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INCOMING

Four days before the World Trade Center was destroyed by terrorists, Jim Troxler caught a United flight from Los Angeles to New York. This was September 7, 2001. Bad things had not yet happened, so it was business as usual in the land of the free. Bush had proved tough on third world racism and the environment, Tiger Woods was on the cover of Time, and the Regis Philbin gameshow, Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? had briefly captured the heart of America, spawning the catchphrase “is that your final answer?” which was deployed with much rueful humor in financial circles ever since the Nasdaq took a dive and showed no sign of bouncing back.

Troxler had been awake for fourteen hours. The previous morning, he had boarded an intercontinental flight from Melbourne, Australia, where he had lived for the past five years, and flown to Los Angeles via New Caledonia. A hellish stopover at LAX, then six more hours in the air to New York, most of which were spent listening to a cunning rock spider of a woman named Joyce, who trapped him at the start of the in-flight movie and didn’t let up until the plane was on the tarmac. Joyce, it transpired, was an alcoholic who had not touched alcohol in fifteen years.

Troxler’s visit to the States was motivated by a series of urgent email messages from his younger brother, Martin, the meat of which concerned their father, a practicing alcoholic from the old school of two-fisted, unapologetic alcoholism, who had finally succumbed to cancer and was understandably pissed-off about it, to the point of demanding a closing ceremony with fireworks at the old family home in Fern Grove, Fort Lauderdale. Exactly why this necessitated a flight to New York instead of Florida was something of a mystery. Despite their urgency, Martin’s emails had been cryptic. The brothers needed to talk. Some heavy shit was going down. Interestingly, the heavy shit quotient of these messages was referred to in a kind of frantic subtext; the main subject of Martin’s emails being the performance specs of the brand-new Audi Quattro he had recently acquired, and the course of action he was proposing (and which Troxler had provisionally agreed to) was that the brothers hook up in New York and drive down to Fort Lauderdale. The old man would be discussed. The heavy shit would be resolved. A road trip. In the Audi. Which was, apparently, Heaven on Wheels.

The United flight was half empty, the plane a Boeing 767. Standard three-four-three seating configuration. Plenty of seats to go around. Anticipating a clear view of Manhattan, Troxler had secured himself a window seat at the right-hand rear of the aircraft, his little porthole unobscured by wing. He had his blanket and pillow. He was savagely tired. And here was Joyce, peering around from the seat in front of him, talking through the headrests, then actually getting up and switching rows. A big woman. Midwestern. Her name was Joyce, she was sitting beside him, and—

“Why do you consider yourself an alcoholic if you haven’t touched booze in fifteen years?” he had asked.

A twelve-step litany ensued. Alcohol had brought Joyce to the brink of ruin. Alcohol, in fact, had taken Joyce beyond the brink. Way, way beyond. She had been out there. On the slippery slope. Drinking drinking drinking. Joyce could have been anywhere between forty-five and sixty. She described the alcoholism of her past in practiced soundbites. She was a bad wife, a bad mother. She did things, bad things. The details were hazy, not that Troxler needed details—his dad, after all, had played for the majors—but the odd thing about Joyce was that she didn’t let up. There was no end to her badness. No point in the narrative where she saw the light and quit. Fifteen years had passed, and yet here she was, on the verge of tears, reliving the halcyon days of her old life as a booze hound. How very strange. On the projection board in front of them, the War in the Pacific played itself out, and it looked for all the world like the U.S. Navy was winning. The carnage was high-gloss and cinematic, the scope of production affording director Michael Bay the opportunity to blow things up on a truly epic scale, and as the film progressed, many great, gouting fireballs of destruction blossomed like flowers on the video screen.

The Manhattan skyline was somewhere to their right. The plane had banked above Long Island and was curving down into Kennedy. Joyce was still talking, her voice husky with use, imploring Troxler to look at her, look at her, not the New York City skyline which would still be there tomorrow. She had stayed in his face for several hours, punishing herself for his benefit, and yet the true, harrowing sadness of her account came with the shuffling of tray tables and the fasten seatbelts sign, and the sudden realization that fifteen-year-old alcoholism was all Joyce had to offer. Nothing of interest had happened since. Alcoholics Anonymous had given her the courage and the script, Jerry Springer the belief in the importance of her story. It was self-help in the truest sense. She had debased herself in the eyes of a stranger. The effect was cleansing. It was time to move on.

“And what about you?” she asked. “What brings you to New York?”

They were standing at the luggage carousel. Troxler’s bags had appeared and he was tracking them.

“Good question,” he replied.

The airport lighting was surreal. Uniformed black guys guarded the handcarts, the idea being that they would cart your luggage for you if your luggage required carting—presumably for a tip. Joyce was smiling at him, her eyes wide open, blinking in the slow rhythm of someone chewing gum. It was a distancing gesture. The wide eyes and slow blinking meant “please go away now,” and Troxler was happy to oblige.

“Here’s my luggage,” he pointed out.

“You’re a very perceptive and intelligent young man,” Joyce said warmly. “It’s been a real pleasure speaking with you.”



Jim Troxler was thirty-six years old. Unlike his younger brother, who had inherited the old man’s swagger and charm, he had channeled the family genes into his work, and had developed a quiet intensity that kept him somehow in the background. You switched him on, he hummed like a refrigerator. A reassuring noise you noticed only when it stopped. In the five years he’d lived in Australia, this was the first time he had returned to the States, for the simple reason that the work demanded it. He too had been out there. On the slippery slope. He was one of those guys who took karate to relax.

This business with his father, then, was something of a wake-up call, because there was no way the old man would willingly concede to death. That would involve losing, and his dad never lost. His dad—who both sons considered to be one of the more interesting and colorful and frightening people on the planet; who continued to astonish and excel at a disparate range of careers (highlights including insurance salesman, race-car driver, security consultant, and, of course, bartender), the whole time taking down an inhuman amount of booze—was something of a legend when it came to not losing. He never gambled (gambling was for losers), borrowed money, or went to church (for losers), took shit from his bosses (a pack of losers, many of whom he had set straight over the years), or died, the idea of death being as inconceivable as some big midwestern woman on a plane wanting to talk for three hours about life off the wagon. Yet here it was. Tough old Alan Troxler from Red Hook, Brooklyn. Ass-kicked by cancer. So now it was time to take stock of the legacy: the clapped-out house on the best street in Fern Grove; the impressive but clapped-out collection of cars; the devastatingly beautiful but hard-boiled and defiantly clapped-out former Miss Miami, Dottie Troxler (née Harris); and the semi-famous younger brother, Martin, who, despite assurances that he would be here at the gate, was not at the gate. Which was no surprise, really.



A billboard-sized photograph of Steve McQueen in his Le Mans racing gear covered an entire wall of the arrivals area, and as Troxler carried his heavy bags past it, he couldn’t help smiling at the thought of his dad. Two Corvettes in the driveway. Fabulous windblown hair. And yet like McQueen, especially in his Le Mans period—Le Mans being an out of control vanity project that cost many people in seventies Hollywood their jobs—what it came down to was the idea of fast-lane living. McQueen had no clue what his film was about. All he knew was that it revolved around a famous car race in France, which he would presumably win on account of being the hero, and that it gave him occasion to wear a cool-looking outfit. Plot, character development, story arc, believability: these things were not important in the case of Le Mans. It was McQueen. In an outfit. Squinting at the camera in a portentous but otherwise meaningless collection of iconic moments, one of which the Tag Heuer people would freeze-frame and blow up a quarter century later, displaying it prominently on an airport wall as a symbol of success.

Was the old man successful? If McQueen was the role model, the answer was yes. McQueen was bigger than Le Mans. He had walked from the wreckage, leaving a stunned and bankrupt pit crew to quell the flames behind him, and he had looked damn good walking. There was something heroic about the way he left the site. In much the same way, Alan Troxler was a legend in Fort Lauderdale. He was an expert at walking from wreckage. Years of disaster had not only untouched him, they had somehow enhanced his thrillseeker cachet. He felt zero remorse. You did business with him, you were basically employing him to take your risks, which meant you were too much of a pussy to take them yourself, which put you somehow in his debt. This was the logic, take it or leave it, and, oddly enough, the phones kept ringing. Despite evidence to the contrary, people didn’t just believe; they wanted a participatory role in Alan Troxler’s mythic life. And thus Le Mans. Old man Troxler and his cars, his beautiful wife, and a forty-year career trajectory that was one huge racing skid from Brooklyn to the Sun Belt. Twisted metal and glass. The inevitability of collision. The engine whine and freefall. Seconds, hours, days before the crash.



This book takes place in that moment of freefall, in a similar environment of zero remorse. The crash we were expecting occurred in April 2000, and it was routinely huge and horrible. The dot-com economy imploded. Many people lost their shirts. In New York, the wreckage was largely metaphoric, resulting in a lot of would-be millionaires not becoming millionaires, and a lot of on-paper wealth disappearing overnight. It was different in the heartland, where houses and farms had been mortgaged on technology, but this wasn’t the heartland. This was big city USA. All the great players had walked from wreckage; the hallmark of true greatness being the ability to predict a collision and keep driving toward it, increasing acceleration and reaping profit all the way, and then selling like mad at the point of impact. Like U.S. foreign policy, the economic big picture was driven by so many short-term agendas and high-risk plays that the resulting crash was not only inevitable but necessary (and, if you listen to the rationalists, desirable) in terms of creating the kind of supercharged environment in which a global rethink might be possible. In which we stopped, by virtue of the accident, and went, “People are getting hurt here. Perhaps it’s time we slowed down.”

The old man’s closing ceremony was symptomatic of this—the onset of death being a particularly good conduit for change—although Jim Troxler could no more imagine the old man sitting up in bed and saying, “Jim, Marty, I’ve been wrong all these years,” than he could the Tag Heuer people going, “That McQueen movie sucked.” And yet these emails from his brother … impossible to decipher, but very much in the language of mortality. His brother sounded spooked. Five years of scant communication, and suddenly these long, rambling, confrontational emails that really did suggest some kind of crisis of belief. His wheels had left the tarmac. He was in freefall. And, in sharp contrast to his dad, who had crashed and walked so many times that the act of crashing and walking was nothing new, Martin Troxler had yet to hit the wall himself. Dot com hadn’t touched him. He was there for the crash, but it wasn’t his crash, so he got to hang loose and party guiltlessly in the wreckage. Party being the operative word because the truly creepy thing about the economic flatline was that there was still a lot of money around. Share prices had fallen, but there were millions of dollars of as yet unassigned venture capital and company assets to play with, and if you were remorseless—that is to say, if you figured all those people in the heartland were a bunch of fucking pussies without the wherewithal and guts to make their farms work themselves—it was an easy job to make this money disappear. From the top to the bottom of the food chain, enterprising New Yorkers squirreled wealth from the wreckage, the mentality being that if they didn’t, someone else would, and why should that someone else get all the breaks? Dog eat dog world, pal. Can’t stand the heat, get out of the kitchen. Is that your final answer? Yes it is.



September 7 was a Friday, the big party night in NYC. Young men and women would soon be suiting up and preparing to hit the clubs. Booze would be consumed. Drugs taken. This was a typical night out in the final days of dot com, and yet for Jim and Martin Troxler, the evening would prove significant in ways that had less to do with money and more to do with their given outlooks on life. Jim the idealist. Martin the pragmatist. Both in freefall as a result of their dad, and both on the verge of a serious flameout. The old man’s DNA was combustible. Both sons were pushing their respective envelopes, and the next fifteen hours would turn the evening white hot. In the next fifteen hours, the environment would turn critical and a directional change would somehow be achieved, but not before the younger Troxler had set himself on fire. Martin Troxler would hit the wall, there’d be wreckage galore, and the old man’s demons would stand grinning in the flames.

The question, then, was whether to face them.

Whether to stay at the site and hose those demons down.






LEGENDS OF THE FALL

Martin Troxler was struggling to explain the New Cynicism above the noise of a Chinese restaurant-turned-sports bar in the financial district of Manhattan. The bar was not located on Wall Street, but it was a well-known broker hangout. The noise level was ridiculously high. An enormous twelve-console widescreen hung down from the ceiling, alternating Super Bowl footage with rapid-cut highlights from the Extreme Sports Network. The soundtrack was one big guitar squeal.

“You get out of college in the eighties-early nineties,” he was saying. “You size up the workforce. The old trades. Architect. Doctor. Lawyer. Whatever. The old trades are hierarchy-based. You start at the bottom and work your way to the top. The top is what it’s all about. And there are people ahead of you. Doing it. You with me?”

“Sure.” Jim Troxler nodded.

“These people at the top. They paid their dues. It’s a competence and respect thing. You learn from your competent superiors. You respect them. Someone is incompetent above you—or, godforbid, your competent superior screws up—you take his job and move on. This is the workforce in the eighties-early nineties. You can get to the top. But it takes time. And time is good, right?”

“Sure.” Jim Troxler nodded.

“Okay. So now you get out of college in the late nineties—early naughties. You go straight into e-biz. Doesn’t matter what you’re studying. E-business will take you. Anyone with a computer can be a convergence analyst. A website developer. An e-commerce VP. Anyone with a spark of an idea and an MBA can get venture capital. Float a company. Get to the top in no time. And no time is bad.”

“Why is no time bad?” Jim Troxler asked. “I would have thought getting to the top in no time would be great.”

“It is great, except you have no guidelines. No competent superiors to show you the ropes. You wouldn’t believe how many thirty-year-old CEOs there were in Manhattan with like, twenty mil VC in their accounts, going, ‘What the fuck do I do now?’”

“I imagine you’d buy a lot of real estate,” Jim Troxler said.

“The money’s on paper. That’s not the point. The point is, there’s no value to this kind of success. It wasn’t hard fought for. It meant nothing. The dot-com economy was built with smoke and mirrors. All this money appeared. Companies overdeveloped like crazy. And even before the crash, the question everyone was ignoring was like, where the hell is the revenue coming from? Do we know? Does anybody know?”

“I have no idea,” Jim Troxler said.

“Nobody knew. Ergo the New Cynicism. The whole thing could fall apart at any minute, so let’s greenlight that project! Let’s spend the venture capital! You’re the New Media VP at Nissan, I’m the e-biz dude from Young and Rubicam, let’s develop your web presence! Let’s fit you up with an e-tail facility even though no one in their right mind is going to buy a Nissan from you without sitting in it first, because we could both be laid off in a week! Lunch at the Four Seasons? Oh you betcha!”



Troxler talked like this. He was a Gatling gun of absolutes. He spoke from a position of authority on everything, especially things he knew nothing about, and got away with it because he wrote hi-tech lowbrow for a range of magazines. People respected his opinion because his opinion was published in Esquire and The New Yorker, and it was a kind of Dave Barry opinion, only younger and meaner. Since 1996, he had authored two popular books of social criticism, and had a third book scheduled for a Christmas release. Everything he said was completely obvious, but delivered in an incredulous tone that made you doublethink his meaning. He straddled the terrain between Coupland and Rushkoff, and had a sportswriter’s knack for delivery and punchline. On the rare occasions when he was feigning interest in someone else’s opinion, he had this aggressive habit of rapid-firing the questions, leaning into the person’s body space like Holyfield fighting Tyson, parrying each answer with a new question until the conversation quickened into a flurry of data. Faster and faster. And somewhere in the speed of repartee, he’d lose interest and politely disengage. This is not to say Martin Troxler was an asshole. He was actually very charming when it suited him to be.

“So what’s the difference between the New Cynicism and, you know, just plain old cynicism?” Jim Troxler asked.

“Old Cynicism is the result of non-success. You’re promised the American Dream and it doesn’t happen? Someone less qualified gets the job because they play golf with the boss? Old Cynicism. New Cynicism is the result of success-not-earned. Where you don’t believe in what you’re doing, but profit regardless. It’s all there in the galley proof. Not that I expect you to read it.”

Outside the book contracts and the magazine articles, Troxler made serious money as a “youth consultant” to Fortune 500 companies. His field of expertise was the shifting landscape of youth consumerism. He spotted trends. Explained markets. He was suit-friendly in the sense that he could work a room full of outstandingly wealthy but creatively inert businesspeople without seeming smug or condescending, and his wardrobe was an intimidating closet of hipness. Right now, he was wearing a fussily tailored Italian-style suit—in Tony Nova, a statement in itself—and this visual dynamism really worked in the boardrooms, even more than his one-two punch of obviousness and incredulity. Conference planners fought to book him. His praise appeared on the back of work by much better writers. His own jacket art was stylish and conceptual, and you could tell that a great deal of time had been spent on the author photographs, which were contrived to look as though they had been snapped on the fly, but were obviously the result of a professional shoot.

“Of course I’ll read it,” Jim Troxler said.

Troxler’s latest book was titled The Slum Lords. It examined the Silicon Alley boom in turn-of-the-century Manhattan, and held it up as a microcosm of the economy under Clinton. Lust and guilt. The loss of the father figure. All those thirty-year-old CEOs, money in the bank, keening. Chapter excerpts had appeared in Forbes and Wired, and Troxler was sunning himself in the public glow. He’d written an amusing piece for Men’s Journal and done a fashion shoot for Rogue, the webzine of the moment, and his brother’s question floated down out of nowhere, almost inaudible above the sports roar overhead.

“So which cynicism are you? New or old?” Jim Troxler asked.

Troxler studied his brother’s face, looking for the insult. There was none. It appeared to be an innocent question. He leaned forward on his stool, tilted his head into three-quarter profile, and threw a dangerous smile up from under his eyebrows.

“Post,” he grinned. “I earn my money, same as you.”



C. C. Baxter returned from the bathroom and collected the first round of drinks from the bar. Baxter, whose first name was Greg, had acquired the C. C. initials after the character Jack Lemmon plays in The Apartment. As per the movie, the moniker was quickly busted down from “Buddy boy” to “Bud,” which was Baxter’s nickname of renown in financial circles.

“Yojimbo,” he said, setting tall glasses in front of Troxler and his brother. “Samurai who has lost his master. Ronin. I salute you.”

Jim Troxler studied the drink. It was sunset pink and fluffy, like there could be an egg in there somewhere. He took a cautious sip and recoiled at the taste.

“I actually wanted an Amstel Light,” he said.

“I made you for a beer drinker because of the accent? And the tan?” Baxter said cheerily. “But you’re in Manhattan now. You’re on my turf and I tip huge to have these babies put together, so take the fucking drink and stop complaining!” Baxter had clearly been hitting the smoot in the bathroom. He stood on a footrail, hoisted himself high above the other bar patrons, and snapped his fingers at the waitress.

“A beer chaser for the gentleman,” he ordered. “What you drinking, sport? A Foster’s? Australian for beer?”

“No one in Australia drinks Foster’s.” Jim yawned. “I’d like an Amstel Light, please.”

“Tab it,” Baxter said grandly, waving the waitress and Troxler’s money away. “No one in Australia drinks Foster’s? Don’t go there!”

“It’s an export beer. Foreigners drink it. The locals do not.”

“Do not go there!” Baxter exclaimed.

Jim Troxler took another sip of his cocktail. “This tastes like suntan lotion,” he pointed out.

“Yesh,” Baxter rumbled in the voice of Sean Connery. “Yesh it doesh, but itsh not the tashte that mattersh.”



Baxter was the founder/CEO of a formerly huge online advertising agency. He’d been in the Audi when Martin turned up at the airport, forty-five minutes late and full of excuses, and had wasted no time in making his presence felt adversely. “Yojimbo” was the first stage of a familiarity campaign he would run up various flagpoles and kick around all night, and his manner was so abrasive and gleefully vicious, it was possible the crash had affected his sanity. Too few paying clients and too much time on his hands. A young lion in winter. Cardinals cap, slimline Randolph shades, talking a whole bunch of nonsense in the back of his brother’s car. All these nightclubs they were going to visit. All these girls they were going to …

What Jim Troxler didn’t know—what he had no way of knowing—was that his brother and Baxter had been planning this for weeks. A homecoming parade. An underbelly trawl through glamorous fast-lane Manhattan. Welcome home Jim was the theme of this party, but it had as much to do with Jim as it did the old man’s cancer. It was Martin’s show. The renovators had just finished work on his loft, he had bought himself an expensive car, and he had long-standing family business to attend to. His status in the family was negligible, the result of a competitive tough love program engineered by his dad, and as a consequence, his relationship with his brother was inwardly fierce. Here he was, kicking it, in the City That Never Slept, and he was still that kid in the movie who never got to drive or fly or shoot. He’d been on Letterman. He was about to start a legitimate ten-city book tour. What an interesting career he had managed to have. But interest from the old man? A guest slot behind the wheel? His dad like Batman in his cave, waiting to rush out and wreak all kinds of havoc, but a quick trip up to Gotham to see Boy Wonder in action? Too goddamn hard. And now the prostate. Too late to have more sons, so the existing sons will have to do, but no prizes for guessing which son the old man calls first.

As a big-eyed, willful little boy, Martin Troxler had negotiated the many disappointments of childhood by buying himself presents on festive occasions, and the release of his new book was no exception. The launch wasn’t due for another couple of months, but his advance check had cleared and he was robust enough to underwrite a big night of drinking in celebration of himself, and the convergence of family brought about by his dad was actually quite convenient in that it gave him the chance to drive/fly/shoot the pants off his brother. Something he’d wanted to do for a very long time.

To do Martin justice—given that we know his night will end badly—it would be good if we could break from narrative convention for a moment and concede him the competitive edge at the outset of this battle. Right now, his desire to outfly outdrive outgun his brother just sounds like boring sibling rivalry, which is really not the case. Yes, the old man lay at the heart of everything, and the evening’s clash of values would be fought in his name, but what we’re looking at here is different perspectives on success. We’re on Martin’s turf; this is Martin’s night out; Martin’s our man in big city USA; so why don’t we concede him the high ground and let him come down from there, and put Jim in the background, at least until the battle lines are drawn. Baxter has already been sandbagging the terrain, calling Jim “Yojimbo”—the samurai hero of a Kurosawa film—in a sardonic tone of deferential respect, so why don’t we tune out Baxter’s irony and accord Jim this role. The quiet outsider. The one through whose eyes we will follow the story. Yojimbo’s particulars will be revealed in time, but it’s Martin’s career path we need to gloss over now. His faultlines are of the same topography as his environment, and are thus informed by the deep core seismology that lurks at the heart of metropolitan life.



Like anyone who has ever had the privilege of being styled, photographed, and written about in a glossy magazine, Martin Troxler had an appetite for star treatment that, once whetted, became insatiable overnight. His first two books, The Uncanny X-Men—an obvious/incredulous look at the “cultural commentators” who made serious money explaining the youth brand to marketing firms and advertising agencies—and Totally Wired—an anthology of e-biz-related articles and profiles commissioned and published by Wired magazine—had both been well received, leading to the usual chatshow and magazine offers through which he would vault himself into the public arena. By the end of the nineties, he was a neophyte celebrity in the sense that he could get a table at most restaurants and was invited to a few of the important movie premieres, but he was nonetheless tarred by the ugly brush of journalism. At no stage did he feel the city’s Big Embrace. He wrote obvious/incredulous things about people more famous than he was, and was thus lumped in with the paparazzi in the eyes of such people, regardless of his wordplay, his author photos, his striking jacket designs. He hadn’t harpooned the Zeitgeist, coined a phrase that would linger in the collective memory, or even written a book in an unusual tense, and it was just as well the economy imploded when it did, because his attempts to crash the A-list were going nowhere.

Around the time of the crash, he had been experiencing a lot of turbulence uptown, the result of a seemingly harmless “Shouts and Murmurs” column he had written for The New Yorker, deconstructing the “new” Steve Martin by pointing out that the new Steve Martin was exactly the same as the old Steve Martin, humorwise, and that the comedian-turned-playwright’s French and high art—sounding Picasso at the Lapin Agile was, in fact, a kind of goofy conceit featuring a slapstick turn by a character named Schmendiman, the likes of whom could have easily turned up in any of Martin’s early films such as The Jerk or The Man with Two Brains.

The column’s thesis was fairly straightforward, but Troxler had laid on the incredulity with a trowel. Without rehashing the particularly damning paragraphs, the article’s tone was deemed to have crossed the line of respect, and was quietly reviled in the very staterooms of influence the writer had been trying so desperately to access.

Bad news for a neophyte.

But nothing compared to the hideous embarrassment of running into Steve Martin a few weeks later.



The chance encounter with Martin was mercifully brief, but Troxler had the misfortune to be eating a messy hors d’oeuvre at the time, and was deprived of an equal footing with Martin, appearancewise. They sized each other up at a Park Avenue fundraiser; the comedian/playwright in tasteful Prada, the columnist/pontificator in a Vilma Mare plastic suit, trying to contain a mussel/crab/thousand island dressing grenade that had gone off in his hand, and if there was any one moment that conveyed to Troxler the enormity of the gulf between celebrity journalist and celebrity celebrity, it was that ten-second freeze-frame right there. Not a word was said, but Troxler could feel the stench of Princess Diana lingering around him. He felt shifty. Predatory. Responsible for the bloodshed. Fingers dripping with viscous fluid as his eyes darted wildly in search of a napkin, and of course there was no napkin and there was no escape route and there were no sympathetic faces he could appeal to in a jokey, tension-relieving way, so he had no choice but to stand there in extreme discomfort, containing the flow, until Martin moved on.

After Martin moved on (and Martin never really moved on—Martin is still in Troxler’s head, staring across the room at him with a perfectly blank expression that could contain any number of hidden meanings and nuances if you were to play the moment over and over like Zapruder footage: something Troxler doesn’t want to do but can’t stop himself from doing), Troxler collected his coat and caught the first cab down to Wall Street. There was a drinking scene down there. An as yet uncharted scene where you could deal yourself in to the humiliation fury of dot com by slapping money on the bar and trading lines of smoot and bullshit. A rough scene. Non-stateroomly. No smiling old dears in their palatial apartments with their antique furniture and actual wealth. This was the once-scrappy paradise of other people’s money. Money that hadn’t actualized. Money that had gone. A pyramid scheme of prospective wealth was what it was, and the incredible thing was that so many people bought it. All these superbright people with their expensive degrees, and they may as well have been peddling tupperware for all the good it did them. Three or four years of subsistence living, waiting for the good times to roll out of escrow?—Sorry no. The Nasdaq took a dive and it was party time on Wall Street; in the canyons of finance; from the World Trade Center to the hi-tech shantytown of Flatiron. The Nasdaq was dead, and like the disco ghouls of Thriller, the entire lower echelon of stock-and-wage-earning trenchworkers—the programmers, production managers, sales and marketing staff, designers—crawled out from their graves to shake what booty they had left. A rough fucking scene. Couple of bars down there you wouldn’t walk into. These were the places where the wingless gods of e-biz came to sell the office hardware and drain their corporate accounts. And drink. This is where the downwardly mobile came to drink, and Troxler was of a mind to get righteously loaded.

The drinking hole he washed up at was suitably roughhouse and exclusive: the back room of a Chinese restaurant in Hanover Square. Prior to the crash, the restaurant part of the restaurant had been a popular lunchtime eatery, waggishly known around the traps as Zero Sum. Post-crash, it was Sum Zero. Where the New Cynicism percolated blackly. Where C. C. Baxter and his henchmen held court. They served corn chips in straw baskets until ten, and after midnight it was standing room only. All kinds of stuff going on in the bathroom. The shameless wholesaling of goods in which people’s needs were bluntly stated and addressed without the usual preamble of lineage and backstory. Certain moral constraints had loosened up as a result of the Faludi backlash and the surge of badboy culture as championed by Rogue and Maxim, and it was the kind of bare-knuckled, sweaty atmosphere of service where it all came down to money. Sum Zero. It was here in the back room the free market lived large, and where Troxler would first grasp his concept of The Slum Lords.

“You want to know how this works? Here’s how this works,” he was saying. “That guy sitting behind you. The unfortunate-looking gentleman with the volleyball-like face, who, for the purposes of this conversation, we will call Wilson. Shiny-faced Wilson has the heart of a criminal. He didn’t cause the crash. He wasn’t selling tupperware. All he did was found a company that built a state-of-the-art system for tracking banner ads in websites. Three long years at the coal face. Leveraged buyout. Equity deal. Corner office with view. Things are humming along nicely for Wilson until the parent company sends a couple of career counseling dudes to see him, and here they are in his office, admiring the view, wanting to know where he sees himself next. Which is nowhere, because he’s mortgaged to the hilt. He’s overdrawn. He’s maxed. He’s on the slippery slope. The counseling dudes, it turns out, were once in dot com themselves, and a lot of self-congratulation takes place in Wilson’s office as these condescending fuckers on the company payroll explain that, in these difficult times, you need to be proactive, you need to think outside the cube. Which Wilson does. His brother owns a van. The following day, something like forty brand-new, market-fresh, sleekly ergonomic and commercially desirable Macintosh G4s (retail price: $4,799) disappear from the two floors of Woolworth Building the parent company leases. There are a million stories in big city USA, and Wilson’s is—”

“—wait wait wait. Back up a second.”

“Pourquoi?”

“Correct me if I’m wrong, Marty, but at the end of the day, what you’re talking here is stolen property.”

“Oh please.” Troxler shuddered.

“Yojimbo. My friend.” Baxter smiled into his cocktail. “What we’re talking here is the interesting process by which a new meritocracy of wealth is forged in the glowing embers of ruin. We’re talking evolution.”

“Excuse me?”

“Forty Macintosh G4s. Property of the liquidators. To be sold in auction anything up to eight months after the closeout, by which time their street value has depreciated to fuck-all. A 336 MHz, two-gig G4? I can pick one up now for less than a grand. Back in September 2000, when Wilson’s severance comes through, they’re trading at two-five. A two hundred grand purchasing order becomes a hundred grand street deal. Six months later at auction? Forty grand if you’re lucky. So. On a negative scale—”

“I understand depreciation,” Yojimbo said wearily. “My question was more a question of ownership.”

“Your brother is kidding.” Baxter whistled in amazement.

“My brother is not kidding.” Troxler grinned.

“Your brother … is the weakest link. The ownership question. Jesus, Jim. Not for you the little details. Poor old Wilson and his forty G4s, no no. You’re a Big Picture man. You want the answers.”

“He’s like this.”

“You want to go global. See the little lights a-flashing. An Intel server here, a couple of Pentiums there, of no interest to you in your quest for truth, hey Jim. For you, it’s war surplus. It’s Vietnam. It’s the hardware of Nam you wish to account for. Who signed the purchase order? Who owns the shit and how do we get it back to them? Am I right?”

“You’re asking me this question?”

“Not really, no. America owned the shit. We, the people of America. It was a cluster fuck, it should never have happened. But hey. The war drive. Trillions of dollars spread hither and yon. More shit than we knew what to do with. More guns than we had soldiers—”

“And now it’s Macintosh G4s instead of M16 rifles. Is this what you’re saying?”

“The war has come to us, my friend. We’re fighting a war in this country.”

“Oh really?”

“Oh yeah.”

“So helping Wilson unload his G4s is … what? Part of the war effort?”

“Part of the recovery.”

“We’re the good guys in this story, bro,” Troxler said reassuringly. “We’re putting food on tables. Helping families in crisis. How’s your Amstel? You want another Amstel?”

“I’m okay for the moment,” Yojimbo replied.

“We’re like those lovable guys from M*A*S*H. I mean, look. You’ve drunk your Amstel and you’re refusing another one out of pride. You’ll do without, like poor Tom Joad loading up the old truck, and see, you don’t have to do this! All you have to do is ask me for a beer! We’re here for you! We’re here for the little guys like you and Tom Joad!”

“By Tom Joad, you mean the Grapes of Wrath Tom Joad.”

“Grapes of Wrath Tom Joad is correct.”

“Interesting choice of metaphor there, Marty. I was under the impression the reason the Joads had to load up the old truck and head out to California was because the Depression had bled the country dry. The money was in the cities, along with the war profiteers and organized crime.”

“Don’t go there!”

“But hey. You want to buy me something, buy me a coffee. I said I’d come out for a few quiet drinks, and I’m holding up my end. But don’t push it, okay? I’m not in the mood.”

“A coffee for this gentleman! Standard NATO? Extra black?”

“A plain old filter coffee would be fine.”



For the latter part of this conversation, Baxter had been rocking on his stool, weighing up the pros and cons of a return trip to the bathroom. War profiteers? Organized crime? The Grapes of Wrath, which was one of his all-time favorite novels? Baxter was cursed with a razor-sharp intellect and a profound love of the superior swordsmanship of argument, and the disappointing thing was that there were very few people with the courage and wit to match him in battle. He was a monster, yes, but this was really no excuse. It all came down to the mediocrity of others, and, like so many seriously bright people driven mad by boredom, he had taken to dulling his blade with a smorgasbord of drugs. Yojimbo was on his feet and ambling toward the bathroom, so the question of a return trip was temporarily answered. But time was of the essence. Because Big Guy, with his heavy armor plating, his turrets and guns and camouflage paint, would be walking through the door in the next fifteen minutes, and it was Baxter’s practice to fling back the curtains and flood the room with sunlight before his gloomy friend arrived.

C. C. (Bud) Baxter. Founder/CEO of Hike-It Hut Hut Hut. The first of the Porsche-driving, Silicon Alley millionaires to buy a townhouse in the Village and float a perfect IPO. Romantically linked. One of the original cyber sixty. The prankster. The warehouse party maven. The guy who bought that hideous Schnabel. A Bowery Bar regular, one of those ironic guys who drank themselves silly so they could stagger outside and actually be on Skid Row, whose e-biz celebrity rose to truly epic heights after Monica Lewinsky crashed one of his parties a couple of months after she blew into town.

Lewinsky was apparently on flirting autopilot (“You can see the attraction” is Baxter’s stock response to anyone asking him to describe her in depth), but he dutifully took her number, called her back, and showed her the sights for a couple of weeks, collecting her bizarrely garrulous phone messages on his answering machine and posting them as sound files on the web. By far the best cut in the collection was the now legendary “Hello … you!” drunken phone ramble in which Monica satirizes herself in conversation with the Big Creep, a portion of which would be sampled and remixed by Junior Vasquez, played at a million raves and dance clubs throughout the country, and turned into the unofficial soundtrack for Hillary Clinton’s New York senate campaign.

In the face of the ensuing controversy (Where did these sound files come from? Who could possibly be responsible for such a betrayal? How is Monica holding up? What is Monica wearing?), Baxter shamelessly stonewalled the press, denying all knowledge of any messages or sound files, but with the right amount of irony and poise to let everyone know that he was in on the joke. The Lewinsky site had been set up via a Swedish porn rerouter, and whoever had coded and scripted it had taken the precaution of not disclosing his identity to anyone directly. When the dust had settled and Monica was back in Washington where she belonged, he might eventually take credit. But now was too risky. Especially in light of all this war profiteering. (It should be pointed out that Baxter’s the kind of guy who, for as long as it takes for the subject to bore him, will not only start incessantly referring to his activities as “war profiteering,” but will somehow manage to transmute this idea into the local sociology. Unless something drastic happens to divert his sway of influence, the midnight to four shift will soon be using this term ad nauseam, and, rather than resenting Yojimbo’s muted accusation, he actually admires it. The last person to raise the ownership issue of all these orphaned computers he’s been helping relocate … well, the last person with the guts to do that was Martin Troxler himself.)

Troxler and Baxter had circled each other warily in the early trading days of Zero Sum. Their reputations preceded them. Column width for column width, photo for photo, Troxler’s press wedge was as fat and colorful as Baxter’s, and he had the clippings with him if you wanted to take it further. Paparazzi, you say. He’d traded quips with Rudolph Giuliani! This was him looking modest in Vanity Fair! The guy who did those super-quick but eerily accurate pen-and-ink caricatures in The New Yorker had done one of him and here it was! He was unencumbered by loss, unburdened by liquidators, had revenue streams that yielded actual revenue, and for some reason found himself on the receiving end of a lot of less-than-complimentary bar talk, catching flak from all sides like every other FNG. His Letterman status meant nothing to the slum lords, and Baxter was quick to let him know it. It was Baxter’s scene, and if you wanted in, you had to deal yourself a game at Baxter’s table. Humility was not an option, so Troxler went for the throat. He picked fights. Made his presence felt. Went after Baxter’s henchmen with a nihilistic zeal. You couldn’t help but admire his technique. It was business. He’d kill you in argument and then slip you his card. In the prisonyard hierarchy of the Zero Sum back room, Troxler wasted no time in slapping the bitches.

And he could drink.

He could really knock back the booze.

Baxter appreciated this last fact more than Troxler’s bravado, because Baxter at heart was a cheerful drunk, and cheerful drunks need company. In a moment of kingly inebriation, it was Baxter who staggered over to Troxler’s place at the bar. Who stuck out his hand and welcomed the writer to the fold, thus facilitating the pitch, package, and sale of Troxler’s latest book. It was Baxter who made it happen. Who personally dialed up, charmed, negotiated access to, calmed the nerves of, screamed at where necessary, and ultimately assembled the impressive roll call of former e-biz legends you can see behind Troxler in his latest jacket shoot. It was Baxter who made The Slum Lords possible, on the Catch-22 proviso that the author be his friend. And the author went willingly. Signed up for the full tour. For beneath the bombast, despite the sea of reserve, Troxler liked nothing more than to sharpen his wits on a professional bullshitter, and Baxter was a master of the form.

His “Don’t go there!” for example, was delivered in a self-referencing bleat designed to convey the idea that the person exclaiming “Don’t go there!” was not Baxter, but some poor fool completely unaware that the phrase “Don’t go there!” came and went in ’96. The linguists call this practice “speaking in parentheses,” and Baxter spoke in hardly anything but. He could float the quotation marks like nobody on earth, adopting and discarding personalities and accents, scaling the heights of the Spalding Gray/Eric Bogosian school of solo performance, and always hanging in until the end of the tab.

He was a piece of work, old C. C. Baxter, old Bud.

Troxler couldn’t wait to turn him loose on his brother.



OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/img01_1-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/img01_1-4.jpg





OEBPS/Images/img01_1-7.jpg





OEBPS/Images/hipen.jpg





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
YOUNG MEN
ON FIRE

A Novel by Howard Hunt

SCRIBNER
NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY SINGAPORE





