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For Parker





We were victims of the tyranny of small decisions.

—Alfred E. Kahn, economist






5PM

THE FINAL FINAL IS the kind of bar that doesn’t exist in cities, a peculiarity of a small town that has seen better days. It is so called because it’s the last bar on the edge of town. The final stop after the final stop: The Final Final. By last call, there’s no place to go but home. The college kids head up the hill to the dorms and the working folks find their way to the outskirts, where they can afford to own property or rent for cheap.

The antique tin ceiling is the nicest thing in the bar, a sharp contrast to the vinyl floor, manufactured to look like wood, cracked and knotted. Vinyl isn’t fooling anybody, not even a bunch of drunks at the end of the night. But we all like the ceiling. The tin tiles belong in an East Village watering hole or a Tenderloin speakeasy. Polish and decay. I’m not sure how, but the black tin makes me want to stay so much longer and drink so much more—indeed, black magic.

I stare into my drink, and my peripheral vision catches movement around me, bodies adjusting on stools, sips of whiskey and long swigs of beer, wallets opening. Time is ours now—time for a first drink and a second, time to take the edge off. We’ve paid our daily dues, taxes have been levied, and we naively believe these hours belong to us and us alone—they are borrowed from no one—and they will remain in our possession until last call, and beyond last call, until we give them up to sleep, and to the morning, and then, once again, to the man, but only until five o’clock tomorrow, when we reclaim what is ours.

On the edge of my stool, arms resting on the thick, old wood bar top, gouged and scuffed by the drunks who came before, I feel this split in my being, like a schism. There are two of me: the woman I am and the woman I used to be. I wonder if these versions of myself can both exist, as if in two dimensions overlaid, or if they erase each other entirely: two extremes that average out to nothing more than middling. I close my eyes and the smell takes over—booze and dish soap—and I am her, the old me, and I can almost picture him walking through the door.

A gold band adorns my left ring finger. I haven’t taken it off. I’m playing with it, turning it around and around with my right thumb and index finger. I am more alone now than I was before because back then, before, I felt love, my body’s experience of this state: alive, my cheeks flush from the warmth of another, my lips red from a hard kiss, my muscles relaxed from endorphins; and after, I remember love, my mind’s recollection of this state: dead, a thing of past experience, beautiful but fleeting, a hummingbird that floats in place and then, in an instant, vanishes, never to return. The problem is not that I live in the past, the before; the problem is that I live in the present, the after.



LUCAS AND I MET five years ago, here at The Final Final. I’d been living upstate for less than a year at the time, adrift. I walked into this neighborhood dive to meet Samantha, my oldest friend, only to find she had sent a man in her place. He had messy, longish brown hair and a trimmed beard, and I remember he was wearing shorts because I thought it was an odd choice for a date, until I realized my presence was as much a surprise to him as his was to me. It was a blind-blind date, meaning we were blind to the notion of it—we hadn’t agreed to it. I received a text. It read, Emma meet Lucas. I’m sorry I can’t join you but I know you’ll have a smashing time! We caught each other looking at our phones. Lucas knew I was Emma, and I knew he was Lucas. He looked up and smiled, and we were both immediately grateful.

My first impression? I could have sworn he was Canadian. He was profoundly kind and unapologetically socialist—and by that I mean he didn’t believe money was the barometer of success—qualities that were alien to me and, at the same time, deeply attractive. In him, I’d found a Canadian-at-heart, who would never say eh or make me watch hockey. He was The One.

When Amelia delivered his third whiskey, Lucas raised his glass toward no one and said, “Lord, give me chastity but not just yet.” Surprise must have registered, ever so slightly, on my face. He looked down into his glass.

“St. Augustine,” I said, smiling, pleased with myself for catching the reference. He looked relieved. Lucas and I would eventually be able to read each other’s minds, but not yet. This was our first date, and there was a bit of first-date awkwardness—the good kind of awkwardness, the I-like-this-person-and-I-don’t-want-to-fuck-up kind of awkwardness.

Amelia filled my glass again too. We were on pace.

“Ahhh, I get it, Emma,” he said. He stared deep into my face, not my eyes but my whole face. “For a second I thought you were worried I drink too much, but you drink too much too.”

“Get what?”

“That look you just gave me,” he said.

“What look?”

“Promise me you’ll never start playing poker,” he said. “Because I think I could fall for you. And it would be a real tragedy if you lost all our money playing poker.”

I punched him on the arm. His bicep was firm. He wasn’t a big guy. His body was lean and taut, a runner’s body. He had masculine, hairy legs—strong calves and a great ass. I was attracted to him.

“Ouch.”

“You didn’t answer my question,” I said. “What look did I give you?”

“Surprise,” he said. “You weren’t expecting me to know St. Augustine.”

I’d been in The Final Final a couple of times before this blind-blind date, but I’d never noticed the flock wallpaper behind the bar, deep red with a gold-leaf trellis pattern, vintage and probably expensive when it was chosen. This backdrop suited Lucas, who seemed to me, even at this early meeting, to be from another world. The way he sipped his whiskey and talked about philosophers and pushed that flop of hair back on his head. It wasn’t that he belonged in another generation; quite the contrary, it was that he belonged in my generation but in a different dimension, where people weren’t brainwashed by social media. In Lucas’s dimension, minds were meant to wander, exploring various curiosities, and friends enjoyed long, uninterrupted conversations.

“Is that what I was thinking? You can read all that in one micro expression? Maybe you should quit the drywall business and become a fortune teller,” I said.

“More like a mentalist. Sure, I think I could if I wanted.” He pointed subtly, through his body, to a couple sitting at a high-top table. “First date. He’s trying too hard; she’s being polite. There will not be a second.”

“Well, it doesn’t take a genius—”

“So you’re telling me you weren’t surprised?”

“Not even a little bit,” I said. Then I thought about our friend Samantha and specifically why she chose to bring us together in exactly this way, the blind-blind date. If she’d done it differently, I would have asked her what he did for a living, and she’d have said something coy like, He works with his hands, and I would have pressed her and she would have told me but she would have qualified it with color commentary, He’s brilliant, and she would have been right but we would have already diminished him by the very need to qualify, and Lucas was a man who did not demand qualification.

As he walked me home, our arms brushed against each other a few times, and I felt a rush of teenage giddiness. I told him it was my thirtieth birthday.

“A blind date on your birthday,” he said.

“I thought I was meeting a friend,” I protested.

“Mission accomplished,” he said. He asked for my number but was so flustered he could not figure out how to get it into his phone. I took a pen out of my purse and wrote it on his hand. By the time I changed into my pajamas and washed my face, I knew he’d managed to get the number into the phone, where it belonged.



A FEW MORE LOCALS show up. Five o’clock is quitting time in our town. The clientele is mostly men—the regulars. Occasionally groups of girls come by for shots. They are from the university on the hill. This is their first stop as they make their way downtown.

Amelia has dark-brown hair and you can tell she’s pretty under all the makeup. She’s been working here since she was eighteen, twelve years and counting. According to New York State law, bartenders at places like these—places that don’t serve food except bar nuts and bags of potato chips—must be twenty-one, but back then everyone just looked the other way, even the cop who dipped in from time to time. Small-town liberty.

I’ve never seen Amelia dressed in anything but black hot pants—skin tight and short—and low-cut tops, even in the dead of winter. She dresses this way at the grocery store and the dog park too. I run into her sometimes.

She is the best bartender in town. She knows what you drink and when you’re ready for a refill. She pours whiskey generously. She makes a good martini. I think about all the secrets Amelia must be in on. She must know things about Lucas I can’t even imagine.

All the regulars drink their same thing all night. Cal drinks Bud Light from a bottle. As he drinks his piss beer, he talks about his “bunker,” which is his basement, filled with guns and ammo, rice, water, and canned goods. He never takes off his maroon sport coat, even when the bar gets hot, because it conceals a handgun in a holster, which rests about midway up his left side, between his belt and his armpit, so he can reach in quickly with his right hand. There are two Peters. Fancy Pete drinks white wine served in individual portioned bottles, like you see on airplanes, which Amelia unscrews for him, and he pours into a wineglass. Short Pete drinks gin and tonics. Fancy Pete makes his own pants and furniture and Frank Lloyd Wright–type lamps. Short Pete is tiny, smaller than a petite woman. No one calls him Tiny Pete, though, only Short Pete. I drink bourbon, almost always Maker’s Mark, because it’s as close to perfect as I’ve found.

Cal is talking about Jimmy, Lucas’s best friend. Lucas and Jimmy grew up together, played on the same soccer teams, drank twenty-four packs of Busch Light in the cemetery after dark. Jimmy is a line cook at the greasy spoon up the street. He’s thirty-five but he looks older.

“He fancies himself a chef,” Cal says.

I wonder if Lucas talks to Jimmy as much now as he always did. There was a period when he called him about three times a day. Jimmy: the human encyclopedia. Whenever Lucas had a question about history or current events, he called him. It was pretty obvious he used these requests for information as excuses to call his buddy. Perhaps it was a male thing, I thought—needing an excuse. Later, when I knew Lucas inside and out, I came to understand that he called Jimmy for Jimmy’s sake—that it was Jimmy who needed to be needed, and that Jimmy loved rattling off information as much as Lucas enjoyed absorbing it. The truth is probably somewhere in between—the two men needed each other, albeit in different ways.

“Yesterday he was in here talking about salmon with pickled radishes and foamy tapioca balls,” Fancy Pete says.

“Foamy tapioca? No self-respecting man would eat that,” Cal says.

“Lucas would.” Fancy Pete chuckles.

Foam is a big deal in New York City right now. I don’t say that, though, because I don’t want to remind these guys I’m from Wilton, even though it drips from me here.

“I got breakfast at Jimmy’s place this morning, and I tell you what—there wasn’t one tapioca ball in the place. Every last one of us ate eggs and bacon with a side of black coffee,” Cal says.

All the locals call the diner Jimmy’s place. That’s not its real name and Jimmy doesn’t own it, but he’s always there so it’s his place. There are days, when his eyes are especially puffy or when he tips up his hat to scratch his scalp, hair greasy and unkempt, that I’m sure he’s slept there. When Jimmy leaves the bar, he goes back to the diner and cleans up the kitchen for an hour or so, rectifying details the closer—some college kid, drunk or stoned—missed. Then he preps for tomorrow, which comes so fast. Jimmy’s place opens at six a.m. So, for Jimmy, a night’s rest is often a nap on the two-seater couch in the back office. I picture his enormous frame splayed on top of it, legs bent over the armrest, going numb. My feelings about the way he lives are ambivalent—pity for the discomfort of his situation but also a strange, misplaced envy because he has found a way to avoid those hideous dreams that leave a person worse off for having slept.

“Man,” Cal says, “this town is full of tapioca balls these days. Jimmy can serve foamy balls to tapioca balls. Might get stuck in their beards, though.”

I can’t help myself. “The foam and the tapioca are two different things.”

He moves his head from side to side and snaps his fingers. Cal’s hands are thick and sturdy, and one of his fingernails is black: a workman’s hands. Under his maroon sport coat, he’s wearing an old golf shirt with the embroidered logo of his general contractor business. He must have a few of these in rotation because he wears them just about every day until the temperature drops and then he switches to old flannels. His wrist is adorned with an expensive watch. Large and gaudy, the watch draws attention both because of what it is and the man who wears it. It suits him, and at the same time, it doesn’t.

“I’m just saying: tapioca is one thing—your mom probably makes pudding with it—and foam is another thing,” I say.

“Now you’re talkin’ about his mom?” Fancy Pete says. “Hey, Cal, tell your mom I’ll eat her tapioca any day.” He rocks his body back and forth like he’s riding a horse and pretends to slap it on the ass.

“Shut the fuck up,” Cal says.

Cal is in his late thirties. He was a few years ahead of Lucas and Jimmy in school and didn’t play soccer, so he ran in different circles growing up. He met a girl in high school, Evie. They got married at twenty-two and eventually had a daughter. They named her Summer because she was born in July. I don’t know all the details, but when Summer was just a toddler, Evie hit the road, late to follow some unapologetic jam band that had peaked in the late nineties, Widespread Panic or Phish.

I never once heard Cal complain, not even when they divorced. He loves Summer too much, sees her as a gift from the ex-wife or God or both, and everything he does, in and outside of the law, is because of her and for her.

Cal is a tradesman at heart but also a hustler. Straight out of high school, he got a job tying rebar for various projects, most notably for an undulating concrete wall that cuts through the park in the middle of town. He is proud of this job and talks about it to this day. He refers to it as “my wall.”

He tied rebar for minimum wage for a year or two, until one of the old-timers from the bar took him under his wing. This all went down long before I set foot in The Final Final, but as the story goes, Cal needed work so he asked the old-timer if he had anything. The old-timer saw something in Cal, and without children, he had no one else to whom he might pass his business. So he sold Cal everything—his clients and all the equipment—for ten grand, which Cal borrowed from his dad. Then the old man worked for Cal, watched him grow the business.

Most people think of inheritance as money handed down, but not Cal. For him, inheritance is earned like everything else.



WHEN LUCAS AND I had just started seeing each other, Cal told me he didn’t understand him. “You know how much money I contracted out to Murphy’s Drywall last year?”

Apparently, Cal was pushing several jobs a year to Murphy’s Drywall, big jobs, making up maybe a quarter of their business. According to Cal, Lucas was never the one who submitted the estimate—each time the bid came from Lucas’s dad. Cal saw Murphy’s Drywall as a cash cow. He saw it as Lucas’s birthright. And for the life of him he couldn’t figure out why Lucas wasn’t taking on more responsibility there, why he acted like paid labor.

“Lucas is a turnip,” Cal said. I remember this specifically. It struck me as an odd thing to come out of Cal’s mouth, not because he was talking about Lucas, but because it reminded me of something my father would say. He loved to call women, whom he found ineffectual, pumpkins. And though he had never called Lucas a turnip, I had no doubt he would, given an appropriately impudent mood and a couple of whiskeys.

There was something quaint about comparing people to fruits and vegetables. Lucas would have found it funny.

I didn’t agree with Cal but I let it pass.

For Cal, more so than any of the other regulars, I feel a certain loyalty—not friendship, but not far off. He gave Lucas sound advice early in our relationship, advice born out of clear-eyed devotion to his daughter, and maybe also to his ex, even though she’d left him. Without his advice, I’m not sure Lucas and I would have worked through an early hurdle.

When we first met, Lucas was in a relationship with someone else: Angela.

Lucas and Angela lived next door to each other growing up. Angela’s mother helped the Murphys with their taxes, and later, after she graduated with an accounting degree from the U., Angela took over the role. Lucas was sure she’d never traveled outside of Upstate New York, where most of her family lived, never even to the city.

As kids, they did kid stuff together. Back in the early nineties, Lucas apparently called for a pizza and then went outside where she was playing and typed in the order as a note in his TI-81 calculator, telling her Pizza Hut had this amazing new system. When the delivery guy showed up, it blew her mind. Later, he let her in on the joke.

They had that kind of history. By her late twenties, Angela’s feelings for Lucas were abundantly clear. For his part, he liked the attention, the text messages with heart emojis, the constant prattling on about celebrity chefs and recipes, the certainty that he had someone who would always be in love with him. He insisted there was nothing romantic between them. He told me, again and again and again, what they were: Just. Good. Friends.

Eventually, I found out he’d slept with her a few times right after college.

Cal knew this. There were people at the bar who knew things about Lucas I would never know because they’d been around for all the years when I had not. They’d seen Lucas bring women here, and they’d seen them replaced. All of us, myself included, had these kinds of histories, but I’d grown up in Connecticut, graduated from Harvard, moved to San Francisco for five years, then back to Harvard for my MBA, then Manhattan, which is the place that instantly felt like home.

Lucas never liked being told what to do, so Cal didn’t tell him what to do. He asked him what he wanted. And Lucas told Cal he wanted me. And Cal told him that if he wanted me, he’d have to let his friend Angela go. There was no way around it.

Cal didn’t do this for me. He did it for Lucas. I think he understood that keeping one foot in a relationship created a kind of stasis. Still, when I found out he gave Lucas this advice, I felt like he had my back, and feelings are more powerful than facts.



EVERYONE SEEMS CONTENT TO be at the bar now, and nowhere else. There is a shared easiness, almost an audible sigh. The day is done. Bring on the night.

Cal and Fancy Pete are still talking about Jimmy’s culinary experiment.

“So Jimmy wants to put tapioca and foam on salmon and charge me thirty dollars for it?” Cal says.

“It’s a texture thing,” I say. “I’d try it.”

“Of course you’d try it. You and Lucas would line up at the door for that crap.” Cal sees me frown. “I mean, separately—you’d line up separately.” A necessary clarification.

“Talk to your ex-wife about it, Cal,” I say. “Tell her you know all about molecular gastronomy. It might turn her on.”

“Shoot, I’m open to suggestions. I haven’t gotten laid in two months”—Cal looks at Fancy Pete—“and the blow jobs stop after you have a kid together.” A warning.

“I hear the street vendors in New York are putting mustard soy lecithin foam on hot dogs,” I say.

Fancy Pete takes the bait. “Foodies are like Forrest Gump with a box of chocolates. They think food should have a plot.”

“They tweet about it until a pipeline diverts their attention,” Cal says. “All pipelines are objectionable.” He calls out to Summer, “We’ll take French’s over foam any day, right, Beautybelle?”

She puts a little thumb up. The gesture seems so grown-up, an acknowledgment and a sarcastic dismissal of the stupidity of the conversation all at once.

I pretend to gag. “Yellow mustard peaked in the nineties.”

“Your face peaked in the nineties, honey,” Cal says. I walked right into it.

I ignore him and look at Fancy Pete. “Who’d Jimmy make salmon for, anyway?”

“Himself, I guess,” Fancy Pete says. “He’s always trying stuff out in the kitchen.”

I can picture that—a midnight meal at the diner. He should invite a woman to join him next time.

“I tell you what,” Cal says. “Making a plate of salmon at midnight and owning a restaurant are two entirely different things.” He looks at me because I am the only one at the bar who makes more money than he does, and for that reason, he respects me.

“So what?” I say. “Sounds to me like he’s living his dream whenever he finds the time.”

I place a coaster on top of my drink and excuse myself.



THE BATHROOM SMELLS LIKE fake pine needles. Normally these types of smells—factory scents—make me nauseous, but somehow I don’t mind it here. The ladies’ room is always clean enough. There are no drips of piss on the toilet seat or scraps of paper on the floor. The lighting is dim. I look great in the mirror: milky, clear skin, absent the weariness—ashen pallor accented by reddish, under-eye puffiness—revealed elsewhere by fluorescent bulbs. There is wood paneling next to the toilet, which has become a canvas for old carvings. I trace my finger over one that I made some time ago: HERE WE FIND HAVEN AND HAUNT. Under it: EMMA+LUCAS and a tiny heart, gouged deep in the wood, permanent.

I yank up my jeans, wash my hands, and look hard at the woman in the mirror. If I concentrate on the fake pine needle smell, really let it in, I can see her for a moment, the woman I used to be.

Thirteen unanswered text messages cascade across my phone. The content of the messages is pleading, urgent. My business partner, Grace Hu, isn’t worried about work; she’s worried about me. But I don’t want to do anything tonight. I swipe left to dismiss the most recent one: CALL ME.



MANY OF MY DECISIONS, big and small, that led me here trace back to my friendship with Grace. Grace: head of private wealth solutions at a bulge bracket bank by the age of thirty-three. Grace: one of Fortune’s 40 Under 40. Grace: devoted wife and mother. Grace has always been special, and, in her orbit, I wanted to be special too.

I noticed Grace for the first time in my statistics class, freshman year at Harvard. From my vantage in the back of the lecture hall, I observed her sitting in the front row. She wore sweaters with the shoulders cut out and, one day, appeared sporting a buzz cut, which only she could pull off. Her hair has grown out since then, thick and jet-black, usually pulled into a loose braid. She has the mind of a fox, the elongated neck of a swan, and the focus of a bird of prey.

Born into a working-class family in Ohio, Grace was both valedictorian and captain of her high school track team, and this was what drew me to her: her otherness. I called her Ohio, a term of endearment. She stayed in Boston after graduation, only trekking home to the Midwest for Christmas holidays. Eventually, the nickname fizzled out.

In college, we ran together often, typically at night, ending on the empty, lit track, where we did crunches and leg lifts and discussed our dreams. Married by twenty-eight. Kids by thirty-two. True for Grace but not for me. Corporate jobs in New York or Boston. I studied economics and Grace studied applied mathematics. We didn’t know it at the time but we were learning how to use money to make money, which was both hardwired into my DNA and a consequence of Grace’s roots.

Senior year, I took Grace home over spring break. The timing of our visit to Connecticut was less than ideal. Unbeknownst to me, my mother had discovered my father’s infidelity just days prior. While he hid out in his condo in Manhattan, my mom lorded over the vast, empty house, eating only saltines and pickled herring, the food my dad hated most, and washing it all down with Connecticut’s finest gin.

When Grace stopped gawking at the marble staircase and messing around with the intercom system, she insisted the place had an echo, which wasn’t true, but it was so big and empty it probably seemed that way. She kept saying, “Echo, echo, echo…” softer each time. We had a good laugh. I promptly raided the liquor cabinet, which was fully stocked because Mom was on her way to becoming a raging alcoholic. At my insistence, we holed ourselves up in my bedroom all day, passing around a bottle of vodka and popping pills I’d bought from some douchebag at a frat party before we’d left campus.

We left my room only when we heard Mom yelling at the pizza guy for banging on the front door. “I don’t eat pizza, you ape!” Mom shrieked through the intercom.

The pizza guy didn’t know to push and hold down the button when he spoke, so his muffled voice called back through the door. “Extra-large pepperoni mushroom for Emma.”

“Emma!” Mom yelled. Her voice rang loud across the intercom. Even drunk out of her gourd, she knew which button to push.

“Calm down, Mom. We got it,” I said. Grace and I slid across the marble floor of the atrium in our socks. I shoved precounted cash into the hands of the pizza guy, grabbed the pie, and said sorry before slamming the door in his face.

My plan was to whip back upstairs, as fast as we’d descended, but my mom said, “Emma, why don’t you and your friend eat in the kitchen?”

Mom wore one of her designer outfits—a knee-length skirt and sweater cut like a jacket—St. John by the looks of it. She’d left off her rock and stacked thick gold rings on both hands. The clothes and jewelry were a charade—she wasn’t going anywhere. The tip-off? Her stocking feet. Either she’d kicked off her heels hours prior when she poured her first drink, or she’d never put them on in the first place.

It took all of five minutes for Mom to start in on Dad. Her skin was grayish and dull, and when she raged, her wrinkles deepened. Somehow she still possessed weatherworn beauty, the kind of beauty that photographs well, the sad kind. I wanted to spare Grace the worst of it, but I’d brought her under this roof. We were stuck. The look on her face screamed, Is this what it’s like to be rich?

“You know, she’s twenty-one,” Mom said. “Younger than you girls. And look at you! Children! She didn’t even bother with college. Two years of fashion school and straight to letting her boss fuck her in the ass. Did you know he always wanted to do that?” This was a new kind of vulgarity from my mom’s lips. She’d never have uttered these words sober. She considered herself a dignified woman.

I tried to steer the conversation. “Mom, Grace is my roommate. We met in stats class freshman year—”

“I’ve heard so much about you—” Interrupting herself midthought, Mom asked, “Are your parents still together?”

Grace said, “Yes, but my mom’s been in Taiwan for the last six months.” When Mom didn’t respond, she added, “Taking care of her mother.”

In her present state, my mom didn’t care about Grace, her mother, or her mother’s mother. She perseverated like a crazy person. “Can you believe him? The louse. It’s disgusting, picturing him with a twenty-one-year-old. Taking Cialis to keep it up. That bastard is going to embarrass the family. You watch. The girl will end up suing him for sexual harassment.”

This seemed like a reasonable prediction at the time, though over the years my mom would be proven wrong. That twenty-one-year-old secretary stuck by the man she’d stolen—she’s with him even today, thirteen years later.

I wanted to tell Grace this wasn’t my mom. She was a proper woman who didn’t cuss or talk about anal sex. It was just the gin talking. But Grace was a smart girl and would have known that was only a partial truth. Whatever meanness ran deep in Mom’s arteries ran also in mine. I judged my father harshly too, and words escaped my lips that were every bit as unkind.

The three of us gorged ourselves, and when we were done, Mom insisted we try a proper gin and tonic with a curled strip of lemon zest and three juniper berries. I never invited Grace to Wilton again after that.

Back then, neither of us predicted we’d go into business together but in hindsight it feels inevitable, in the way romantic relationships seem fated unless you catalog every intention and step along the way, reminding yourself it was all your doing: you chose this life.



I SETTLE BACK ONTO my stool and remove the coaster from the top of my glass. Then I text Grace back a lie: Driving home from the city. Let’s talk before the markets open in the a.m.

She could call me out on the fact that I routinely take calls on the road but she won’t.

Grace and I run a hedge fund. We have two hundred million dollars under management, and Grace is pushing hard to raise more capital. If the universe had whispered some version of this future in my ear in my early twenties, I would have believed it but there’s no way I’d have predicted my circuitous route, the sweat and tears and pain, the good luck and bad—all the ways I love Grace and how much I resent her.

Three dots appear on my screen. Whatever she’s typing is taking too long, which means the message will annoy me.

After college and before grad school, I spent five years working in California. I commuted from a shared apartment in the Mission District of San Francisco down the peninsula to my Silicon Valley office. One afternoon I dipped out early to have beers with friends on Baker Beach. As I drove back into the city on the 101, I noticed several dead birds alongside the highway, big black birds. There weren’t thousands of them or anything but there were enough to notice. I remember thinking to myself, We’re gonna have an earthquake tonight. It wasn’t that I thought dead birds were some fantastical, ominous sign. It was simply that these birds were dead because they’d been disoriented. They’d flown into traffic. And they were disoriented because they were more in tune with the natural world than we were.

There was a minor earthquake that night. We felt it when we were sitting on the beach. I hadn’t told anyone about the birds, but when the earth shook, I understood.

For some reason, the dots on my phone make me think of those dead birds.

Grace writes, Will you be available by 9 p.m.?

No further explanation. If she set up a conference call at nine, it must be with Singapore. We have an investor there, a dot-com billionaire. Grace can handle the call herself. I turn vibrate off and place my phone facedown on the bar.

The Yankees are playing, and though I can tell no one really cares too much about it, we all look toward the TVs when there is a lull in the conversation, which is most of the time.



THE LAW OF NEPOTISM dictated I had a job on Wall Street waiting for me when I finished business school. I moved to New York with an MBA from Harvard and a chip on my shoulder. Back then, I was dating an artist who lived at Ninety-Ninth and Lex, right around the time when people stopped saying, “You don’t want to go above Ninety-Sixth.” Rich white people still said it.

Labeling him an artist was generous, I’ll admit, analogous to calling a guy a garbage man because he empties the can in the kitchen once a week at his wife’s behest. Trash duty isn’t a job he gets paid for, and it isn’t a hobby, because hobbies are activities people enjoy. But nevertheless, he takes out the garbage so he’s a garbage man. My artist boyfriend’s relationship to art was similar. He dabbled in installation art, creating lopsided structures and telling everyone who would listen, “My medium is gravity!” He claimed to be working on his magnum opus but he wouldn’t show it to anyone and complained when people didn’t take him seriously. He also slept on a queen-size air mattress because he was a hypochondriac, deathly afraid of bedbugs.

Naturally, I figured it was a good idea to crash with him for a few weeks as I got my bearings.

On my first day, I made my way to the Ninety-Sixth Street subway station in heels and a pencil skirt, turned a blind eye to the rats, willfully tolerated the smell of piss and garbage, and emerged at ten minutes ’til eight to find a tower in the financial district that was to become my home for eighty-plus hours a week.

My father had set up a meeting with the woman who was supposed to be my mentor. He told me I should get to know someone who’d “done well for herself in a man’s world.” I was shown to a conference room on the thirty-seventh floor.

The view was, as one might expect, a glimpse through other towers. I pushed my chair up to the window and looked down at the street below: black suits, heels, shoulder bags. There was rhythm in the monotony.

The woman—her name was Pamela—entered the room and we made small talk. She’d found her way to banking because she saw a job posting that included the word research. After three years in research, she’d become an analyst, and after that a VP.

She drank coffee like it was a job requirement. At one end of the room, there was a service table with coffee and pastries. There were two pots of coffee, one regular, one decaf, which the staff periodically refilled, and five rows of cups, four deep. The room did not seat twenty people. At the time, I saw this merely as an incongruity. Only after I met Lucas did I assign the smallest extravagances to a category of corporate buffoonery.

Pamela picked up the pot of regular and brought it over to the conference table, placing it directly in front of her. She filled her cup and emptied three packets of artificial sweetener into it. Instead of taking one or two sips and setting the cup down on the table, she sipped rapidly, in intervals of four or five. She put the cup to her lips and held it there: sip, sip, sip, sip, sip. Then she put it down for a beat, half the cup depleted. Before the cup was completely empty, she refilled it to the brim, dropped in three more packets of sweetener, and repeated.

In a profile, which I came across much later, I read she was abstinent from alcohol. This made sense because if she drank booze anything like she drank coffee, she’d end up parking her car on her lawn or drinking gin out of her coffee mug at ten o’clock in the morning.

Something struck me. She looked like me, though her bone structure was dissimilar. She had a round face and a small nose—men would have found her cute when she was younger. My cheekbones were more prominent and my chin had a slight cleft. My hair was long and dark and hers was dyed blond and cropped short. And yet, we were sisters. We were two women in an office that was 74 percent men, 89 percent not counting reception. We wore black skirts and black nylons and black heels. The feeling I had, the je ne sais quoi, wasn’t our features or what we were wearing, though. It was where we came from.

“My father worked with your father for many years,” she said. “Your dad wrote my recommendation for Harvard Business School.”

Her name was Pamela Randolph Walsh. Maiden name: Randolph. Pamela had grown up in the same neighborhood as me in Wilton, Connecticut. She was maybe five or six years older so I didn’t know her in school, but I’d heard the name Randolph. It had been in the news. When I was about twelve—Pamela would have been a junior or senior in high school—the police raided the Randolphs’ cul-de-sac mansion. I rode my bike over to see the spectacle. There were about ten police cars on the circle and in the long driveway, and one or two on the lawn. By the time I rolled up, they’d already entered the house. A neighborhood kid told me they’d had the place surrounded, guns drawn.

We read about it in the papers the next day. Walter Randolph was allegedly the kingpin in Connecticut’s largest sports bookmaking operation of all time. Randolph and his associates were purportedly netting nearly five million dollars a month.

Pamela looked out the window while I wrapped my mind around these details. I couldn’t tell if she knew how much I knew until she smiled.

“Lucky for your old man, my dad used code names in all his ledgers,” she said. “Lucky for me, your dad was grateful.”

“And lucky for me, you are grateful?” I said. In my mind, I was mocking her but it rang earnest.

“No one here knows,” she said. “It wouldn’t look good for the firm: daughter of a bookmaker. Compliance would take issue.”

“Why keep Randolph as your middle name?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Number one: it’s a common enough name. Number two: no one in this business cares about your family unless they care about your family.” She said this matter-of-factly. She had my dad’s recommendation and the Harvard pedigree, which was quite enough for anyone around here. After fifteen minutes with her, I could tell she was one of those people who work their butts off—eighty-, ninety-, sometimes hundred-hour weeks. The bleach in her hair covered up the premature grays, but despite its roundness, her face looked older than it should have, more weathered. I had to remind myself she was only in her early thirties, midlife crisis still distant on the horizon.

The idea that she’d kept the name because it was common was her lie, though—I could tell. She was either proud of where she came from or she loved her father (or some combination of the two), and though she’d taken Walsh because she did what was expected of her, she was unwilling or unable to part with what she was: a Randolph, daughter of a bookmaker.

She looked at the clock on the wall. “The market opens in thirty. I need to cut this short,” and then added glibly, “Best of luck to you, Emma.”

“Thanks,” I said, thinking, What a gal!

“Look, I’m not here to help you. That’s not my job. Your dad did something for me because my dad did something for him. Even Steven. I can promise you that I won’t get in your way.” Investment bankers do mentorship like deadbeat dads do parenting.

I tried to picture myself in her shoes, and I was, almost literally, wearing them already. Her experience, not within these walls, but outside them: waking up in the morning, checking her phone on the nightstand for something, anything, that happened in the five hours that had ticked by since the last time she checked, before she allowed herself some semblance of sleep, and then—in the absence of a firestorm, which she would have known about already because some young analyst would have called and woken her—letting the rush of warm water from her fancy showerhead run over her face. This would be her last calm moment of the day. This was what I cared about. I did not care about the male colleague who said she was hot enough to want to be around but not too hot to distract him, just the right amount of hot. I wasn’t concerned with some wide-eyed notion of doing good in the world, something beyond moving money around, making the rich richer. I actually looked forward to the boozy, coked-out nights, clubs and strippers, house music and bottle service. But none of this mattered to me as much as the experience of waking up as Pamela Randolph Walsh. The waking up with myself in this life was the unbearable part.

She had a high tolerance for pain. I did not. She went back for more. I did not. That was the difference between her and me.

Pamela swiveled her chair away from the table, stood up, and walked out without looking back. She didn’t smile or shake my hand. From behind, she was perfect. I had the feeling I was watching an actress playing her as she walked away. Through her silk blouse I could see the curvature of her back, which was slightly concave at her waist, accentuating her round ass. Her fitted skirt extended just past her knees but there was a slit in the back, revealing the smallest glimpse of her thigh as she walked. And she walked like a company woman, which is to say, hard footed, assured, the kind of woman you did not want living above you in an apartment building.

As she moved away from me, I had a premonition: Pamela Randolph Walsh would be a captain of industry one day.

In fact, she would eventually become the CFO of the fourth-largest investment bank in the United States. On her ascent, her name would not only catch up with her but propel her forward. The daughter of a bookmaker would be branded Wall Street’s moral compass. She’d rub elbows with senators and congressmen, and she would be adored not in spite of her story, but because of it. Tough dad; tougher daughter.

Observing Pamela walk away down the hall threw me back into myself, my slouched posture, the way I was touching my face, picking a piece of loose skin from my lip, the position of my leather bag on the floor, hastily dropped. Pamela and I had come from the same neighborhood and gone to the same business school but we were creatures of a different kind. As fate granted, I had arrived at her house. I’d put on the clothes and taken the subway and sucked down the coffee, but I didn’t have her middle name and I didn’t have her stamina.

Immediately after the meeting, I quit. I simply took the elevator down to the lobby and walked out. It may have been the shortest amount of time anyone has ever lasted on Wall Street: about an hour.

Subway to Ninety-Sixth, three blocks to Ninety-Ninth, trade the heels and nylons for cutoffs and flip-flops, check to make sure soul remains intact, leave boyfriend a note: Headed upstate, XOXO—Emma.

Upstate New York seemed like a cross between Brooklyn and Appalachia, grunge meets hillbilly with a dash of locally sourced food—heirloom tomatoes, foraged mushrooms, free-range everything—to an urbanite, better than the real thing, like oral sex. Back then, I thought I was trapped between towers, not of concrete but of desire, and Upstate seemed like a void, so I was willing to trade one wasteland for another.

I wish I could say I chose this town—the place that would establish my life’s trajectory—for a good reason, but I can’t. Within a year of moving here, I would fall deeply in love with the man who would become my husband and the father of my son. But I didn’t know that then. I moved north to escape. Simple as that. I moved to the middle of nowhere because I didn’t want to be anywhere—not New York City, not San Francisco, not Boston. I had one friend here, and some extended family on my dad’s side who lived over two hours away, west of Albany, family I didn’t know and had no plans to see.

I hopped a train to Poughkeepsie. From there, I called Samantha, who’d grown up with me in Wilton. She worked in admissions at the U., a college that was, at least in my head, so far upstate it might as well have been in Canada. She told me that their business school was hiring a lecturer for business communication and that, with an MBA from Harvard and my father’s last name, I was a shoo-in. I bought a one-way ticket on a Greyhound bus.

Perhaps I should have known back then that finance would eventually suck me back in—not the money, not the darling life, but how it feels to succeed in a way that is so immediately and perfectly measurable. Unrealized gain/loss in dollars and percent. Right there in black ink on the holdings sheet.



“HAVEN’T SEEN YOU IN here before,” I say to a stranger to my left, not with the inflection of a young woman but an old man: friendly, warm.

I take the last sip of whiskey in my glass. Amelia offers me another and I nod.

Whiskey: I like the way it makes me feel. It’s obvious to most people that gin and vodka and tequila and whiskey taste different, but drinkers, real drinkers, know that they feel different. Gin and vodka feel crisp and cool, operating on the upper fifth, shoulders to head. Tequila and whiskey are diffuse and warm—even if sipped cold—hitting the gut and rising through the stomach to the chest and eventually expanding upward to the head, slow and steady. As far as I can tell, both whiskey and tequila feel this way, but tequila hurts more going down, and people ’round these parts don’t like the taste. Sipping tequila is not a thing here at The Final Final. Don Julio is the best on the shelf, and the only time anyone drinks it is when some guy from out of town comes in and wants to do a shot. A few years back, kids from the U. occasionally bought shots of Cuervo, but that’s pretty much out of fashion these days. Now they are more inclined to go with the house shot or spin the wheel. Whiskey doesn’t need to be top shelf. I like Maker’s, but Jim Beam works just the same. Old Charter and Heaven Hill are good, affordable options. Whiskey is like a down comforter on a cold night. Climb in and adjust, let it warm your body as your body warms it. But know: the longer you stay in, the harder it is to get out. It just feels good. I really can’t describe it any better than that. It’s something you need to experience for yourself. Go ahead, have another.

Like breakfast cereal, people begin consuming alcohol at a particular time of life. For cereal, that’s when people are kids, when times are simple and failure hasn’t yet choked out life’s possibilities. This is why you see forty-year-old single men buying Frosted Flakes at the grocery store. They might have lost their taste for it long ago, but they still eat it because nostalgia operates on the brain like a narcotic. Of course, some people turn to liquor during the bad times, but I began ordering whiskey when I moved to Upstate New York. Here, I met Lucas, and he drank whiskey too, and together we drank even more whiskey because we spent more hours at the bar. These were some of the best days of my life. So maybe I like whiskey because of the way it feels, or maybe I like it for the same reason some people like Frosted Flakes.

My fingers touch, tip to tip, forming an igloo. I let them drop into each other and roll my thumbs, once, twice.

If only I could experience my hands with the wonder of an innocent babe. Mesmerizing to watch. Heavenly to feel. Skin soft as silk, grip strong as a vise, holding on and letting go. But I can’t. When I look at my hands, I see the story I tell myself again and again.

I’m not married. The woman I used to be, she was.

Everyone always wants to know why relationships fail. It’s a spiteful curiosity thing, schadenfreude, but also a self-preservation thing. People want to understand how to avoid the fall.

The answer is complicated. There isn’t one reason, one event. It has something to do with smoking cigarettes and drinking all night. It takes into account thousands of hours of labor on a small house, projects finished and unfinished. It is late-night conversations and inside jokes and making love and having a child. The answer is wrapped up, shrouded, and ensconced in prioritization, ambition, and work. Caring about these things is not the problem. Not caring about them is death.
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