plugged in, you’re a waste of space. The best were not just the smartest, but the smartest who worked hardest.

He ate his dinners at a cafeteria because if you added the shopping and cooking time and transportation charges to the cost of staples at Costco or Wal-Mart, the cafeteria won easily – as long as he didn’t indulge in expensive entrees. Six dollars could make a meal at Bickford’s, from salad to a small dessert.

As he passed along the line, Hosie – at least, that’s what his name tag said – offered a smiling ‘Merry Christmas.’ George managed to drag his lips into a smile in return. Lupe at the checkout, thank God, was her usual self, comfortably sour.

He’d gotten a piece of fried fish, some spinach, some rice and lime Jello, and a glass of water. Tonight was going to be a good night: five dollars, fifty three cents. There was a turkey plate on special for nine ninety five. But he knew that it would be there toMoore for three dollars less. A day older, but what difference did that make?
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