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PART I


Summer 2001






ONE




Iwas a morning person.

So when JJ Carlson rang me at 6:00A.M.that Monday, he caught me on my second cup of black coffee and the last page of the Wall Street Journal. 


He had something to show me, he said. Something neat. No clues. I was just to get myself to the corner of East 80th and First. I knew it was going to be special, worth the journey. It wouldn’t be JJ’s vacation snapshots.


I was with him in no time. I stood and stared.


My God, it was a beautiful car.


I ran my hand along the silver paneling. The headlights glared from the foot of a massive hood that reared up into a subtly tinted sweep of windshield. A thousand car magazine clichés ran through my mind as I fought to find a single word that might do justice to this piece of machinery.


“A McLaren F1,” I murmured.


“Yup,” said JJ Carlson. His tanned and manicured finger tappedlightly on the bodywork. “Only one in Manhattan, least that’s what the guy said.”


He was probably right. In my five years in New York, I’d never seen an F1 weaving through the clutter of yellow cabs and buses or stuck in a line headed for the Lincoln Tunnel. But JJ would’ve wanted it in writing. He never left anything to chance.


He towered over me, sleek as the car. He opened the gull-wing door and signaled for me to get inside. I wanted to look casual, cool. But it wasn’t easy as I squatted down low and eased a leg over the sill. I was then confounded by the sight of the steering wheel on a console sticking out from the center of the dash. Where the hell was I supposed to go?


Then I noticed that there were three seats. The driver’s was in the middle.


I eased myself back into the rock-firm leather. The seatbelt was like a parachute harness. JJ slid behind the wheel and turned to buckle me up.


I scanned the dash—utilitarian, serious; portholes of precise data.


“Two hundred and forty miles per hour,” JJ said, reading my mind. “And before you ask, a million and change.”


A million dollars for a car.


I whistled appreciatively and JJ seemed pleased. He turned on the engine. To my surprise the noise wasn’t anything special, neither a purr nor a growl. JJ put the car into first gear, brought up the clutch, and gently pressed on the accelerator. The light caught pricks of sweat on his temples as he tilted his head back a fraction.


He rammed his foot down.


I was thrust back into my seat. We headed down East 80th, hitting one hundred miles an hour in too few seconds to count.


JJ’s arms stretched out, locked on the stubby steering wheel at an unyielding three o’clock. Eyes glossed by a film of adrenaline.


The world outside was a blur. Before I could begin to assess the likelihood of bowling over a pedestrian or atomizing another car coming out of a parking space, JJ slammed on the brakes and came to a dead stop at the junction of East 80th and East End Avenue.



I felt the steel grip of his hand on my shoulder.


“What do you think?” he asked.


I thought of those gut-wrenching roller-coaster rides I’d never completely enjoyed as a kid. “Awesome,” I managed.


“It’s only a car,” he said, then started to listen intently to the rumble of the idling engine. “I heard a noise.”


He toed the throttle a little.


“Sounds okay to me,” I ventured.


“Maybe you’re right,” JJ said after a moment. He pressed something and my door opened. “But I just want to give it another run.” He turned to me with a grin. “No distractions this time.”


As I got out, JJ leaned over and gave me a helpful shove. His eyes were cold blue now.


“Chill out, Fin,” he said. “When I get back I’m going to let you have a go behind the wheel. You like?”


“Oh, yes, I like.” I smiled.


“Cross over East End Avenue and wait for me at the end of East 80th. I’ll be with you in two minutes.”


JJ waited for the light to turn green before easing the car from a standstill and turning right to head around the block.


“What the hell was that?” a dog walker asked, rocking back on his heels and yanking at about ten leashes like he was auditioning for the chariot race in Ben-Hur. 


“A McLaren F1,” I said.


“Never heard of it,” he said. “But I guess it goes pretty fast.”


“About two-forty miles an hour.”


The dog walker thought for a moment. “What’s the point of a car like that in Manhattan?” he said.


“I’ll get back to you on that,” I replied.


I looked up East 80th and could make out headlights flashing about two blocks up. I ran to the other side of East End Avenue.



East 80th at this point was a dead end. A sign made that quite clear. And to emphasize the fact, there was a stoplight showing a permanent red. The street ran about twenty yards before terminating at a steelbarrier. Beyond the barrier there was a sheer drop into a deep gully, about thirty feet across. Beyond the gully lay the FDR Drive. I could hear the hum of early-morning traffic nose-to-tailing it down the southbound lane. Beyond the FDR lay the East River.

I headed toward the barrier so that I could stand facing up East 80th and get a full frontal view of the McLaren as it approached. I noticed that there was some old burlap and a few strips of lumber lying on the sidewalk. Unusual in this part of town; the residents would not be pleased. Two pieces of lumber were laid up against the barrier.


I heard the shriek of an engine at full throttle. JJ was about a hundred feet from the junction. He covered the distance between us in a blink and I realized he wasn’t going to stop. I threw myself to the side and looked up in time to see the front wheels mount the lumber. The wood snapped, but the car had cleared the barrier and spun out over the gully.


There was silence.


I watched the sun flash against bodywork as the McLaren rolled and revealed its dark underbelly. For a second, the car held still at the top of its arc, as if it had a decision to make.


Then it dropped.


There was an ear-splitting crash as it landed in the midst of the traffic on the FDR. I could hear the helpless thuds of vehicle after vehicle piling into one another.


Then, again, silence.


I got up and looked over the parapet. The nucleus of the impact was an insoluble puzzle of twisted metal, shimmering in a haze of gas vapor and boiling coolant. Farther back, the zigzag of wreckage was more intelligible, somehow retaining more familiar shapes, badly bent but still recognizable.


For a moment, there was nobody to be seen. It was as if dozens of vehicles had decided to stage a mass suicide and just gone out and done it, leaving their owners at home.


Then I heard the screaming. Cars don’t scream. People do that; hurt, trapped people. And then those who weren’t trapped—or dead—started to emerge, stooped, bloodied, like blitzkrieg survivors venturing from their bunkers.



Drivers and passengers from the cars in front of where JJ had landed were running toward the center of the conflagration that had missed them by less than the jolt of a second hand. Those in their wake had been doomed by an extra spoonful of cereal, the clean bra they couldn’t find, the lazy gas pump attendant.


“What the fuck happened?”


It was the dog walker again.


“I don’t know,” I said weakly.


I stared at the carnage, trying to make sense of it.


Then the sirens came.


The noise rose, the cranking up of the emergency service’s cacophony. Time dissolved into shouts and the scrape of cordons being dragged into place. The rattle of helicopters vied with the drone of generators powering lifting and cutting equipment. A news reporter, one hand cupped over his ear, yelled real-time commentary at a camera set up next to a van gored by a transmitter mast as tall as a tree.


I didn’t bother to check my wristwatch. Time was now the allotted slice of satellite uplink.


I wanted to go back to my apartment and hear the seconds lazily clack by on the simple kitchen clock.






TWO




But I didn’t go back to the apartment. I went to the office instead. There I was, in the unremarkable lobby of the Credence Building, checking in with security and heading for the bank of elevators that would take to me to the twenty-fifth floor and Clay & Westminster’s New York headquarters.

Clay & Westminster. English attorneys. A leader in London. Europe and the Far East too. But here in New York, something smaller, something clinging halfway up a modest tower facing the East River, a stone’s throw from Wall Street. Yet for the past ten years it had survived here; more than survived, it had prospered to a degree: attracted clients, made money. It didn’t generate waves, but its ripples were regular and well defined.


People were staring at me. I checked myself up and down: charcoal suit, black laced shoes. I fingered the knot of my burgundy Ferragamo tie, returning it to geometrical precision across its bed of crisp white cotton.


I tried to review the day’s schedule in my head. A blank. Meetings.Something tedious droned from a recess of my mind, but wouldn’t identify itself. The social calendar? That wouldn’t be up to much. No, wait. Ernie. Drinks with Ernie Monks. Ernie visiting from London; another fish out of water. Was it today or tomorrow?


“Are you okay?” someone asked.


A little light-headed, maybe.


I stepped into the elevator and checked my watch. Nine-thirty. Late. Just a few more, lingering minutes. That’s all I needed, a short linger. Then I’d be fine; then things would start swimming back into focus.


In reception, clients and visiting attorneys sat in black leather armchairs or perched awkwardly on the edge of matching overdeep couches. They were reading newspapers or studying files, ignoring me, uninterested. A lone woman stood with her back to the floor-to-ceiling window. She would have a choice of views: to her left, the Brooklyn Bridge, to her right, Governor’s Island. Ahead, the quaint sailing ships of South Street Seaport, and below, the FDR. I could hear the sirens; nothing unusual about that, though. Glancing at me, she frowned and turned away.


The receptionist stirred and slid her headset onto her shoulders. Was I okay? she asked.


Smiling, I ran my hand along the mahogany curve of her desk before heading down the hallway leading to the attorneys’ offices.


Paula, my secretary, was coming the other way, as if she had been hanging around for my arrival.


“Fin, where the hell have you been?”


With my buddy, JJ Carlson, where else?


“Sorry I’m late.” I carried on walking toward my office, letting her trot beside me.


She tugged crossly at my sleeve. “What happened to you?”


To me? Nothing really. To JJ, to those poor bastards on the FDR—they should have ignored the alarm clock.


We reached my office and I satisfied myself it hadn’t changed since eleven-thirty the night before. The dark-stained wood shelves still held the same books and journals, the spinach-green leather-topped desk still supported a PC and brimming in-trays. The phone still winked its unchecked messages.



The newness of the day was heralded only by the presence of a faxed copy of The Times of London crossword puzzle, my affected genuflection in the direction of the Mother Country. At the top of the single sheet: “To Fin Border—your Red Cross parcel. Regards, Jessica.”


I didn’t know Jessica. Secretaries for attorneys at my link in the food chain put little distance between joining Clay & Westminster and leaving it. But she knew me, it seemed; the temporary keeper of the lighted candle in the window back home.


I fired up the PC while Paula planted herself in front of me and pointed at my forehead. Paula had been with me five years, the whole of my expatriate life in New York. My interpreter, my streetfinder.


“You seen your face?” she said.


“What do you mean?”


“You got a cut. It’s difficult to tell where it is, there’s a mess of blood all over.”


I put my hand to my forehead and could feel the crusty ridges of clotted blood from behind the hairline down to my eyebrows. How could I have missed it? Suddenly it felt itchy. A splinter from one of JJ’s snapping launch ramps, perhaps.


“I better get cleaned up,” I said.


I started to lever myself out of the seat, but Paula splayed her hand across my chest and pushed me back.


“I’ll take a look at it,” she said. “Then either you’re going to the emergency room or you go to your meeting. You’re already late.” She sighed theatrically. “Look at your screen, boss, while I get something to clean you up.”


I logged into my calendar. There it was: nine-thirty, Schuster Mannheim. Our office, Conference Room B. Coffee and cookies to be provided.


Fin the Quartz. That was the pet name Sheldon Keenes, our resident partner, had christened me with. Never late, dependable.


Paula returned with the office first-aid kit and sidesaddled on the edge of the desk before tipping gauzes, creams, and bandages over it. Dunking a ball of cotton in a plastic cup filled with warm pink liquid, she started to sponge me down. I didn’t say anything; I just looked upinto her beautiful black face and those dark, dark eyes, slightly scrunched up in concentration. She would make a great nurse.


After a while and about five wads of cotton, she arched her back to assess her work.


“You’ll live,” she said. “Like most head cuts, it looks worse than it really is. You don’t even need a stitch.” She took a small bandage and stuck it near the center of my forehead.


“So now tell me what happened,” she said.


I tried to piece it together in my head, an autopilot rehearsal: telephone call, car, speed, road. Crash. I hadn’t been in the car, had I? No, no. It was JJ. JJ Carlson, Jefferson Trust’s star banker. I didn’t know where to begin. I smiled wanly and massaged my temples with both hands. I had a headache.


Paula gave me a curious look. “Anyway,” she said. “While you’ve been bumping your head, things have been happening on the FDR up in the eighties. Big car wreck, shut the whole thing off. Ten people dead, they reckon, and a whole lot more injured. It sounds bad.”


“How do you know?” I murmured, not that it mattered how she knew.


“Clara looks at the news every ten minutes on the net; she says it makes her feel part of the real world. I know what she means. Sometimes the inside of this place feels like all there is.”


Paula would have no reason to suppose that I would have been that far up the FDR. I lived in Battery Park; just ten minutes’ walk to the downstairs lobby.


“Did they say who was killed?” I asked. Among the twisted metal were names and the names belonged to people.


“Don’t be stupid,” Paula scolded, “it only just happened. They’re not even sure how many. They haven’t started interviewing the relatives yet. That’ll be on tonight’s news.” She tapped the screen on the desktop computer.


“Thanks, Paula,” I said. “I know what a TV is and how to use one.”


“That knock to the head must have shaken you loose. Look where I’m pointing, you turkey.”


She had a long red fingernail leveled against my meeting withSchuster Mannheim. “What do you want to do about the meeting? I think you should let me get the doctor, you don’t look so good.”


I shook myself like a wet dog. “No, I’m fine.”


“If you say so,” she allowed reluctantly. “Sheldon was mad that you didn’t show for the start and he said he’d go on without you. What papers do you need? Which deal file? You haven’t told me, and the schedule didn’t say.”


Ninety-nine percent of my world was Clay & Westminster, and ninety-nine percent of that world was known to Paula: the files, the clients, the details. All the screwups. She had a better handle on my workload than I did.


But she didn’t know much about this deal, maybe no more than the rumor-mongers knew. And the rumor-mongers usually got this one wrong. The twists and turns had provided a natural smokescreen. The deal was on, it was off, it had changed in some key respect. But, as of eleven-thirty last night, the deal was on, it was hot. And I was now missing a crucial meeting.


“I don’t need anything, thanks. Just my brain,” I said.


“Then we’re in big trouble.” Paula slid herself off my desk and put what was left of the first-aid kit back in its box. She gave me a look that told me she knew I wasn’t leveling with her.


Sheldon Keenes came into the room. I heard Paula mutter good luck to me under her breath. She gave me a conspiratorial wink.


“Would you excuse us for a moment, Paula,” Sheldon said.


Paula blurted a quick “I’m outta here” and almost ran from the room.


“Where the hell have you been?” Sheldon’s voice was usually smooth, quiet, upper-crust English, but it wasn’t now. He looked flustered and his normally bouffant blond hair was in disarray. He glanced at the wastebasket, saw the wads of bloodied cotton, and looked perplexed. He came up and peered at the bandage on my forehead.


“What silly buggers have you been playing at?” There was something in his tone that told me the answer to the question might be important to him.


I told him what had happened.



“You were there,” he said in a horrified whisper.


“So you know about it already?”


“Of course I bloody know about it. The whole of New York knows about it. But they don’t yet know that our primary contact at one of our main clients was the star turn. And they don’t know that one of our attorneys was guest of bloody honor.”


What else did Sheldon know, I wondered, as he pushed past me and snatched at my phone? He punched in a four-figure number and waited long enough to deliver five or six impatient thumps to my desk with his fist. “At last,” he said. “Get me Mendip on the line and have it put through to my office. I’ll be along in a moment. And answer the phone a bit quicker in future.” He slammed down the receiver.


“You go to the meeting now,” he said. “Tell them something came up and I’ll be back soon. Say sorry.” He made as if to leave the room.


“What if they ask me about what’s happened?”


Sheldon didn’t stop. “You’ve got amnesia,” he said. Then suddenly he pulled up and pursed his lips. “On second thought, they may find out you were there.” He paused. “Tell them that it may involve a client and we can’t say anything at the moment. Try not to piss them off.”






THREE




Conference Room B was at the core of our half floor of accommodation. There was no Conference Room A—Sheldon Keenes didn’t want outsiders to know how small we really were. A windowless, airless room, walls white to relieve the potential claustrophobia, while the white was itself relieved by a few prints of Victorian London, no doubt chosen by Sheldon to remind visitors that they were in the offices of an English law firm.

Four sour-faced people, three men and a woman, returned my gaze. They formed a squad along one side of the saffron sweep of a yew boardroom table, a tray of coffee and cookies untouched in front of them.


Who were these people? All I could see were zombies walking through wreckage. I could smell the gasoline, the coolant.


One of the faces smiled.


The smile dragged me back into the room. Lawyers from Schuster Mannheim. I needed to hold on to that.


I sat down.



From my lone position opposite the Schuster tribunal, I apologized for my tardiness and tried to make light of things, how we were at the mercy of clients, how life would be easier without them. But nobody was smiling now.


“Sheldon said you were caught in traffic.” Ellis Walsh: forties, hotshot, no time for human frailty. Like JJ Carlson in some ways; but there’d been a depth to JJ, a piercing comprehension of the defects in the human condition.


My eyes glazed over the hillocks of paperwork arranged neatly on the table. In the corner of the room there were four storage boxes, still lidded, filled with more of the same.


“So where were we?” I asked.


Walsh gaveled his Mont Blanc. “Didn’t Sheldon fill you in?”


“No,” I said. Sheldon would be speaking to Charles Mendip, our senior partner, and wouldn’t be worried that I was up to my neck here. Sheldon would tell me that landing me in it was the act of a good teacher honing his pupil’s ability to perform under fire.


“We were nearly finished on our respective banking platinum accounts,” Walsh said.


I groaned inwardly. Thirty hours already spent sifting through records of all our banking clients, highlighting those we billed for more than a million dollars a year. These were the platinum accounts, the ones where the schmooze was laid on extra thick. These clients could ask for discounts and be given them. We had to entertain and patronize them till we dropped. Identifying them wasn’t difficult—my blue highlighter fingered them easily enough from the lineup. More difficult was the subjective work, the quizzing of the relationship partner, the associates, even the trainees, getting their assessment of the clients and whether they would be good for another million next year. Then we had to divine what kind of business they’d do: cross border mergers and acquisitions, share issues, litigation, office relocation, staff reduction. It didn’t matter that such crystal-ball-gazing exercise was meaningless: Clients didn’t behave predictably or, at times, even rationally.


The people from Schuster Mannheim were trying to read the same tea leaves. This was the fifth such meeting and they had alternatedbetween brain-numbing boredom and almost hysterical controversy.


But the meetings were essential: Schuster Mannheim and Clay & Westminster had agreed in principle to merge and each had to know in molecular detail what the other was bringing to the party.


Party, party . . . It suddenly occurred to me that my friend, JJ Carlson, had never invited me to a party, to any gathering of his friends. I knew he had parties. He told me about them, unembarrassed about my uninvited status. He’d boast of the cream of Manhattan society he could pipe onto his birthday cake, year after year. And, man-oh-man, the fireworks, he’d declare, sparking the sky like a Baghdad blitz.


Then I had an insight. One for the news-crews, if I were called upon to give my eyewitness account of the crash on TV.


“There was no fire.”


I must have said it out loud because the Schuster tribunal looked at me as if I were crazy.


 There was no fire : All those vehicles had piled into each other, JJ’s car among them. In the movies, the whole thing would have gone up in an effervescent ball of orange flame, cauterizing the mayhem. But there had been no fire. Would that have disappointed JJ? No fireworks. Man-oh-man.


Walsh cleared his throat.


“Sorry,” I said. They’d have to figure out the spaghetti in my head. I couldn’t.


Walsh ran his finger down a list of clients, his Harvard ring glinting as it crossed the harsh beam of one of the ceiling spotlights.


“Saracen Securities,” he said flatly. “One of yours—we’ve never done work for them. You sure you billed them more than a million?”


Saracen Securities was a good client. One of Ernie Monks’s. Saracen Securities fired deals in salvoes at a whole slew of our offices: London, Paris, Frankfurt, and Istanbul. Complex deals, some of them somewhat shady, perhaps. One to watch, but not lose. Ernie certainly wouldn’t want to lose them.


“The statement says we billed them nearly two million last year,” I said.


“But do they pay their bills,” Walsh said.



I didn’t bother answering.


Fragile shoots of familiarity started to bud as I speed-read a mess of papers Sheldon had left on my side of the table.


“Saracen Securities: a Turkish setup,” I said. “Acting mainly out of London,” I added. “It has no US operations or ambitions, that’s why you’ve never heard of it.”


“Any potential conflicts?” Walsh asked. That was always the real question. Was a client of Schuster suing a client of Clay & Westminster? Big problem if it was. The combined firm might lose both clients. But Clay & Westminster didn’t do much litigation, so it hadn’t been an issue so far.


“Unlikely,” I replied.


One of Walsh’s acolytes pushed a piece of paper in front of him. Walsh frowned and pushed it back.


“Delicate,” said Walsh. I tried to glimpse the document, but the table was too wide. The acolyte shoved it triumphantly under a sheaf of others.


“What’s so delicate, may I ask?”


Walsh hesitated. “There is a potential conflict.”


I asked what kind of conflict. He said he wasn’t sure that he should say.


“There’s an ethical wall around us,” I said, irritated now. “Just tell me. You know I can’t say anything to anyone but the advisers.” We were all sworn to secrecy and the most trivial of breaches would stop the deal in its tracks. The advisers to the merger: the merchant banks, the management consultants, the accountants, had all displayed a neurotic aversion to the attorneys discussing their respective client bases and had only agreed to it when those few involved in the process had signed in blood that they wouldn’t leak. My blood was on the agreement and Walsh wasn’t supposed to hold out on me.


“Is Sheldon going to be back soon?” he asked.


That was his way of saying that he would rather talk turkey to a partner than an associate. “I don’t know,” I said coldly, “but you know perfectly well that I’m mandated to discuss anything in these meetings.”


Walsh sighed. “Our client is Reno Holdings,” he said. “Million-plusbiller. Reno ran its slide rule over Saracen about a year ago. Didn’t come to anything then, but a file was opened and they said they might look at it again when the emerging markets settled some more.”


“So it’s not an active conflict.” It didn’t sound too serious, a bridge to fall off when we came to it. Did Ernie know that Reno fancied Saracen? Ernie didn’t like clients being taken over; he took that kind of thing personally.


 Tonight at six. Not tomorrow. The Lubber’s Club. Drinks with Ernie. I was glad. Ernie would be a tonic. Soused with plenty of gin.


“It’s not that simple,” Walsh said.


What wasn’t? I’d lost the thread.


Walsh stood and admired one of the wall prints. He ran his finger along the top of the frame, as if he was checking for Victorian dust.


“Reno is a platinum client,” he continued.


I found the thread. So Reno was platinum. So what? We were only discussing platinum clients anyway.


Walsh wasn’t finished. “It’s a platinum client with big potential; worldwide aspirations and the backing to achieve them. We wouldn’t want them alienated.”


He was playing the my-client’s-more-important-than-your-client game and he wasn’t supposed to.


“Rather than argue about it here,” I said, “why don’t we just write a piece for our respective bosses and let them slug it out on the conflicts committee.” Walsh would hate that—he wasn’t the sort that liked to admit that he had a boss.


“If you feel unable to progress the issue on your own, then of course we must do as you suggest.” Walsh smiled openly at the acolytes. He looked at the list again, and before I had any chance to backtrack and maybe debate the potential Reno Saracen conflict, he had already barked out the name of the next client.


Sheldon Keenes appeared. Maybe he’d had a shower: His hair was back in place and the anxiety was washed from his face. He was a scrubbed cherub in a suit.


“Sold the family silver, Fin?” he said cheerily. He sat next to me and took the client schedule. “Ah, Saracen Securities. Platinum-plus client, one of Ernie’s favorite cash cows. Bit murky, but bloody lucrative.”



Ernie Monks, our own office Oscar Wilde. The senior partner’s right hand, his perimeter fence; there to protect Charles Mendip from the squalor of real human beings and their petty problems and aspirations, leaving him free to conduct affairs of state.


I turned to Sheldon. “Ellis was just pointing out that their client Reno Something or Other had taken a look at it as a potential target.”


Sheldon frowned. “Bit hairy-chested of them.” He rotated the signet ring on his little finger, as if Walsh’s Harvard ring, which stuck out like a scarab, had made him self-conscious about the size of his own.


“What do you mean: hairy-chested?” Walsh asked.


“Even if the owners agreed to sell,” Sheldon explained, “your clients would be buying a mystery wrapped in an enigma. Hell of a gamble. Ernie knows a bit about them, but even he would admit he doesn’t know much.”


“You’re telling me you don’t know a whole lot about a client that pays two million in fees?” Walsh said pompously.


Sheldon slanted a bushy blond eyebrow. “We can’t toss a client just because we don’t know his inside leg measurement.”


My father had once told me to toss anyone I couldn’t get the measure of. He didn’t use the word toss, or measure, but his meaning was clear. And as he’d been sucking at a whiskey tumbler like a pacifier at the time, I knew that not tossing someone or something had just cost him more than he could afford.


“One for the conflicts committee, I guess,” Walsh said.


Sheldon looked at his watch. “Listen; there’s been a slight change of plan. Charles Mendip is flying over from London tomorrow morning. I know he wants to see Jim and so I’d better get on with the arrangements. I suggest we adjourn this meeting and look at getting together tomorrow sometime, maybe after lunch.”


Jim McIntyre was the senior partner of Schuster Mannheim. He and Charles Mendip had been pictured together in the press a lot lately. This was the biggest transatlantic law firm merger to date, and it was making a splash. The PR shots were clever, they had to be: Charles was six-foot-three and McIntyre was five-foot-four and this was supposed to be a merger of equals. And yet, McIntyre looked thebigger man; at ease with his place in the spotlight, unfazed. While, with Mendip, there was a sense of stoop and surprise, as if the shoot was unscheduled, as if he had been caught by his wife with another woman. He looked frightened of the camera, of McIntyre too. It was the first time I’d seen him frightened of anything.


“Shall we say two o’clock tomorrow at our offices,” Walsh said. “It’s my turn to play host.”


At least that meant I’d get out of the office for a while. Schuster Mannheim occupied a respectable slice of the GE Building in Rockefeller Center, loftily proud of their chunky brass doors, deco elevators, and marble floors, ever watchful for potential lebensraum in the levels as yet unannexed by them, although willing to concede that the Rainbow Room restaurant and the ice rink twenty floors down, sunk below street level, would remain the domain of tourists forever. Walsh had told me that, after the merger, the New York contingent of Clay & Westminster would be moving in, taking a corner of the fifty-third floor currently undergoing refurbishment for something more important: additional filing space or was it a library? Whatever. He made it sound like we would be refugees, with barely legal right of entry and even less right of welcome.


The acolytes took the boxes and disappeared down the hallway toward the reception area. Anyone looking at them would have known we were working on something big and more than once we had been criticized by Schuster Mannheim and their advisers for our lack of security. It was okay for them; as prestigious tenants of Rockfeller Center, they had hideaways and secret elevators for their sensitive assignments.


As Walsh made his way to the door, his cell phone rang. He seemed of two minds about whether he was going to answer it, then flipped it open. “Walsh.” He listened. His eyes narrowed and he gave both Sheldon and me a meaningful glance. He hung up after about a minute without having said anything. “Apparently an investment banker from Jefferson Trust has driven his car onto the FDR Drive and killed himself and some fifteen others,” Walsh announced as if he was telling us the time of the next Hoboken Ferry. He sat down again at the table.



Sheldon followed suit and motioned me to do the same. I thought I was going to be sick. The body count had gone from ten to fifteen in the space of half an hour. “Dreadful business,” said Sheldon. “We have only just heard about it ourselves.”


Walsh looked worried. “Jefferson Trust is one of your most important clients, isn’t it?” He seemed to be looking for something; maybe the client schedule. “I don’t know how much you billed them, but it was a lot.”


Sheldon nodded. “About six million. Not too bad for a British law firm. They have been very active in Europe and the Far East, where we pick up most of the business. Naturally, we don’t do any domestic US work for them. But neither do you. It’s rather a glaring gap on your client list.”


“Did you know the banker who died?” There was some emotion in Walsh’s voice, but I sensed this stemmed from the billing implications of the tragedy, not its human dimension.


“We knew him,” said Sheldon. “We know lots of bankers at Jefferson Trust.”


But JJ Carlson was one of a kind.


“So the guy gave you work?” Walsh asked.


Sheldon stood up. “I’m not sure I understand where this is leading, Ellis. But wherever it is, it’s a little premature and rather inappropriate, don’t you think? There’s been a terrible accident and people have been killed and hurt. Perhaps we should focus on that. Charles Mendip will be in New York tomorrow and, to the extent it has any bearing on things, I’m sure he will discuss this tragic turn of events with Jim McIntyre. You and I can then take our cue from them.”


Sheldon extended his hand toward Walsh to indicate that he should shake it and then get the fuck out.


“I’ve got a few more calls to make,” Sheldon said when Walsh had left the room. He went over to a phone on a small table in the corner. “Go back to your office. I’ll speak to you in a moment or two and then you can go home. You must be pretty shaken up.”


I realized I was still sitting and staring at a print of St. Paul’s and feeling, for the first time in five years, something bordering on nostalgia for London.



“Don’t worry, Fin.” Sheldon cupped his hand over the mouthpiece. “They’re not all like that little turd. Schuster Mannheim is a great firm, and we’ll make it even greater. You’re part of history in the making.”


Sheldon had misread me. I wasn’t worried about anything. I was consumed. The image of the FDR consumed me, an image with all the hallmarks of history in the making.






FOUR




Paula was sitting on my desk when I returned to my office.

“You were there, weren’t you?” she said, handing me a scorching cup. I smiled gratefully and took a suck at its contents through the little hole in the lid. Coffee, hot and sweet.


I felt guilty. Not about leaving Paula’s question unanswered. It didn’t need an answer, she just knew, as she always seemed to. This was guilt on a less easily definable, but grander scale.


I’d been there. I’d sat in the murder weapon, like it was a carnival ride. Then just watched what followed. I’d been flattered by an invite into JJ’s gilded world; finally I’d been asked to one of his parties.


Bodies would be pulled from the wreckage now, broken, dripping, and distorted. And I was safe on the twenty-fifth floor of a tower block. Drinking coffee.


There was a world around me, a world that might have an attitude about my role in all this. My clients, Charles Mendip, my mother. The police . . .


Fucking hell. The police. I hadn’t spoken to the fucking police.



I hurled my coffee into the wastebasket and reached for the phone.


“I haven’t spoken to the police,” I whispered.


“You’re kidding me,” Paula said.


I shook my head. It hadn’t occurred to me.


I was the witness to a major wreck, one planned and executed by a senior banker at Jefferson Trust, a major Wall Street investment bank. The police might be interested in these facts. The victims might be interested too. I was a lawyer and should know this.


The telephone hovered near my ear. “Who on earth do I call? 911?” I was a securities attorney; I didn’t have a hotline to the cops.


“I’ll get them for you,” Paula said.



At first, the officer who took the call was incredulous. Could I seriously be suggesting that I’d overlooked contacting the police in the immediate aftermath of such a huge incident? I managed to move him from emphatic disbelief to utter contempt for my stupidity. After that I gained a foothold on his sympathy. The cop wanted to know the gist of what had happened and then asked me to come to the precinct house if I was up to it. Alternatively they could come to the office. Sheldon would love that . I’d come to them, I said. Did I need a ride? They could send a car. No, I would make it under my own steam.

The call lasted about ten minutes and Paula must have been watching the indicator light, because she was in my room almost as soon as I had hung up.


“Safe to come in? You’re not a fugitive from justice?”


“Yes and no,” I said. “I’ve got to go down to the precinct and make a statement.”


“I’ve already called for a car. Do you want me to come with you?”


“No. You’d better stay here in case Sheldon needs to know what I’m up to. And while I remember, can you reschedule any meetings I’m missing and call Jocelyn in Frankfurt to say his subscription agreement will be late? I’ll have my cell phone on.”






FIVE




The precinct building was hotter than hell, an old brownstone mausoleum that managed to be even smaller on the inside than it looked from the outside. If there was air conditioning, it was well hidden. Organizational behaviorists would have pigeonholed the place as a hostile work environment. I checked in at the front desk and was escorted out back through the flotsam of villainy and victims locked in fierce altercation with hard-pressed cops. There was a derelict having an argument with himself, as if he wasn’t prepared to wait in line for someone to shout at.

I was taken to the end of a dark and airless hallway and shown into a small room. The walls had once been white and there was an air conditioning unit centered in an old sash window. A garbage truck had contrived to squeeze itself into the narrow alleyway outside and was now revving its engine.


A man with Mediterranean features, dressed in plain clothes, was already in the room. He came up to me and shook hands.


“Sorry about the noise,” he shouted. “We were supposed to gointo a new building about three years ago. So, of course, they haven’t spent a cent on this place since then: No soundproofing, wacky air conditioning, and I wouldn’t recommend you use the bathroom unless you really have to.”


He motioned me to sit on one of two schoolroom chairs that were set against a plain formica table.


“I’m Detective Manelli. You spoke to one of my colleagues.”


Through the din of the garbage truck and the rattle of AC, Sicilian boyhood fought with New York manhood in Manelli’s voice. He was young and relatively fresh-faced, although the job had given him premature shopping bags under his eyes.


“We have some witnesses,” Manelli continued. “But you seem to know this Carlson guy and, if I’ve got it right, he actually asked you up there to see his new car.”


“That’s right,” I said.


“So tell me about what happened.”


I told him. I guessed I would be repeating the story a few times in the next forty-eight hours.


“So, what was he like?”


What was he like? A master of the universe. One of the top ten dealmakers on Wall Street. A legend. Or maybe, I was starting to think, a myth.


“He was a client,” I began. “A senior investment banker with Jefferson Trust. You know Jefferson Trust?”


“Sure, I know it. Who doesn’t?”


“I’m an attorney with a British law firm called Clay & Westminster. We have an office in New York, a small one: a resident partner, four associates, and some admin staff. You won’t have heard of us.”


Manelli didn’t disagree.


“We work for Jefferson when they do deals in Europe or Asia. They’re good clients and JJ was one of our main contacts.”


“Was he a friend as well?” asked Manelli.


If he had asked me twenty-four hours earlier, I’d have said one of the few I had in New York. I had hardly spread my wings in the last five years; socially, I was more mollusk than butterfly. There was JJ, there was Carol Amen, the senior in-house banking attorney forJefferson Trust. Marty Smith of Callaghans, but now he was in the Netherlands Antilles, so evenings out with him were a thing of the past. Work-related appointments filled my diary and, even where these involved lunches and dinners, professional transactions—not intimacy—were the main menu items.


“A friend of sorts,” I said, “though, I realize now, not a close one. I never even went to his house or met his wife. He took me to a few ball games and we used to go for a drink after work now and then.” Monthly Jack Daniels evenings in a dingy midtown bar where we’d get drunk and talk crap and then stagger out to the limos that JJ had called for us. His to take him to his Central Park West aerie, and mine to my serviceable but rather pedestrian apartment in Battery Park.


“How long have you been living in New York?” Manelli asked me.


Five short years. People could be tedious when they spoke of how quickly time passed, but this five years had shot by. Five years of deals, schmoozing clients, and playing office politics—the politics of partnership not yet bestowed.


“When are you going back to England?”


“Hopefully never,” I said.


“You like it here, Mr. Border?”


I did—I loved it.


But why? The Empire State Building? I’d never been up it. Bloomingdales? I’d never shopped there. The shows? Two in five years, and both British. The friends I’d made? Yeah, like JJ.


“Okay.” Manelli got up from his chair. “I’m going to have someone take a full statement from you and then you can go.”


“Will you need to see me again?”


“Sure. Maybe a couple of times when the picture gets clearer and we know what we’re dealing with. But with your input we can start asking around to see why he did this thing. You’ve been very helpful.”


“I’m sorry I didn’t come in earlier.”


Manelli waved his hand. “You’ve had a big shock. We’ll send over a trauma counselor, maybe tomorrow, to help you out.”


“I don’t think I need one.” Jesus, a trauma counselor.


“They’re good,” he said. “Speak to them. They know what they’re doing—they’ve got plenty of traumas to practice on in this city.”






SIX




It was lunchtime when I stepped out of the precinct building and into the wall of people skittering around in their search for food or shopping. They needed a good reason to be outside—it must have been ninety degrees.

Doing my civic duty hadn’t been too bad. Society, in the shape of Detective Manelli, seemed grateful enough. It didn’t look like it was blaming me for what had happened on the FDR. I was, after all, merely a bystander.


But still I felt guilty. Should I have seen it coming? How, for Christ’s sake? I hadn’t even been inside his apartment, let alone his head.


The meager information I had on JJ couldn’t begin to explain why he had invited me to his suicide.


At six that morning I thought I’d been humoring a kid with a new toy, not a homicidal maniac with a death wish.


I decided to go back to the office. There was plenty to do on the merger and, anyway, Frankfurt would be hoarse from screaming overthe subscription agreement. I’d call Carol Amen at Jefferson Trust and get her take on things. We could talk freely. She’d understand. There was a time when I thought we might get to talk without the impediment of clothing. But . . .


Anyway, there was gin with Ernie at six to look forward to.



“I see you got promoted in my absence,” I said on entering my office and finding Paula in my seat.

She smiled, but only very slightly.


I glanced at the in-tray to check for new arrivals. “Don’t tell me, I should be at home with my feet up. I just want to keep active, that’s all.”


“You’re over twenty-one. If you don’t want to chill, then don’t,” she said tersely.


“What’s the matter?”


Paula got up and mimed cleaning my chair with her hand. “You better ask Sheldon Keenes.” She started to leave the room.


“Wait a minute, Paula. I’m asking you. Come on, tell me.”


“Sheldon’s mad at you for calling the police and then going there without telling him.”


“So? He’s cross with me. Why should that upset you? Like you say, I’m over twenty-one and can look after myself.”


“He got pretty mad at me too.”


“Shot the messenger?”


“Kind of.” She picked up a handful of files from my meeting table. “Anyway, I’d better get on with these and you better go see Sheldon. He tried to call you on your cell phone and was going to get you to come back to the office. Lucky you showed.”


“I had my cell phone with me.” I felt for and found the solid lump in my jacket pocket.


“Was it switched on, genius?”


I took the phone out of my pocket. The little screen was dead. I looked up to share my exasperation with “off” buttons that could press themselves. Paula didn’t look like she wanted to share anything with me.



“You’re still pissed with me,” I said. “Is there something else, Paula?”


She hesitated. “You’ve had a bad enough day. It’ll keep.”


“No,” I said. “Spit it out now. It’ll make me feel worse if I know there is something bugging you and you won’t tell me.”


“Your meeting, this morning,” she said. “Was that about the merger?”


 Of course it was, Paula. You know it was, but you’re not supposed to ask. 


I returned the cell phone to my pocket.


“Fin, is it going to happen?” she asked. “Mergers affect people; this one affects me. Is it going to happen?”


“If it does, you’ll be safe,” I said. Mendip was my protector, family almost. And in turn I’d be Paula’s protector, her knight.


“How do you know?” she hissed. “You know nothing about me.”


She didn’t shut the door as she left my room; maybe she couldn’t trust herself not to slam it.


She was right. I knew nothing about her—apart from the death of her husband and the daily drama of her commute from Brooklyn. She had loyally listened to all my daily woes and grumbles; she had managed my minimal domestic requirements: the cleaning lady, the cable guy, and the landlord’s agents. She knew as much about the fabric of my rather flimsy life as I did.


When I’d arrived in New York, she was already with the firm. I had just assumed she always would be there, that she would continue to ride in my exhilarating slipstream.


I realized how little I’d really known about those around me.


I left my office to go and see Sheldon Keenes.



Sheldon was on the phone, but his flapping hand briskly drew me in. I flopped onto his leather couch. I scanned the dark cherry-wood fittings of his office and noticed the cut-glass tumbler of Perrier on his desk. Ice lolled around between the slice of lime and the still vigorous bubbles. Partners got couches, Perrier, lime, and refrigerators. Myfather once had all the accessories of partnership at this firm. Would I ever lay claim to them?

Sheldon had made a home of his quarters: family photos, the pictures of famous fairways to remind him of his triumphs on the golf course, the crayon birthday card from his four-year-old daughter. Then there were the clear Lucite blocks that encased summaries of the transactions he’d done—tombstones, dead deals.


He put down the phone.


“As my nanny used to say: You’re a caution,” he said. “I told you to wait for me. The next thing I find, you’re down at the police station blurting everything out to the boys in blue.”


The lecture failed to display the conviction of a pro. Ernie could carry it off, but Sheldon couldn’t.


“I’d left it too long,” I said. “I had to go.”


He nodded gravely. At thirty-five, six years older than me, the cherubic face was at odds with the young fogey’s affectation of age and wisdom. “I understand,” he said, “but I would have preferred it if you had been accompanied by one of us. After all, you were in shock.”


“I just told them what happened, nothing more or less,” I insisted. “I obeyed the rule of interviews and didn’t speculate or meander.”


“I’m sure you handled it perfectly, Fin. But this tragedy involved one of our most important clients and we don’t want to take unnecessary risks.”


“Risk of what?” I could feel myself getting irritated. “Is the client going to sack us because one of its bankers has some kind of brainstorm and invites me to his suicide? I don’t think so.”


“I don’t think so either. But everyone’s edgy. Charles especially so, and he is still three thousand miles away. You must understand that there are sensitivities. Or is it sensibilities? Whatever. People are edgy, that’s all.”


“Is that why you chewed out Paula when she was just doing her job?”


“She should have known better,” Sheldon said, taking the tiniest of sips of his Perrier as if to show how little sweat my observation had generated.



“For God’s sake,” I said, “she just did as she was told. There was no need to shout at her.”


“I didn’t shout at her.” He paused. “I don’t shout; you know that.”


Point to Sheldon. His self-perception was accurate: He didn’t shout. Paula hadn’t even said that he had shouted.


Sheldon smiled patronizingly. “Look. You’re upset and that’s understandable. Of course you should have spoken to the police, but you should have spoken to me first and I would have arranged support.”


I nodded wordlessly—I certainly wasn’t going to apologize.


Sheldon opened his desk drawer and took out a single clean sheet of paper. “What are you working on at the moment?”


Staying sane in the aftermath of JJ’s suicide, mainly.


“Plenty,” I said. Sheldon was the resident partner and was supposed to know everything that went on in the office. He required schedules of progress on all clients, no punches to be pulled on the glitches, and no preening over the successes. He required two meetings a week with me and the three other associates where he tackled everything from late-paying clients to the brand of mineral water to be kept in the kitchen refrigerator. On the surface he was a democrat, but in reality he was a control freak who liked to know the opinion of everybody before he ignored it.


Therefore the clean sheet of paper was entirely redundant; he simply needed to look at my latest progress report on the system. But Sheldon was a man of ceremony, a lacquer fountain pen flecked with firey shards of silver, the swish of black ink across thick cartridge paper, the zen of calligraphy. It obviously gave him pleasure and in the scheme of things it was harmless enough, I supposed.


But why a list? Why now? At this particular moment. Fear started to skitter among the guilt, even though pride should have been my dominant emotion. I had more than my fair share of large deals, ones that mattered for billing and profile, ones that counted for the league tables, ones that earned fat tombstones.


Sheldon looked up expectantly, pen poised.


“There’s Hudson Food Retail,” I began, “and their proposedacquisition of the UK network of Bellamy Stores. Straightforward enough, except for a few antitrust issues. More complex are the two Eastern European GSM cell phone licenses up for grabs with US members of the consortiums.”


“Consortia,” Sheldon corrected.


“Next would be the Romanian brewery that Busch wants—can’t imagine why, Romanian beer is gnat’s piss.”


“Spare me the tabloid commentary,” Sheldon said.


“What’s this for, Sheldon?”


“What’s what for?” He laid down his pen and stared at me over his steepled fingers. I wanted to twist his cherub nose.


I waved my hand over the sheet of paper that was filling up with immaculate copperplate. “This. This bloody list. What’s it for? You could look at the computer and find it out and I could be recovering from the wobble you seem determined to diagnose for me.”


“I’m the resident partner,” Sheldon said quietly. “I want to know what one of my staff is doing—exactly what he is doing. A computer wouldn’t give me the nuances.”


“Nuances?” I sneered. “These are deals we’re talking about, bits of paper, piles of money. They don’t have fucking nuances.”


He closed his eyes. “Calm down, Fin.”


Lists were dangerous. Lists were inventory, something to help keep track of valuables in transit. Were my deals about to be in transit?


“Are you firing me?”


Sheldon groaned. “Don’t be bloody absurd.”


“Then why this? Is it because of JJ?”


“You’ve had a terrible shock.”


“And this isn’t helping.” Sheldon picked up his pen and his pink lips puckered, like caterpillars in a clinch. “One step at a time,” he said. “Finish the list and then we’ll talk.”


My immediate boss wanted his list. Edited highlights, he could have edited highlights. “Three private placements,” I said, “BAM, Cypher, and Rubbex. No Securities Act registration; they’re all 144A issues. Fairly straightforward, except for Rubbex—that’s the condom manufacturer—where the roadshow is proving a little controversial,for obvious reasons. Pitstop B2B listing on NASDAQ. And, of course, our very own merger with Schuster Mannheim.”


I uncrossed my legs and dug myself deep into the couch.


“Those are the important matters,” I said, daring Sheldon to challenge me on what was important and what wasn’t.


“And the small items?” he asked.


The crumbs from around the deal table. The speculative research, the confidentiality letters to review, the engagement letters to draft, the company investigations to perform.


He put the cap back on his pen when I’d listed them all. “Impressive,” he said. “Quite a portfolio.”


“And now you want to sell it off, don’t you?”


Sheldon finished his Perrier, letting an ice cube slide into his mouth.


Crunch.


“Just lighten your load for a while.”


“Why?”


Sheldon sighed. “Do I really have to spell it out?”


“JJ,” I said. “I was in the wrong place. You’re worried about my mental equilibrium—or lack of it. I might frighten the fee-paying horses. What else, Sheldon? Or have I grasped the essential point?”


“In broad terms, yes, although I wouldn’t have expressed it that way.”


“I see.” It had been so quick. This morning I had a client list and now . . .


“So you don’t think I can hack it, that I can’t judge for myself if I’m well enough to do my job?”


“It’s not like that.” There was a slight stammer over the l in like. “Charles thinks that . . .”


I slapped my hand on the arm of the couch. “And who gets the list, Sheldon?”


“Paul, Alf, and Terry.”


Lamberhurst, Silverman, and Wardman. Who else? The three dysfunctional musketeers: each for himself and not one for the others. Sheldon was credited with much that was good about the New York office, but establishing an esprit de corps wasn’t part of it.



Christ, no. I moaned out loud. “They’ll trample all over my files.”


Sheldon bridled. “They’re good lawyers. And they aren’t your files, they belong to Clay & Westminster.” He paused. “Anyway, they will be terrific stewards until—”


“Until, until. Until when?”


“Until you’re better.”


“I was overlooking the FDR, Sheldon, not crashing into it. I was only a bystander, for Christ’s sake.”


“Please, Fin. Fifteen people—”


“This isn’t about the smash, though, is it? This is an opportunity you’ve been waiting for.”


Sheldon froze. “I think you ought to stop right there.”


“Charles foisted me on you and you’ve wanted to shake me off ever since.”


“I’m warning you, Fin—”


“For five years I’ve delivered the goods, swelled your profit share. But your lip still curls, doesn’t it? Not cut from quite the right cloth, am I?” No nanny, no Oxbridge degree.


“This isn’t about the chip on your shoulder,” Sheldon said.


“When will Charles be here?” I asked. Charles Mendip liked me, was almost family, had made a speech at my parents’ wedding. He was my godfather, for Christ’s sake. My protector, my mother’s too, in loco parentis to us both. Sheldon had beguiled him for a moment, but Mendip would protect me again. That was the godfather’s role when the father wasn’t around anymore.


“He’ll be here tomorrow.” Sheldon leaned forward. “The handover of files was his decision, Fin.”


No. Mendip wouldn’t do that. Sheldon was using the big man as his shield. Anyway, it would offend Mendip’s dictum about finishing what you begin, something he used to lecture my father about. What had my father said? Don’t take half-eaten files and don’t give them—heartburn will follow. Maybe the musketeers would choke on the damn things. But I didn’t want that, I just wanted what was mine, what I’d built.


Sheldon looked exhausted. “It’s settled, Fin. Go home.”


“No,” I said. “There’s still work to be done on the platinumclients for tomorrow’s meeting with Walsh.” Mendip will be here tomorrow. Hang in there. 


Sheldon shook his head. “You’re off the merger as well.” He slipped his pen into a little leather holster and glanced furtively at his computer screen.


“You can’t,” I murmured.


But they could. They had. It was a done deal. The molten Lucite was bubbling in the saucepan ready to pour into the mould for the tombstone.


“One more thing,” Sheldon said. “We’ll need some handover notes.” He waved at his own notes. “These won’t be sufficient. They need fleshing out.”


I nodded absently.


“I suggest you do them at home and e-mail them in.” He stood up. He was blushing. “Then think of somewhere to go. A holiday. England, maybe. Or wherever takes your fancy. Sun or snow. On the house, as it were. Within reason, of course.”



Outside Sheldon’s office I had another flash of memory. A woman, standing in the midst of the wreckage on the FDR. I realized now what was odd about her: not the blood, nor the summer dress stuck to her like something out of a grotesque wet T-shirt competition. Nor the eyeglasses bent and twisted but still on her face.

She was holding a dog leash. The remains of her dog hung from the end of it. She hadn’t buckled him up properly.


The woman just stood there, as if she was waiting for Pooch to take a pee and then trot off alongside her.






SEVEN




Ernie was already settled in the ersatz salty sea dog atmosphere of the Lubber’s Club at South Street Seaport when I arrived just before six. A gaunt dome seated alone at a table for six with a prime view overlooking the dockside, he was watching the tourists peer in through the netting, lanterns, and wax fish, as one massive hand tilted a tumbler of gin and the other toyed with a cigarette smoldering illegally in a saucer alongside him.

“Unreal City,” he said as I sat down. T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land. Eliot had been describing London, but the line suited New York better. Ernie summoned a waiter with a regal wave.


“You poor thing.” He squeezed my hand. Inclining his head slightly, he brought his face up close to mine. Sad, rheumy spaniel eyes. “Silly bankers getting sulky and offing themselves in front of one of my lavender-scented innocents. The world is a darkish domain, much in need of compassion and sound ministry.”


He glanced up at the waiter, now standing at attention next to him looking like a crossbreed of butler and Captain Ahab. “A Barracuda’s Colon with a twist of fennel, if you please,” he said solemnly.



“Excuse me, sir?” the waiter said impassively.


“Large Gordon’s and tonic.” He turned and grinned at me. “Home of the cocktail and they don’t even know of the Barracuda’s Colon. Bloody disgrace.”


He studied my face again. “Hmm,” he said, mopping his massive forehead with the crisp linen napkin before tossing it onto an empty table nearby.


“Seen Mendip yet?” he asked.


I shook my head.


“Just come off the phone with him,” Ernie said, patting his vest. I could make out a cell phone peeking from the folds of his enormous midriff. “He rang me on this thing. They issued me with one so they could keep tabs on me—they assume I will never find the off button. Bloody right, the bastards.”


Ernie took a mouthful of gin. I guessed it wasn’t his first; he had that lubricated look.


“Haven’t the foggiest notion where he is. Didn’t ask—he could be on the ninth fairway at Wentworth for all I know. But he’s pretty cross with you, I’m afraid.”


“Why? I haven’t done anything wrong.”


My drink arrived and Ernie allowed me to consume about half of it before elaborating. “You were there,” he said. “Wrong place, wrong time. Rotten luck, of course. Not your fault that you got caught up in the Jefferson Trust laundry basket, but Mendip finds himself in a delicate position. While he’s busy negotiating the merger that will get him his knighthood and fill our pockets with loot, our biggest client has one of its uberwankers slaughter fifteen good citizens—with you looking on with your opera glasses and popcorn.”


But was it necessary to strip me of my client base?


“Vicious and totally unnecessary.” Ernie took hold of my hand again, rolling it on the generous mattress of his palm. “I remonstrated with Charles about that, but he responded with an agonized more-in-sorrow-than-in-anger speech about how the partnership constrained him.” Pain boiled in his eyes. “It breaks my heart. More likely one partner, rather than the whole letterhead: Apparently the Hitler Youth is spitting bullets and insisting upon it.”



Sheldon Keenes—the Hitler Youth—kept the office dagger well whetted for Ernie’s back. Sheldon saw Ernie as the hulking obstacle in his path to the pinnacle of the Clay & Westminster mountain.


Ernie was one of the old guard, though, and Mendip had always made sure that Sheldon’s cutlery did no real harm. But now it seemed that Sheldon had Mendip’s ear and was whispering poison into it. Had I lost my protector?


 “Nil desperandum, Eyelash,” Ernie whispered, pushing my glass of gin toward me. “Remember: you’re still a favorite. Just like your Dad, the silly plonker. If he were here, I’m sure he would say: Keep your head down, let Mendip give you a bit of a spanking, sing the Firm song, and boldly march forth toward your allotted pedestal in the great pantheon of Clay & Westminster.”


My father wouldn’t have said anything of the sort and, anyway, he wasn’t a role model that I was remotely tempted to follow. I needed a living, breathing intercessor. Ernie was as close as I was going to get until Charles arrived.


“They’ve taken me off the merger as well,” I said. “Surely you can do something, get through to Charles. He’ll listen to you.”


Ernie sighed. I noticed an olive flush staining his face, aging it. He’d grown old since we’d last met. “I’m an irrelevance now,” he said. “Or irreverence, as Charles dubbed me the other day. My station on the letterhead is a fig leaf, Fin. Of course, I have too much capital and too many friends for them to ignore me entirely. But I don’t bill very much anymore and my rather colorful behavior excludes me from drumming up new clients. They want me to help see them through the merger with the Shyster Guggenheims and then bugger off into the sunset. And I’m inclined to go along with their spastic little plan.”


He dipped his finger in his gin, sucking on it sensuously. He looked out at the ships and hummed.


“No room for an old poof like me in the new regime,” he mused. My father once said that Ernie’s camp exterior was mere chintz, veiling something complex and delicate: a web surprisingly un-English and tragic. Ernie sighed. “But I can’t quibble that it’s the right thing to do. Anyway, even if it wasn’t, arguing with ten thousand management consultants would bring me out in spots.” Suddenly he brightened.“Still, I shall have my pretty friends to visit me and pay homage. I expect you to sit at my feet and receive counseling—after all, you are an orphan and need a father figure.”


“My mother’s still alive,” I observed.


“She’s a woman. Doesn’t count.”


“You must’ve had a mother, Ernie.”


“Perhaps,” he said, but didn’t seem to want to pursue his normal line of misogynist banter.


“We were talking about Saracen Securities at the merger client committee today.” I knew I shouldn’t be telling Ernie this.


He didn’t seem very interested anyway. “Metals, dull or shiny, although predictably gold’s their favorite. Turks, you know. But they smoke a lot and have a healthy regard for sodomy, so we mustn’t be too harsh. Who was at the meeting?”


“Ellis Walsh.”


“Walsh is a cunt.”


I raised my glass. “I’ll drink to that.”


“What else were you working on?” Ernie said. “Before the Hitler Youth raided your client base, that is.”


I told him.


He looked troubled. “That’s quite a net-full, Fin. Did Sheldon say he would handle them himself?”


“He’s going to divvy them out between Lamberhurst, Silverman, and Terry Wardman. That’s my fear, Ernie. I may get my clients back soon enough, but what shape will they be in after the trio have hacked them up?”


“Hmm. Terry will tend the plants well enough,” Ernie said. I knew that he and Terry went back a long way, but to the rest of us Terry was a mystery: a quiet, fastidious man who dealt with regulatory matters with a ruthlessness and success that was totally at odds with his shy, gentle grayness. I always felt that I had even less rapport with Terry than the others—he was always polite but there seemed to be an edge of animosity directed toward me that I couldn’t fathom.


“As for Silverman and Lamberhurst,” continued Ernie, “you’re right to be concerned. Competition lawyers: buried in Brussels and Hart Scott Rodino, counting out washing machines and hatchbacks.That’s not law, it’s kindergarten arithmetic. They shouldn’t be let loose on grown-up deals. I’ll have another word with Charles, if you like. Not that I think it will do any good.”


It wasn’t much, but it was something.


“I don’t know why he did it,” I said.


Ernie lit a cigarette. “Carlson, you mean?”


“He had everything. Only three weeks ago he was on the front cover of Mergers and Acquisitions Monthly.” They’d taken an airbrush to his teeth and hair, but it was a pretty accurate likeness. “A wife and two kids as well.”


Ernie smiled grimly.


“Okay, Ernie,” I said. “We all know your views on family life.”


JJ hardly ever mentioned his family; in fact, I may have learned that he had children from someone else. But, even when drunk, his eyes didn’t trace the trajectory of a cute ass or return the twinkle of a dolled-up loner along the bar top.


“Probably teed off at his bonus,” Ernie said. “Twenty million hardly goes anywhere these days.”


No, not that. He loved money, sure. But he used to say he would swap it all for freedom. He felt constricted by Wall Street. No space and silence, he’d say. Give it up, I’d reply, you can afford to. Buy your own island and lie on it. No, he’d say, there’s a guard at the door. Then he’d order another drink.


“And why me? Why ask me along to watch?”


Ernie shrugged. “Perhaps he loved you, Eyelash. Did you brush his hand away from your crotch one evening? Hell hath no fury like a banker scorned.”


Ernie was smashed; he was getting stupid.


“I think he was lonely,” I said. But why? People would have paid to spend an evening with him. And why hang out with me? I had kidded myself that it was the chemistry of respect, the alchemy of turning fine legal work into friendship. But it hadn’t been real friendship, had it? He talked; I listened. I prattled and he got drunker and drunker, his vigorous, clean-shaven features melting, his stolid head sinking onto the backs of his perfect hands, his dark, swollen eyes roving, from their glass-level vantage point, along the ranks of bottles. Perhaps hewas looking into the mirror behind the bottles. Seeing something that I couldn’t see for myself.


“And angry,” I said. You had to be angry to kill fifteen people. It had been a deliberate act with near certain consequences.


To whom would the police turn to get a foothold on JJ’s loneliness and anger? Miranda, his wife. Fellow bankers. Carol Amen, chief investment banking counsel for Jefferson Trust, JJ’s favorite legal architect for his deals. Cofavorite, with me, the outside counsel.


The rest of his family? What family? I didn’t know if his parents were dead or alive, if he had brothers or sisters. Was there a cousin in Baltimore? I knew nothing about him.


Ernie shifted himself in his seat and called the waiter over.


“Same again.” There was no energy in the voice, his multiple chins spreading over his upper chest like a glutinous slick, partially obscuring the knot of his tie.


He picked up the pepper shaker and absently sprinkled some of the gray powder over the end of his lighted cigarette. A few fizzes and sparks, then a return to the lazy blue column of smoke.


“You have to know where to look,” he said. “Follow the fear. It gathers in the unseen crevices, like dust.”


“What do you mean?”


“I will show you fear in a handful of dust.” He carried on tipping pepper on the cigarette until it was asphyxiated.


He straightened himself, lifting his chins off his chest. “T. S. Eliot.”


Who else?


Ernie liked to drift in and out of poetry, out of the garrulous and into the morbid.


Fear. What did fear have to do with anything? “You’ve lost me, I’m afraid.”


Ernie scowled. “The climate of fear. Your fear for your career. Sheldon Keenes and his fear of me. Mr. Charles Mendip and his fear for the merger, his knighthood. Jefferson Trust and their fear of the fallout from Mr. Carlson’s auto aerobatics. Schuster Mannheim will feel it too. It gets into everything. Maybe Mr. Carlson was afraid.”


He lit another cigarette and laughed, his face reanimated, thechins inflated. “But bugger fear, a pox on it. The important issue is your anger. Keep it in check, Fin. Lie low. Don’t panic. Your Papa panicked, God rest him. Don’t get stuck in the same crevice as him.”


He tousled my hair. “And what about your loneliness? Isn’t some siren stroking the gorgeous cock that undoubtedly slinks beneath your rather indifferent suit?”


It was some time since anyone had stroked any part of me, let alone my cock. In the office by eight, out at eleven, often later. Sleep in between. The exhausting road to partnership was narrow and featureless. True, there was the odd movie with Silverman or Lamberhurst or the frantic whistle-stop around Manhattan for the periodic wide-eyed visitor from London. Most of them knew New York, though, and didn’t need a guide. Work and get sloshed. Then more work.


Relationships, I realized now, didn’t feature. A few stolen lunches, guilt over my truancy making it hard to swallow the food. Six fumbling, heavily condommed fucks in six different apartments, seen for dinner but never for breakfast. I doubted if my trysts would fill a single commercial break in an episode of Sex and the City. 


Only Carol Amen came close. So close. If the gap had only narrowed more, allowing my hand to run through the swathe of caramel-colored hair, letting me feel the heat from her blazing chestnut eyes. Such a paltry distance, less than the length of her powerful forearm. Near, nearer, like a wave on the beach foaming whipped cream over my feet, but no farther.


Ernie heaved himself out of his seat and flung a hundred-dollar bill on the table.


“Find yourself a stroker, Fin. Blow off the dust and douse yourself and your chosen belle with almond oil and stroke yourselves into oblivion.” He closed his eyes. “Ah, me,” he murmured.


“You’re incorrigible.”


He took a last puff from his cigarette and stubbed it out in the saucer, letting the smoke jet from his nose, like twin exhausts. I noticed he didn’t have any nasal hair.


“There’s been enough sensation for one day,” he announced. “It’s time for you to rest your eyelashes and I will safeguard the firm’s interests over a large T-bone and a prodigious intake of Stag’s Leap Cabernet.”



As we left the Club, he put his arm around my shoulder. “Dante’s Inferno,” he said. “I always find that when I’ve witnessed someone kill fifteen people and my client base has been torn from my teats, reading the Inferno helps put things in their proper perspective. That and a bottle of 1980 cask-strength Dailuaine malt whiskey. Now piss off back to your little box in your horrid tower block.” He patted my behind and gave me a push in the direction of my Battery Park apartment while he peeled off in the direction of our office.






EIGHT




The images in the papers the next morning were pretty much freeze frames of the previous night’s footage on TV, footage that had stalked me into an exhausted sleep; shots from the steel barrier, shots from the air, pendulous film taken from a boat on the East River, grainy telephoto intrusions into the gory nucleus of JJ’s finale.

When I arrived at the office, it seemed quiet, subdued. As I walked through reception, I sensed that my connection with JJ was a poisonous vapor trail, paralyzing anyone who caught a whiff of it.


Lamberhurst muttered something about how his commute took twice as long that morning.


They knew I was there. But, as yet, the media didn’t. For the moment, I had a breathing space, a welcome and probably short-lived refuge from the clamor.


Paula was kneeling on the floor by my desk, surrounded by blue files. Keenes must have gotten in early, told her to start sorting things for the handover to the musketeers. Christ, he’d been quick off the mark.



She looked up, surprised. “Keenes said you wouldn’t be in. You should be at home resting.”


I toed one of the files. Bellamy Stores. Three billion dollars; there would be a fat tombstone at the end of that one.


“I didn’t like the homework Keenes set for me.”


Paula stared guiltily at my desk. “I wouldn’t have left the newspapers lying around if I’d known you were coming in.”


A tablecloth of the Daily News, Wall Street Journal, and the New York Times. 


“You’ve seen them already, I guess,” Paula said.


“Some of them.” I traced a finger along the picture of a poignant hand dangling from a dense tangle of twisted metal. I sniffed at the printer’s ink smearing my fingertip. Sweet, dusty.


Paula stood up, splaying both hands across the small of her back and thrusting forward her pelvis.


“Getting old,” she said.


“You’re only forty,” I replied.


“What do you know, you baby?”


About her? Precious little. About as much as I knew of JJ.


I noticed a plastic thermos on the table; blue, opaque, the kind used for picnics.


“What’s that?” I asked.


“Soup. I was going to bring it over to you later.”


“That was sweet of you. What are you doing, as if I didn’t know already?”


“Spring cleaning, was how Keenes put it,” Paula said.


Rearranging the dust, recalibrating the fear.


“How very Keenes,” I said. “Charles Mendip showed up yet?”


“I heard Keenes talking to his secretary—later today sometime, I think. I also heard him say that JJ Carlson’s funeral was this afternoon.”


I picked up the Daily News. “Star Banker in FDR Carnage.”


“That’s quick,” I said. “I’m surprised the police would allow the body to be released so soon. Not that there would be much to release.”


The relatives would want him under the turf pronto, I guessed,less chance of being mobbed by the families of the other victims at the graveside. Still, it was hardly twenty-four hours since the smash. A burial so soon must have taken some string-pulling. Some Jefferson Trust string-pulling, and a postmortem performed with the speed of a Japanese chef preparing sashimi.


And thus far, Jefferson Trust had, understandably, kept a low profile—a lone statement from an anonymous communications guy, expressing condolences to the bereaved and injured, and that was it. No comments from colleagues, fellow bankers. Jefferson Trust had comprehensively zipped up their staff and it was left to the journalists to piece together JJ’s career from already published sources: Most were accolades, bolstered by catalogs of breathtaking deals done in countries a geography teacher wouldn’t know. No talk of his family, though. Nothing of his upbringing. His life started at Harvard Business School, it seemed. He was born in a lecture hall.


What had gone wrong? The newspapers asked: What had unhinged him? The Wall Street hotshot life, the twenty-four-hour days, the travel, the computer screens, the meetings, the unrelenting pressure to make money, the scrap heap if you didn’t? Why didn’t the banks, the law firms, the accountants, have clinical psychologists and organizational behaviorists dogging the employee’s every step? We do, protested the institutions. Well, you don’t have enough of them, blustered the editorials.


Then they turned their attention to the protection afforded to drivers on the FDR: Were the parapet walls high enough, sturdy enough? Weren’t the traveling public manifestly at risk from aerial bombardment? Hadn’t anyone noticed? Someone was to blame. There had to be somebody to take the heat.


I had a terrible feeling I knew who that somebody would be. They would paint a target on my forehead and start shooting.


“Myers Myerling,” I whispered.


“What you say?” Paula asked.


“Clay & Westminster’s PR people for the merger. I wonder if Keenes has told them that I was with JJ . . . They should be briefed. When it gets out, we’ll need them. I’ll need them.”


“Do you want me to get them on the phone?”



“I’d better speak to Keenes first. The way he is, he might fire me for not consulting him.”


I called his office. His secretary said he was busy. I couldn’t leave a voicemail—Sheldon didn’t believe in voicemail, as if it was a moral issue. So I relayed my respectful suggestion that Myers Myerling should be contacted, adding that I was sure that Sheldon had thought of it already.


“I’m sure he has,” his secretary oiled. If he had, she should know, I thought.


I spent the next couple of hours typing up my notes as Paula knelt on the floor, making sure that the files were sorted properly between correspondence, drafts, and final documentation. I looked at her from time to time, back hunched over the piles of paperwork, her elegant hands sifting and selecting pieces of paper as if they were priceless papyrus just unearthed from the darkest corner of a pharaoh’s tomb. I found the scene strangely calming, and felt myself relax.


Paula must’ve sensed that I had stopped typing. “I got eyes in the back of my head. Get on with your work,” she said without turning around.


“Do you think I should go to JJ’s funeral?” I asked.


“Hell do I know?”


“I mean he was a friend and a client.”


“Funny kind of friend that asks you to a killing.”


At that moment I decided to go. I realized I wanted to. Perhaps I couldn’t fully accept what had happened without witnessing something tangible of its aftermath. I didn’t want to see JJ’s body in a glass-top casket and weep over it asking why, why, why? But maybe seeing his wife, Miranda, and the other relatives would give the whole thing a much-needed human dimension.


“I’ll go,” I said. “What time is it?”


“Two o’clock,” Paula said. “You’ll be quicker if you grab a cab outside rather than order a car.”



The cab was a sullen knot in the rope of traffic that slithered slowly across Long Island, finally making good its escape from the misnamedExpressway at Exit 40, thereupon losing itself in the roads threading through the seemingly endless acreage of cemetery that dominated this part of the Island. It was like a national park for the dead.

The driver had professed to know the precise location of Pinelawn Memorial Park. He didn’t. And by the time he dropped me at the estate offices just beyond the entrance, I was well and truly late.


A clerk in the office directed me to the Garden of Freedom and handed over a map. I should have kept the cab: The place was huge, a city of the dead with its own stop on the Long Island Railroad, which ran alongside.


I started the jog through the thin drizzle to the Garden of Freedom, down Lillian M. Locke Drive, past Fountain Garden, the Garden of Remembrance, to a T-junction into Holly Drive, past angels, headstones, mausolea, modest squares and circles of slate and stone, like manhole covers in the immaculate lawn.


Onto Vista Road, a curve right into Adams Drive, and then a left into Freedom Drive, clogged by a parked convoy of ubiquitous funeral cars abutting a rampart leading up to the raised central area of the Garden of Freedom.


Ahead of me, beyond the cars and on the slope, a dreary clump of blackness stained the gray green, forlorn under a gazebo on wheels, protected from the elements by white canvas.


A sad gathering appeared like a rain cloud over the brow of the central knoll. JJ’s party, it had to be. I’d have missed the interment itself, but I could pay my respects anyway.
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