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To Lybess Sweezy






“The Lehman bankruptcy was the financial equivalent of 9/11.”

—PAUL KRUGMAN

Nobel laureate, economist, and New York Times columnist

“It was the biggest financial shock since the Great Depression.”

—BEN BERNANKE

Nobel laureate and chairman of the Federal Reserve from 2006 to 2014








CHAPTER 1 THE STREET


THAT LEHMAN BROTHERS WAS GOING to end up as his best shot was a secret Jed had tried to keep from himself…and from the junior Lehman partners he’d met in earlier interviews. At the outset of his search, he, like all of his fellow members of the Harvard Business School class of ’77, had an avalanche of alternatives. For Jed, his sector was always going to be finance, and most particularly, investment banking…where the money was. He’d gone to the Caterpillar, Inc., interview, only to hone his interviewing skills. He knew that climbing the corporate ladder in the industrial sector was not for him and that Cat’s headquarters in Deerfield, Illinois, a half hour north of Chicago, would be as acceptable as Pripyat to a Chernobyl native. Forget about it! New York, the capital of capitalism, was where the big bucks were.

If one of the old-line WASP investment banks would have had him? Whoosh! But at First Boston? Well, after prying out of him that he’d joined Zeta Beta Tau, a Jewish college fraternity, the interviewer stared at his nose until he’d hidden it behind his hand. Something felt off at White Weld as well, and there too, he wasn’t invited back. The almost Jew-free Morgan Stanley had risen to first choice for a couple of weeks. He had made it through their two sets of early screenings, and when they’d invited him to lunch, it had begun promisingly. Although everyone present seemed to be a junior or “three sticks,” he was charming them right up to the best cup of coffee he ever had. But when he’d stood, the napkin he had tucked under his belt turned out to be the tablecloth. The crockery flying in all directions ended his chances there with a definitive clatter. So, fine. So, no Morgan Stanley.

Which left the ecumenical but predominantly Jewish Lehman Brothers. With scant job openings this late in Wall Street’s hiring season, if he didn’t receive an offer from them he’d be forced to return to Caterpillar on his hands and knees, and what? Learn golf, join Ravloe with its all-you-can-eat buffets heaped with schmaltz herring and kreplach, play poker with high school buddies who were running their fathers’ hardware or house-painting businesses? The half-life of his own father’s failures was ticking in the background as he tried to imagine the conversation with Amanda about Caterpillar’s collegial family culture and the allure of Chicago’s Art Institute.

Maybe God loved him after all. Lehman was a money machine. If he could get them to extend an offer, he would show those Morgan Stanley jagoffs (who were barely able to contain their laughter while they rushed him out to the reception area)! Fuck them anyway.

With Amanda still asleep, Jed examined the mirror one last time, giving final approval to the fit twenty-five-year-old with a full head of curly hair. His girlfriend’s note taped to the apartment door annoyed the hell out of him as he fumbled with the locks: “You’ve got this!” In fact, he did not have it. At this moment in time he did not have anything, save for the Harvard MBA, which, among his competition, was like having a neat haircut and a shined pair of shoes. She knew zilch about what he was up against. All the way to the Lex, he worried that she’d jinxed his final interviews.

Emerging from the subway at the base of Trinity Church, Jed joined the herd sweeping north past the old Broadway graveyard toward Wall Street: late-to-work secretaries scurrying in their high heels, young bankers loping with long brisk strides, traders in white jackets pausing to buy a Daily News on their way to the New York Stock Exchange. At Wall he turned east into the blindingly bright autumn sunrise. Using his hand as a visor, he found the William Street sign and took the right.

At One William, the eleven-story triangular Lehman building with its bold little cupola, surrounded by modern skyscrapers, dominated its corner with ferocious understatement. Jed felt the doorman’s eyes as he entered the neo-renaissance landmark. Wiping off a bead of perspiration, he presented himself to one of the two attractive young women seated behind an immense rough-hewn wooden desk that looked at least a century old.

Once seated, he was in a position to observe the scene more carefully. Runners, secretaries, delivery boys, bankers. “Congrats on the Hess announcement,” he heard one young man say to another, who answered, “Don’t jinx me, Himmelstein! No deal’s done till it’s done.” It seemed to Jed as if he were watching a choreographed play, one in which each actor feared losing his role to an understudy. And above it all hung three framed daguerreotypes of men whose eyes seemed to be assessing his worth. He could only assume these were the original Lehmans. Bearded and bow-tied, each resembled the shrewd dry goods merchant he had been. “You…you would be lucky to have me here,” he declared under his breath, all too aware that he’d not yet made the sale to either them or himself.

Soon after a grandfather clock with a long pendulum struck eight, his minder, a junior partner named Diamond, came rushing to collect him. He was portly, shorter than Jed’s five foot eleven, and gussied up in a double-breasted suit with matching bow tie and handkerchief.

“We’re late.” He hissed like it was Jed’s fault and led him over to wait for a manned elevator that would probably stop at every floor.

“We could walk,” Jed suggested.

“Are you kidding? He’s on nine!” Diamond replied dispositively, as if they would have needed several more weeks at base camp to prepare for the ascent.

On the way up, Diamond whispered his only briefing: “William Sawyer is the head of the oil and gas business, the firm’s biggest profit center. Came to New York from the Louisiana bayou without a pot to piss in.”

Sawyer’s assistant was away from her desk, so Diamond led them right into a large office where a heavyset man in his fifties was stroking golf balls into a device that popped one back to him if it fell into its hole. Tentatively clearing his throat, Diamond announced, “This is Jed Czincosca. Did well in math, just graduated from the Harvard B school.”

Sawyer, clearly annoyed to have missed his ten-footer, concentrated on another ball, neither looking up nor speaking. Jed glanced at Diamond, who was biting his cheek. “We can come back if—” Diamond ventured, prompting, at last, a response from Sawyer, who remarked in a Southern accent: “In my opinion, Harvard is bullshit.” Diamond pulled anxiously at his collar, Jed swallowed, and Sawyer maintained the focus of Nicklaus surveying a putt at Augusta. Then, after what seemed enough time to have played nine holes, he straightened up and glared at the interviewee. “Tell me one goddamn worthwhile thing you learned in that institution of so-called higher fuckin’ learning.”

Jed, vetoing “regression analysis” and “branding semiotics,” went with “how to deal with people from all walks of life.”

“Is that right?” said Sawyer. Leaning his weight on his putter, he resembled a circus elephant balancing on a stool. “So, Harvard taught you how to handle a low-life hick like me?”

Jed waited for the laugh, but Sawyer remained stone-faced.

Jed lowered his eyes. “I doubt anyone handles you, sir,” he finally ventured.

“Good answer,” said Sawyer, returning his attention to the putter. “Nice to have met you.”

After a mumbled “Thank you Billy” from Diamond, Jed scuttled out the door in his wake. “I’ve got to run to another meeting, so I’ll just drop you off at Frankenberg’s and pick you up around 11:45,” Diamond seemingly decided on the spot. “That went well.”

That went well? Hiding his incredulity, Jed composed himself and entered Frankenberg’s office. Frankenberg was around the same age as Sawyer, and his shelves displayed Lucite mementos of acquisitions by GE, Sears, and IBM, capital raisings for Exxon and General Motors, as well as photos of him with Presidents Nixon and Johnson. Clearly, he was as important as Sawyer, but success hadn’t settled in his midsection and jowls. There could be no doubt that Frankenberg was aware Jed was standing there, but he did not look up from his writing.

Eventually, Jed cleared his throat. Frankenberg affected to be startled. “Oh,” he said in a display of sub-off-off Broadway acting, “What can I do for you?”

“I’m Jed Czincosca,” Jed replied, “here to interview for an associate position.”

“Ah,” Frankenberg said, “well I’m sure you’re good or you wouldn’t be here. Is there anything I can tell you about Lehman Brothers?”

“Um…Perhaps you could share with me a lesson or two from your many years in the business?”

Frankenberg slowly took him in. “Sit down,” he finally said, and Jed collapsed gratefully into the nearest antique American chair. As his fingers sank into the upholstered armrest, he remembered the red BarcaLounger his dad had salvaged from a curb in a rich Chicago suburb.

The older banker entwined his fingers, touched the steeple of the church he’d created to his lips, and cleared his throat: “Don’t trust your clients or your partners.”

Before Jed had an opportunity to respond, a liveried retainer appeared with a carafe and four Wedgwood cups. “Coffee?” Frankenberg asked. “By the way, call me Allen.” Even as Jed began to relax a bit, he noticed that his hand reaching for the cup was shaking. “When you come to work here, I will teach you more about each of these precepts,” Frankenberg said.

When! Jed was ecstatic.

“I suppose,” Frankenberg continued, “it’s ‘a bit previous,’ as that redneck prick Sawyer would say, for me to go too far into this, so I will confine myself to remarking that some of the bankers here are less than exemplary human beings.”

Jed glowed in the warmth of Frankenberg’s fraternal candor. “Could you…I mean what—?”

“What I am saying is that some of my partners have criteria for talent which would not be tolerated in a true meritocracy. Figure out who they are and avoid them.”

When Frankenberg turned the subject to finance, Jed was delighted to understand at what he felt was a sophisticated level. Allen (as Jed had gingerly begun to think of him) mentioned that he was orchestrating the hostile takeover of Avis Car Rental by ITT covered above the fold in that morning’s Wall Street Journal. Then he segued smoothly into a discussion of world events and their possible effect on markets. Jed’s occasional “I couldn’t agree more”-s allowed him to experience the moment as a “conversation.” He was startled when Diamond burst into the room with a “Sorry to interrupt, but we’re late for your final interview.” Bidding Frankenberg a hurried farewell, Jed pursued the fleet-footed Diamond in a mad dash up two flights for their appointment with the firm’s president.

Dodging analysts tearing down the stairway with armfuls of prospectuses, they arrived, breathlessly in Diamond’s case, at the executive waiting area in front of Hathaway’s capacious office. Soon after, Hathaway’s younger assistant, the one farthest from his office door, had invited them to take a seat. Diamond began to fidget and look at his watch.

“How am I doing?” Jed asked in the hopes that making conversation would calm Diamond’s infectious anxiety.

“So far, so good I guess,” Diamond replied unencouragingly, before adding, “But rumor has it we lost a few mil on the forex market overnight, so the boss’s likely to be in one fuck of a bad mood.”

“Any tips?”

“Yeah. Don’t fuck it up.”

Several minutes later, they were shown in at the same time as a Black man of fifty or so, who was dangling a battered wooden box. Hathaway welcomed the three of them with a “Hi, Johnny.” Diamond handed Hathaway Jed’s folder, inclined his head respectfully, and backed out of the room.

Hathaway extended an arm to one of the three chairs opposite his desk and returned to some document he was studying. With Jed looking on, the shoeshine man opened his box into a makeshift seat, installed himself at Hathaway’s feet, and began applying himself to the task of bringing a preternatural sheen to Hathaway’s shoes. After drumming his fingers and looking out the window like he was alone in the room, Hathaway rotated the plush old chair he was sitting on in Jed’s direction, causing Johnny to scramble into a new position. “So, Mr. uh…Czincosca,” he said, civilly enough, against the background of Johnny’s spraying and rag-snapping, “you want to work at Lehman Brothers? It says here that you’ve met Lemle, Brownstein, Smythe, Diamond of course, and both Frankenberg and Sawyer. Who did you like the least?”

“The least?” Oh my god, the least. “Well, sir,…Mr. Sawyer is a most unusual personality.” This response elicited a raised eyebrow from Hathaway.

“Unusual in what sense?”

“I…I only had a moment with Mr. Sawyer,” Jed stalled, “but it was clear that he has very strong opinions.” I should have chosen a more junior guy like Lemle, damnit.

After another one of those interminable silences that Jed had begun to think of as the Lehman power pause, Hathaway remarked, “Well, you’re quite the diplomat, aren’t you?” And then he sat there. Immobile. Staring deep into Jed’s eyes. It took all of Jed’s willpower to accept the apparent brain scan without looking away while conveying the right admixture of deference and a confidence he did not feel. And when Jed mumbled him a “Yes sir,” Hathaway stood, extending his arm again, (this time) for a peremptory kiss-off handshake. Over Jed’s shoulder he yelled toward the door, “Get me on with Rubin!”

Jed was waiting at reception, only appearing to read Fortune magazine, his mind awash in whatever chemicals anxiety produces, when Diamond came to collect him. “How’d it go, Zinc?” Diamond asked, meting out the moniker that Jed hoped would stick with him throughout a long career on The Street.

“I…I’m not sure. I was only with Hathaway for a few minutes. But it seemed like forever and I—”

“Yes, Pete can be…imposing. C’mon and you can meet some of the guys in the bullpen.”



After what seemed hours of exploratory probes under the guise of friendly banter by those he hoped would soon become his colleagues, Jed was ushered to the William Street exit by a young man whose name he was unable to recall. In the uptown subway, packed as tightly as the mosh pit of a Pink Floyd concert, he was thinking so deeply about what he should have said to Hathaway that he almost missed his stop.

When he walked in the door that evening, Amanda was already curled up on their Sears futon. She had let her black hair down, freeing it from the bun she wound it into each weekday morning. She had changed into sweatpants. He could tell she was in a good mood because she was laughing at something in The New Yorker, and she jumped up to give him a hug. She knew how “on” he got for these interviews and wisely waited for him to change into some loose Levi’s and take a few puffs from the roach on his bedside table before asking, “How’d it go?”

“I…I think OK,” he said, inhaling some more pot. “Toke?”

She waved it off, sitting back to hear his description of the day. And when he was finished, she leaned over to kiss him. “If they’re any good at recognizing talent, you’re in,” she assured him cluelessly.

“No deal is done till it’s done,” he informed her.

Amanda was smiling expectantly, and he rummaged through his discursive thoughts to figure out what she was waiting for. Finally, she relieved him of the task, “I think I am going to get the editorial assistant job at Gourmet.” He had forgotten to ask about her interviews.

“I knew they’d love you,” he recovered. And after the briefest of hesitations, she curled up against him on the couch.

Many years later, Jed would look back on that night in the cheap Fifty-Second and Second Street studio apartment, darkening as the sun disappeared until they could only see the glow of the jay, as one of the happiest of his life. They were in the early phase of their relationship, and their indistinct view of each other in that unlit room was a metaphor for all the possibilities ahead.



Once he began his work in the beautiful old building, Jed was quickly schooled in the exigencies of the elite fraternity he was pledging. Nights, weekends, holidays—important in the lives of mere mortals—meant nothing next to the insatiable demands of the brothers. He came to think of himself as Zinc, just as the other associates accepted their handles. Pigliucci was Pig, Weisenfeld, the obnoxious suck-up Yale grad, was The Weasel, Levin with the prominent red birthmark on his cheek was Lobster, and soon just Lobs. They gossiped about the partners, for whom they had developed their own taxonomy: those who yelled at you were Screamers, those who threw things were Hurlers. Jed worked more for Diamond and Frankenberg (neither a Hurler nor a Screamer) than others; he did some balance sheet analyses for Hathaway (Screamer), and he tried to stay away from Sawyer, who was said to have thrown a golf ball through one of his office’s landmarked windows. But Jed couldn’t avoid doing a spreadsheet for him now and then. Their dialogues filled him with dread, lingered in his mind.

“On the price per barrel, did you use West Texas Intermediate or Brent?”

“I used the price that you told me to use, Billy.”

“That doesn’t answer the question.”

“OK. I don’t know.”

“Too real world for you? Barring a miracle, guy like you? Won’t ever give enough of a shit to find out.”

Probably Sawyer disliked him just because he saw Jed as Frankenberg’s boy, but rumor had it that Sawyer told anti-Semitic jokes, and his antipathy seemed to intensify with time.

“I been pondering,” he drawled one day after Jed had been at The Firm for almost a year. “Goldman’s drug testing their employees. Think we got any users ’round here?”

“No idea, Billy,” he managed before fleeing to the men’s room.

Sawyer’s harassment notwithstanding, Jed was a superstar. It had become apparent that, even in a highly numerate culture, Jed’s facility with numbers was extraordinary. Zinc became the element added ever more frequently to the enzymes of Lehman’s deal teams, especially when the key issue was bidding strategy in corporate takeovers. No one could touch him on deconstructing the financials of “The Target.” No one had as deep an understanding of its hidden liabilities, its profit margin potential, or how it manipulated its financial reporting.

By the time Jed received his first bonus, he had been taught to worship at the altar of discounted cash flow analysis, which places the least value on events further out in time and the greatest value on The Present. The evening he received that $85,000, the largest payout in his class, he sailed home with a cashmere sweater for Amanda and a suggestion that they save the white bean and duck leg cassoulet she had so assiduously prepared. This deserved a night out. At the restaurant, he noticed she’d hardly touched her duck terrine.

“You know, that’s the chef’s specialty,” he told her. “That’s why I suggested it. Frankenberg comes here with his wife.”

“The piece I’ve been working on is about French cooking in New York,” Amanda replied. “Of course, of course,” Jed said blankly and buried himself in his swordfish.

The following Saturday when he arrived at 4:17 for the 4:15 showing of Network they had planned to see together, his exaggerated heavy breathing when he burst through the entrance did not buy him absolution.

“We only missed the trailers,” he chuckled sheepishly as they settled into the two remaining seats in the top row of the balcony.

“I like the trailers,” she whispered across the young couple holding hands in the seats separating them.



As he segued from deal to deal, he tried not to calculate when he would make Partner. The prospect of finally owning part of The Firm made him almost giddy. (Even if one of his father’s harebrained schemes had succeeded, they would never have been worth a miniscule fraction of the Lehman enterprise.) And he had less and less patience for Amanda’s need for attention. Except for sex he didn’t need much of hers and, truth be told, not even then. His bouts of depression brought on by slights at work, real or imagined, were usually manageable with a joint and a few shots of vodka.

But then, his ascent hit a snag in the Ripkin deal. Ripkin, The Firm’s biggest fee payer, was battling City Investing for control of Associated Leisure. Frankenberg was running the show at Lehman, and he had been relying more on Jed than on Lemle, the director who was ostensibly Jed’s senior.

The female Wall Street Journal reporter who’d called him (not Lemle) had a husky voice and a Southern accent uncannily like Sawyer’s, but so sexy! “My sources tell me you are the one who’s closest to Allen Frankenberg, so I wondered if you’d be willing to confirm what we already know—”

He imagined a beautiful belle, early in her Big Apple career, impressed—as anyone would be—with the responsibility he’d been given on a billion-dollar deal. “Shoot,” he ordered, a man with little time to spare. Sitting in his cramped, windowless office, he was conjuring a woman with blond hair, a seductive smile, and a full chest, one who looked nothing like Amanda.

“Well, I am sure you have seen the Thunderbird Properties bid that just crossed the tape.”

“Um—”

“The one for $27.50?”

The analysis he’d given Frankenberg before they launched their $25 per share offer had shown the company to be worth between $32 to $35 to City after the efficiencies that their client could wring out.

“Who’s impressed?” he asked in a deep, confident voice.

“You mean you’re working on a reply bid?”

“I’m afraid I am not prepared to comment on our strategy at this time. Maybe when it’s all over we can get together for a drink and a post-mortem.”

When Jed picked up The Journal the following day, he was delighted to see his name and his “Who’s impressed?” quote on the front page, along with another one he sort of remembered having said: “We are confident of our ability to provide financing at any level that Ripkin Global might require.”

But it quickly became obvious that he had made a colossal mistake. It was bad enough he’d focused attention on himself. But even worse was the implication that Ripkin Global was planning an increase in its bid. While the Ripkin stock slid, Sawyer told any partner he could collar that hiring Czincosca had been an error. “He’s history, if I have anything to say about it.”

When Jed arrived home after an unusually brutal day of snarky comments at the unusually early hour of 7 p.m., he had no interest in food. While he finished smoking a mammoth blunt and consuming half a bottle of Stoli, Amanda attempted to pull the story out of him. She tried massaging his neck, but he had become nonverbal. The next morning, he was in no condition to work. She called in sick for each of them, fed him chicken soup, put some Mozart on, and rolled him some joints. By Friday she got him into the shower. After applying a little soap in the right places, she led him to the bedroom and nursed him to full life. That weekend the phone, atypically, didn’t ring. Lehman Brothers had been momentarily transmuted into a living organism, holding its breath, awaiting a verdict.

On Monday, in his best suit, Jed went straight to Frankenberg’s office to face the music. “Allen, I—” was all he managed before Frankenberg deadpanned, “You’re fired.” And after a charitably short beat, “Or you would have been if you weren’t so damned talented.”

“I—” Jed stammered, unsure how to express his appreciation.

“Forget it,” his rabbi said. “Did I ever tell you about the time I fucked up a key calculation on a General Motors deal?”

The fact that Frankenberg was able to prevent his having been shit-canned increased Jed’s standing with his peers. He applied himself with renewed zeal to the needs of The Firm, volunteering to participate in campus recruiting. This was the kind of extra commitment that would win him kudos, and it had the added benefit of enabling him to bring in a coterie of loyal novitiates. He was the initial sponsor of Fitzpatrick, a Baker Scholar from Harvard, and Smithson, a Penn graduate with a double major in law and business. Then, after hours of interviews at the Stanford Palo Alto campus, there came Breedlove, a geekily brilliant PhD candidate in mathematical aerodynamics.

“So, tell me about yourself, um…. Oscar,” he’d begun.

“I’m hungry,” was the surprising response.

“Would you like me to order you a burger or something?” Jed decided to roll with it, thinking his reply generous.

“Not that kind of hungry, Jedediah,” Breedlove had snapped. “You asked me to tell you something about myself, didn’t you?”

Insolent bastard! Jed didn’t appreciate the implication he was slow, and where did he get off calling Jed by his given name? Although annoyed, he forged ahead, intrigued. “Hungry, how?”

With no further prompting Breedlove recited his personal odyssey: a broken home, poverty, a long list of academic honors and victories in math competitions, concluding with a phrase Jed would never have dared use in his Lehman interviews: “I want it all. Money, power, glory.”

After Breedlove answered some math questions so dazzlingly that Jed felt jealous, Jed decided to invite him to New York. It was unlikely this young man would get through the selection process, but after a long, unproductive day, Jed figured Screw it, at least it will show I can think outside the box.



By late in his second year at Lehman, Jed felt he had found a way to handle the pressure. Broken deals and criticisms required “sick days,” but if he could make it to the weekend, dope, Stoli, and sex in proportions appropriate for the exigencies of the precipitating factor allowed him to manage his return to functioning verticality.

Unfortunately, the sex part with Amanda shriveled a bit with the arrival of their firstborn, Peter. He was a beautiful boy with his mother’s high cheekbones and a dimple in his chin that scrunched mischievously when he laughed. He was inquisitive, inspecting thoroughly all food, toys, and fabrics in his vicinity. However, now it was not just Amanda that Jed kept waiting but Petey, who needed, according to Amanda, “more of his daddy.” But, when Jed managed to carve out a whole Saturday morning of free time for Amanda, who used it to change Petey’s diapers, feed, hug, and read to him, Jed couldn’t help but think, Why do I even bother to come home?

One late Friday afternoon toward the beginning of his third year at the firm, Jed stopped by Frankenberg’s office to deliver a Has/Gets analysis for Bendix. The industry pioneer was one of Jed’s top accounts, and he was helping the company plan a clandestine sweep of Asarco mining shares in the open market. Frankenberg looked preoccupied.

“Continental Insurance needs a billion or so to hire more agents and expand into new markets,” he told Jed, putting the Has/Gets in his briefcase.

“Sounds great.”

“But they can’t take on more debt without getting downgraded by Moody’s and S&P,” Frankenberg explained. “And if they sell common stock, they dilute the ownership of their existing shareholder base, maybe hurt the value of management’s options.”

“Can I help?”

“I need a security that looks like debt to the tax authorities but is counted as common stock by the rating agencies.”

Jed understood the alchemical challenge. “By when?”

“Before the Commitment Committee meeting Monday afternoon.”

“Let me have a go at it, Allen,” was the response that led to a late-night evening at the office. He tasked Fitzpatrick with an analysis of Continental’s debt deals and Smithson with the yields and payout ratios on their shares. Breedlove drew the short straw: a complex cost-of-capital analysis.

As surprised as Jed had been when The Firm hired Breedlove, he was almost as amazed that Breedlove had convinced someone to marry him. “A biotech research assistant at Rockefeller University,” Breedlove had said, showing him a photograph of a woman with a butch haircut and coke-bottle-thick eyeglasses. She was pregnant. “Nadia got us tickets for the Colombia Chamber Orchestra at Lincoln Center tonight,” Breedlove lamented.

“Think of the money you’ll save on dinner,” Jed told him.

From home Jed poured over the Internal Revenue regulations, SEC rules, and Moody’s precedents. He called every hour or so to harass, or as he thought of it, to “guide” the team at the office. When he showed up in person at 4 a.m., the three associates were slumped at their desks like plants someone had forgotten to water. But in the Miracle-Gro of Jed’s presence they snapped to. Breedlove lied for them all, “Hey, Jed! Great that you’re here!”

“Yeah, right. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

“So, what I did was, I assumed—”

“Did I ask what you assumed? Just hand it over,” Jed interrupted, blowing Breedlove up at the launch pad. Reviewing the analysis did not appease him. “Motherfucker! You’re what? Going to solve the whole problem single-handedly?”

Breedlove had integrated the work of the other two and laid out his own annoyingly thought-provoking but flawed solution. “I ask you for a fucking cost-of-capital analysis, but no, you decide to come up with your own genius answer. Your assumptions are crap!” Jed blared, tearing the work in two and stomping on it. “You’ve got some pixie dust that can make Continental grow at 6 percent? A magic potion to make a 3 percent preferred trade at par? We’ve wasted four hours on your bullshit.”

Breedlove stood motionless. “Jed, I….I wasn’t trying to do your job. Was just—”

“Ha! Do my job?!” Jed shrieked, looking like he was about to achieve liftoff before he composed himself. “OK. Out! Take the rest of the day off.”

Poring over data through the next several hours with the now-cowering Fitzpatrick and Smithson did not produce the solution he’d promised Frankenberg. Each fix of one problem caused another to pop up. In need of some sleep, Jed wearily headed home in one of the cars the dispatcher summoned from the line waiting on Hanover Street.

There is no solution, he thought, as he shut the blackout curtains against the early morning sun. But when he awoke Saturday afternoon from a dream about griffins and other mythical amalgams, he heard himself exclaim, “Yes!”

Dressing hurriedly, Jed went over the attributes of the security they would create, double-checked the numbers, and called Frankenberg with his elegant solution—a hybrid perpetual preferred stock. Based on Jed’s inventive reconciliation of an obscure Section 163 tax regulation with a Price Waterhouse Opinion Letter and a Moody’s decision about one of Continental’s competitors, Frankenberg was able to shepherd a $1.2 billion convertible preferred “stock” issuance through a successful public syndication. In essence, Continental would go on to save $40 million a year in taxes, The Firm would earn $30 million on the trade, and a whole new line of business had been created. Jed was a hero.

He made partner soon after his thirtieth birthday and was named head of the newly formed Structured Finance department. In no time he assembled a team of highly paid ninjas operating with impunity in the no-man’s land where tax, accounting, and rating agency rules met. His bonus that year was $2.3 million: half cash, half Lehman shares. He used the cash to buy another slug of shares at 20.33 percent under the market. Finally, he had the toehold he’d worked his ass off for: his first serious ownership position in The Firm! And soon anyone who needed to sell Lehman shares knew he was the go-to guy. With no difficulty at all, he set up a line of credit at Citi to buy at every opportunity.



The more Lehman stock Jed owned, the greater his commitment to The Firm grew. As his investment increased, so did the frequency of his Stoli/pot binges, and the more frequently they occurred, the more nudges Amanda gave about the family’s need for a “relaxing vacation.” A week here and there at their second home in Quogue was not what she had in mind. Her nagging after the birth of their second son was becoming unbearable to him, as apparently as his bouts of depression were to her.

Finally, one Saturday evening, the issue over vacation was resolved. He had been reading to Petey, who was six, and Robby, who was almost four. Tiffky Doofky was a story about a dapperly dressed canine garbage collector seeking love in all the wrong places. Amanda entered the room just as Tiffky found his true love in Estrella the snake charmer.

“Stay, mommy,” Petey begged. She sat down on his bed.

“Do ducks really know the future?” Petey asked, referring to the prediction by Madame Tarsal, the fortune-telling mallard who had foreseen Tiffky’s happiness.

“Only talking ducks,” Jed said.

“Daddy, story,” Robby requested, around the thumb in his mouth.

Jed and Amanda looked affectionately into each other’s eyes over the bodies of their sleepy children. “Once upon a time,” he began, “Tiffky and Estrella had a litter of two beautiful puppies. Tiffky was a complicated mutt, and happiness was hard for him. He loved the puppies like crazy, often bringing a special something for them that he’d found in the garbage.”

“Woof,” Robby said.

“But he was crazy focused on one thing.”

“What, daddy?” Petey wanted to know.

“Owning the dump, or as much of it as he could get his hands on—”

“Do doggies ever go on vacation?” Petey interrupted. He had obviously been pre-programmed by Amanda. In a heartbeat Jed went from angry to resigned to magnanimous.

“I don’t know,” he smiled, “but how would you boys like to go on one?”



After they arrived at the eighteenth-century Hôtel de Crillon on the Champs-Élysées, Jed retrieved the joints he’d snuck into the au pair’s luggage. He surprised Amanda with a day of cooking classes at Lenôtre. He allowed Petey to call room service, and when the tray of croque monsieurs, their translation of Petey’s “ham sandwiches,” arrived on an ornate silver cart, the boys were delighted.

The second day began well enough in the hotel’s sun-drenched breakfast room. Jed and the boys were enjoying croissants and cups of chocolat. Amanda was happily torturing with her French a stranger at a nearby table when the waiter handed Jed a lovely little envelope with a polite “Pour vous, Monsieur.” Jed tore it open, and then he tore it up. Instantly he yelled the guy back.

“Waiter! Check.”

Amanda’s reparative attempt, “L’addition, s’il vous plait,” annoyed the shit out of Jed.

“What’s wrong, honey? There’s been an international incident?” she asked, reaching for his hand in the taxi to the Bois de Boulogne, a large park in the 16th arrondissement.

“No, goddamn it. But with Audit now reporting to Sawyer, I might as well work in the Soviet Union.” In the cab, while Jed stewed in his angry juices, Amanda proceeded as if it had become her most urgent life task to teach them all French.

“Bridge is le pont,” she explained. “The word for tree is l’arbre.”

But even when they arrived at the park, Jed couldn’t let it go. “Every time my guys make an outsized gain, Sawyer sends his tools in to review trades, interrogate everyone.”

“Jed. Relax. You’ve got nothing to hide.” She looked at him for affirmation, but he averted his eyes. “C’mon, we’re on vacation,” she coaxed.

“We’re on vacation,” he mimicked in a high-pitched voice. “How do you say in French ‘Fuck the Internal Audit Department?’ ”

She could hardly bear it. “How ’bout I translate ‘I’m married to an obsessive who thinks of nothing but business?’ ” she yelled once the boys had skipped ahead on the sylvan path.

They were arguing so heatedly they almost didn’t hear the splash when Petey pushed his younger brother into the Lac Majeur. Jed ran up to a scene of rowboats gliding across the water, a family of ducks struggling onto shore, and Petey screaming, “Over there!” His older son pointed to a place where Jed saw bubbles breaking the surface. He plunged in, felt around, and finally making contact with his son’s body, hauled him up by his shirt. Though the water was too deep for Robby, Jed was able to stand, and he carried his youngest son back to the shore. For a terrifying few seconds, Robby stared at his father unseeingly, but when Jed slapped him on the back, he gasped and started coughing. Amanda wrapped her arms around the boy.

“It’s okay, it’s okay,” she assured Robby in a frantic voice while Petey stared at the ground.

“Jesus, Petey. He’s only four!” Jed raged, shaking the contrite six-year-old so hard that even Robby was reduced to tears. Since Robby was crying anyway, Jed let him have it too: “Stick up for yourself, goddamn it!”

At the hotel, they showered and dressed for their long-scheduled dinner at the exclusive Taillevent, and as they closed the door to their suite, they heard the au pair’s attempts at peacemaking about who pushed who at the Lac Majeur. When, implicitly having buried their earlier near-lethal argument, they arrived at the restaurant, the snooty maître d’ studied the reservation list forever, finally smiling as if he had resolved a knotty problem. “Monsieur Zeencoska, you will follow me if you please,” he said and led them to their table, pausing briefly by a large cage of live game birds. “We can prepare him any style,” the maître d’ said, gesturing at the quails, snipes, and woodcocks.

The sommelier appeared as two busboys in Taillevent uniforms were helping them push in their chairs. To show him who was boss, Jed rejected his suggestion of a full-bodied Côte de Beaune, choosing instead a ridiculously expensive ’74 Napa cabernet. A server with a “Taillevent” emblem on his tuxedo arrived to offer them a complimentary amuse-bouche before the waiter with a waxed handlebar mustache arrived to take their order.

“Would Monsieur-Madame permit a suggestion or two?” he said unctuously.

“Why not?” Jed answered over Amanda’s “Mais, oui.”

The waiter then rattled off a list that seemed to delight Amanda. She chose the Rémoulade de Tourteau à l’Aneth and the Tournedos de Boeuf Rossini avec Pommes de Terre Anna.

“And for the gentleman?” he inquired, turning toward Jed.

“Do you have, like, a green salad?”

Following a pause—a long pause—the waiter conceded: “I ask the Chef shall he prepare for you the salade verte.” And then, with ill-concealed disdain, “Will that be all, or will Monsieur be having a plat principal?”

Flushed, but pre-ballistic, Jed took a deep breath, “OK, I’ll have this one,” he said, pointing to the Selle et Cotes d’Agneau Dorees à la Sarriette aux Saveurs Meridionales.

Over the hors d’oeuvres, Jed was enthusing about a block of Lehman shares he’d just bought from a desperate partner who needed cash for his father’s brain surgery, when he noticed Amanda wasn’t listening. Probably she was off in some kind of culinary nirvana with her unpronounceable complexity of an appetizer. “I’m what? Boring?”

“Boring is not the mot juste.”

He frowned. “Well OK, what is the mo juiced?”

“The mot juste means ‘exactly the right word.’ ”

“Uh huh…What is the right word?” He clutched the sides of the table.

“Narcissistic? Solipsistic? Self-absorbed? It’s multiple choice, and there is more than one correct answer. Actually, if you want to, go with “Other.” I am all ears.”

“OK, Amanda,” he said, twitching with anger. “Other! Other, as in, other worries than how good something looks, tastes, sounds, feels! Other as in working constantly to create security for us. You think I can flip a switch from win or die to all lovey dovey? Do you have any clue about the shark tank I swim in every day? Let me tell you something about sharks: They stop swimming, they drown.”

“I had no idea I was living with a world class ichthyologist,” said Amanda, placing her chin on her hand and looking at him with fake adoration. “Do say more.”

“You know?” he said through gritted teeth. “This whole thing has just not been working.”

“What whole thing?”

“Our m…Maybe we should just—”

He was interrupted by the arrival of her Tournedos and his Cotes d’Agneau. The steam and fragrance that arose between them upon the simultaneous revelation of their exquisitely presented dishes gave them each pause. Silently, they began to eat. In their most intimate moments, he had never witnessed a look of such sheer rapture on her face. And his lamb! It had the texture of meat but was melting in his mouth. The sauce, built on a base of butter with a hint of champagne, was ambrosia for a god, making him younger with each slowly chewed bite.

When he acceded to Amanda’s “You have to try this” as she held out a forkful of her beef Rossini, sheer delight shamed him into a ceasefire. She looked beautiful in the candlelight.

“I am doing my best,” he muttered.

“Mmm,” she said, and they laid down their forks.






CHAPTER 2 CAPITALISM 101


ROBERT ISAAC CZINCOSCA, JED’S FATHER, was incapable of working for anyone but himself. How he rose from Private to Private First Class in the US Army remains a mystery. After he came home at the end of World War II, he got in “on the ground floor” of the Maidenform Brassiere Corporation, which had segued from supporting the troops through its parachute harness business to supporting women’s breasts. As Robert told it, he secured the job on the strength of an intro from an Army buddy along with some stories about his helpful risk-taking during the London blitz.

The newly returned veteran took his hiring as evidence of his sales ability, and a sense of kismet from having landed a job so quickly carried him for the first few months. But he could not even bring himself to say the word “boss,” and he bridled when he had to fill out a customer call report.

The week after he quit his Maidenform job, he announced, to Jed’s older brother, Lenny, “It’s time for one of our father/son excursions.” Robert always insisted on keeping his plans a surprise, so neither his wife, Ruth, nor the boys knew what excursion he had in mind other than that it would be “outdoors.” Robert had been hyper in his immediate post-bra week, slamming the icebox closed, waking up at five-thirty to chastise the milkman for banging the back screen door, and frequently leaving the apartment to run never-specified errands.

Lenny was uncomfortable handling his father alone, but Jed, age seven and almost four years his junior, had been judged too young to be included. During the night, a snowstorm of typical 1959 ferocity had dumped twenty-six inches on the streets of Chicago. The sound of cars passing below the frosted windows of their third story walk-up was more muffled than usual. The snow had stopped, but a few flakes drifted down from roofs and trees.

After Lenny had put on his snowsuit, his mother jammed his gloves on, wrapping his muffler so tightly around his neck that he gagged. Then she fumbled in the trunk the Czincoscas shared with the Levys and Cohens on the landing outside their front doors for Lenny’s Mickey Mouse cap. She pulled it over his ears and pronounced him adequately bundled for an extremely cold winter day in the Windy City: “Genug…enough.” Then, as she turned to give her husband a hug, Ruth’s hand brushed the flask in his back pocket. She looked as if she was about to say something Lenny’s father wouldn’t like. Instead, she turned back to Lenny, who felt her dry lips on his forehead. Jed had been sentenced to a half hour in their shared room for screaming about his exclusion and leaving a mark when he hurled his Superman doll at the wall.

As Lenny and his father walked downstairs, Lenny began sifting through some clues his father had dropped about where they might be going. Was the boy to look forward to a freezing afternoon of catching no fish through the ice at Jackson Park Pond? But despite hints about how many fish they’d seen there last summer, Robert had a different plan in mind.

Lenny had never been to the basement of their apartment building, and the roar of the furnace was deafening. They bypassed the chute where the coal was delivered, and Robert flicked on a light. He grabbed his son’s sleeve with his left hand and two large pails with his right; then, he pulled the boy along, and they headed straight to the source of the noise. Releasing Lenny, Robert picked up a nearby shovel and filled one of the buckets with furnace ash. When he stepped back and nodded at the empty one, no words were required, nor would they have been hearable. Once Lenny seemed occupied, Robert reached behind him and took a few pulls from the pint he thought the lad didn’t know he was carrying. Even after putting the Mickey ear flaps up, Lenny was sweating by the time he finished his task.

The Pontiac Robert bought on installment for two hundred bucks from Feldheim’s Used Wheels, the family car forever, had a trunk large enough for the two heavy buckets. They wedged the buckets in with boxes of merchandise Robert was supposed to return to his recently former employer. Lenny closed the trunk after stealing one last look at the drawing of a pretty woman in a short skirt and brassiere who was smiling flirtatiously as she laced up a shoe with a blade under it: “I dreamed I was ice-skating in my Maidenform bra.” After a few minutes of digging the car out, off they went.

As they turned onto Luella in a better-off neighborhood than their own, they saw a wasteland of little snow mountains with door handles, antennas, and snow-covered mirrors peeking through. But they also immediately spied their first potential “client,” an older man in a black suit and tie sitting at the wheel of a stuck Chevrolet. He was hitting the steering wheel with the heel of his hand, and it looked like he was swearing. Fumes were coming out of the Chevy’s tailpipe in gray puffs as he gunned its engine, and the two entrepreneurs probably would have smelled burning rubber from its back wheels if their windows had been open. “Think he’s an undertaker?” Robert chortled.

The father and son team stopped in the middle of the otherwise deserted street to reconnoiter and didn’t have to wait long before the “prospect” stepped on the gas again. Through their car’s closed windows, they heard the muted squeal of his Goodyears in the inversion they’d created. The prospect’s car rocked as the driver’s rhythmic pumping failed to achieve escape velocity. Robert beamed as if he’d just been chosen by one of Arthur Godfrey’s talent scouts.

“Get out,” he ordered.

“And what?” the boy asked.

“And help the man.”

“Help him how?”

Robert looked annoyed, like Lenny was being purposefully dense. “OK. On this first one, I’ll show you the ropes.”

So, they exited the warm car to a blast of arctic air, and he knocked on the guy’s window. The guy rolled it down. “My son,” Robert chuckled ingratiatingly and nodded downward, pointing at the boy with his head. “My son can help you out of this pickle.” He nudged Lenny, who smiled on cue.

The guy didn’t quite smile, but he seemed intrigued. “He doesn’t look big enough to—”

“Guaranteed results or your money back.”

“How much?”

Getting the picture, Lenny piped up, “Whatever seems fair.”

“Fine, kid. Work your magic.”

Robert and Lenny walked back to their car. Robert opened the trunk, handed Lenny a bucket, and lifted his chin toward the back of the guy’s Chevy. Lenny dragged the bucket there.

“Throw some ash under the wheels,” Robert instructed.

“I’ll get my mittens dirty. Mom will kill me.”

“Take ’em off.”

“It’s fifteen degrees outside.”

“Don’t be a weenie.”

So, Lenny took the mittens off, and Robert told him how to spread the ash. His hands were probably red by the time he finished, but there was no way to tell under the soot. The boy hated to think about what the inside of his mittens were going to look like, but he wasn’t about to touch that fender with his bare hands. Father thumbs-upped the guy to step on the gas, they both leaned into it, and the car was free! And Lenny fell into the ashes he’d just laid down. Mom is indeed going to kill me, the boy thought.

Robert pulled him up and nudged him forward as the guy stopped in the middle of the street. Rolling down his window, he gave Lenny a “You’ll go far, kid” and five dollars.
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