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This book is dedicated to the children of the incarcerated and to the children who are incarcerated.


Spit out the venom from their bite. Calmly and confidently know you can have the only thing that matters in this illusory world. They will always struggle, but the open heart needs nothing. Build a private mansion with your own hands out of what others ignore. That is the unassailable castle.

—Anonymous


-PROLOGUE-

Memorial Day Flyby

MEMORIAL DAY, 1993

McLEAN, VIRGINIA

I took a bucket of chalk and told my little sister Chloe to lie down.

“Lie down.”

“Why?” Chloe asked, cautiously for a five-year-old.

“I’m a detective, and I’m going to sketch your body. Pretend like you’re dead.”

“Okay, but Mom’s going to be mad.” We were in our matching Laura Ashley party dresses.

Mara, my older sister, rode her banana-seat bike in circles on the stone walkway, ignoring us as usual.

As I began smearing yellow chalk along the side of Chloe’s dress, we heard the sound of rumbling and buzzing coming toward us from a distance, louder with each passing second. I looked over at Mara, who had dragged her bike onto the grass. Her head was tilted toward the sky, watching birds fly out of the trees. Then Chloe jumped up and placed both hands over her ears to block the deafening sound. Seconds later, my mother flew out the front door, barefoot in her pink Chanel suit. Her red hair was pulled back with a pearl headband, and she was fumbling with the family video camera.

“Girls!” she cried. “There’s Daddy! Wave!”

Chloe and I darted toward our mother, who had run into the middle of the street, spinning around with the camera. We looked up into the sky, and there was dad circling the rooftop of our Georgian estate in his red and yellow single-engine prop Porsche Mooney airplane. He flew so low to the ground that we could see him laughing and waving to us in his aviator sunglasses.

“Daddy!” we screamed, his engine drowning our voices. We danced and twirled and threw our arms up into the air, waving to him as we watched. The red wings of his plane swayed from side to side with each passing turn before coming back around again to surprise us even closer to the rooftop of our house. Our American flag whipped in the wind when he came back around once more before disappearing into the distant sky.

He was my superhero.

Chloe and I spun around and around, falling dizzily into the grass, and Mara, who seemed concerned, ran over to our mother.

“Mom?” She tugged on her arm.

“Yeah, sweetheart?” The video camera was still recording.

“Is Dad going to get in trouble?”

My mother laughed at the thought. “I hope not.”


Ten Years Later
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The Phone Call

The roads were quiet, and white frost covered the otherwise green hills of Virginia. No one could hear the engines of several government-marked SUVs traveling one before the other, like soldiers down Dolley Madison Boulevard.

Like every other typical morning in our house, my father was the first awake. He was leaning over the marble sink in the master bathroom in his boxer shorts shaving the outer edges of his Clark Gable mustache with an electric razor. His collection of Hermès ties hung on a rack alongside the open closet door opposite his collection of Brooks Brothers suits. In the background, CNN reported on the television screen behind him: “Jury selection began Tuesday in the Martha Stewart criminal trial, where the self-made lifestyle maven will try to defend herself against charges of obstruction of justice, making false statements, and securities fraud.” The NASDAQ and Dow Jones numbers crawled along the bottom. I asked my father once what the numbers meant. He replied, “Don’t worry about it, that’s your dad’s job.”

My mother was sitting in front of the gold-framed mirror at her vanity table just down the corridor. Her hair pulled back with a navy scrunchy, she was examining her wrinkles and moving her skin with her hands to see how she would look with a face-lift.

Sometimes she forgot how beautiful she was. As a little girl, strangers would pull me aside at the market and ask, “Hey, kid, is your mom a movie star?”

She wrapped her silk bathrobe around her nightgown and headed to the kitchen to put on the morning coffee.

Chloe was upstairs grabbing her gym bag and lacrosse stick. Her boyfriend kept honking the horn of his Jeep Grand Cherokee out front.

“Coming!” she yelled as if he could hear her.

The SUVs continued on, passing an unmarked security house where, next to it in the gravel path, a sign had been planted: George Bush Center for Intelligence CIA Next Right. Hardly noticeable for the average tourist passing by on the way to Dulles International Airport, intentionally inconspicuous as all of the secret intelligence of the world lies just a mile down what looks to be a harmless suburban road. It was the winter of 1993 when I found out what it was, in the car with my mother on the way to school, and a secret agent stopped us at the red light. He questioned her. I remember asking what for, and she explained to me what was hidden down the street. A gunman had opened fire on several cars entering the CIA headquarters, wounding three and killing two employees. I understood then, despite the quiet feeling in our neighborhood, that things happened all around us every day that we weren’t privy to.

The SUVs turned onto Georgetown Pike, gaining speed, passing the Kennedys’ Hickory Hill estate to the left down Chain Bridge Road, and the little yellow schoolhouse on the hill to the right, a place my sisters and I used to march to with our Fisher-Price sleds each winter. But when the vehicles approached the corner to our street, Kedleston Court, a quiet cul-de-sac of mansions, Chloe flew out the front door, struggling to whip her backpack over her shoulder and lugging her lacrosse stick and gym bag in her other hand. She hopped into the passenger’s side of her boyfriend’s Jeep, and they took off, passing the SUVs without a second thought. It had been three years since 9/11; since US Air Force F-16 fighter jets flew so low to the ground they shook our beds at night. The days of my father flying his airplane above our home were long gone. We had become accustomed to this quiet feeling. We trusted that we were safe.

The SUVs came to a screeching halt, blocking our driveway and forty-foot stone walkway. The slamming of car doors and the heavy clicking of loaded guns disturbed our quiet morning routine when a dozen men covered in black bulletproof vests with yellow emblazoned letters on the back fanned out across the lawn, toward the front door of our estate, framed by Corinthian columns that beckoned the movers and shakers of Washington, DC—the entire property engulfed by green ivy and willow trees.

My mother was leaning against the kitchen island, sipping her coffee as she watched the morning banter of the Today show’s Matt Lauer and Katie Couric. If only she had turned around, had the TV not been so loud, she would have seen through the open shutters the infamous emblazoned letters—

“FBI!”

If she didn’t look the other way, maybe she would have known. It was too late.

“Get on the ground! Get on the ground! Now! Now!”

She dropped her mug, shattering it to pieces at her feet, spilling coffee all over the marble floor, running for the front door to find it wide open. My father was being handcuffed, his face smashed against the pink Persian rug in the foyer.

“You have the right to remain silent. Anything you do or say can be used against you in a court of law . . .”

My mother shook, begging my father for an explanation as she asked a series of cluttered and hysterical questions. He pleaded with her while the FBI lifted him to his feet. He told her he was innocent. He told her not to worry. He told her to call Bernie Carl. Had his hands not been handcuffed behind his back, he would have been pointing his finger at her.

My mother, watching from the foyer as my father was thrown into the back of a black Suburban, crumbled to the floor, barely breathing, heaving from shock.

She didn’t know.

The year was 2004, and America was unaware that it was about to fall into its worst economic recession since the Great Depression. George W. Bush was president, the “War on Terror” had begun, Lehman Brothers still existed, the real estate industry was skyrocketing, and everyone was happy stretching the limits of his or her livelihood on multiple credit cards and second mortgages. The rich grew richer. The poor grew poorer. And I—well, I had been lucky. Most who knew me then would have said that I was from the 1 percent. Although I never knew how much money my family was worth, how much liquid cash we had, or how much was sitting in crooked stocks. I have since discovered that one’s financial security is often an illusion, although I didn’t always feel that way. At eighteen years old, I had never paid much attention to the feeling of safety—of security. It was never discussed. It didn’t have to be. I grew up a few blocks west of Ethel and Bobby Kennedy’s Hickory Hill estate, and a few blocks south of the CIA in McLean, Virginia—the affluent suburb of Washington, DC, filled with politicians, spies, and newscasters. “Security” was just a privileged afterthought lingering in my subconscious somewhere as I floated through my seemingly fairy-tale life without a care in the world.

I was the girl who had everything: The mansion, the private plane, the Range Rover, summers on Nantucket Island. I was popular, had loving sisters who were my best friends, happily married parents, and dreams of being a movie star. Raised among the American elite, my father had created the epitome of an American Dream.

We looked perfect.

My father didn’t come from money. He built our life for us from the ground up. The grandson of Greek immigrants, the eldest of seven children, born and raised a sweet, southern boy from Richmond, Virginia, who spent his summers watching ball games at Fenway Park in Boston with his grandparents. “I ate all the cherries on the cherry tree and broke windows playing baseball in the backyard. I remember seeing the last baseball game in 1960 between the Boston Red Sox and the New York Yankees at Fenway Park when Ted Williams and Mickey Mantle played against each other. The Red Sox won.” He loved to tell that story.

Being the grandson of immigrants, he was proud of the life he worked so hard to build. He was the first of his family to graduate from college, the College of William & Mary in the historic town of Williamsburg, Virginia. The alma mater to the founding fathers James Monroe and Thomas Jefferson, the blue blood that shaped the principles on which this nation was built. Once, my father took me to a tavern for lunch in Colonial Williamsburg where all of the employees dressed up as pilgrims. He wanted me to engage in its history. I remember our server reminded me of Mammy the housemaid from Gone with the Wind, my favorite film growing up. She was a round African American woman dressed in a white bonnet and blue smock. As she set my plate of meat loaf and grits on the table, I looked at her, and instead of feeling like beautiful Scarlett O’Hara, I felt racist. I swore to myself I’d never go back there. I’d never, ever be seen with all those pilgrims wearing buckled shoes.

But my father looked back on his college days with great nostalgia. He was young and broke, and told us stories like the time he broke into the school cafeteria and ate all the Jell-O because he didn’t have any money for dinner. Or how he charmed all of the wealthy New England girls into cooking for him. After graduation, he was drafted during the Vietnam War and served his time dutifully in the air force, where he learned how to fly fighter jets. He went on to attend Howard University Law School, the prestigious all-black university in Washington, DC, where he wrote for the law journal and became a clerk at the White House in the still rippling years and aftermath of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and the civil rights movement. It was less expensive than a place like Harvard. When someone would ask me, as a kid, where my father went to law school, and I replied, “Howard,” they would respond as if they hadn’t heard correctly. “Harvard?” “No,” I’d say, “Howard.” Without fail, there was a moment of confusion for the other person. With all of the wealth we accumulated, people found it hard to believe he was a die-hard liberal. When I was older, my father would explain to me the importance of equal rights, affirmative action, gun control, and health care. Always rooting for the underdog in the quest to achieve the American Dream.

It would be years before I put together the pieces, the truth about my father, and the truth about myself. I had no idea the day the FBI came that I was being propelled into a reality that would strip me of everything I ever knew to be true, where all my life the lie was the truth and the truth was the lie, how the silver spoon would be ripped from my mouth, and how, in the end, denial would fail to save me.

I wasn’t there the day the FBI arrested my father. It was the narrative I created and replayed over and over in my head when my mother called me two hours later, as I had been fast asleep in my boyfriend’s bed in sunny California.

Blake placed his hand on my bare back as I glanced up at the blurry numbers of his alarm clock. I let out a groggy groan, still hungover from the night before, and switched sides of my pillow to face him; his sweet brown eyes looked at me. It was one of our last mornings to sleep in together before I headed back across town to finish my second semester of freshman year at Loyola Marymount University in Los Angeles. We were nestled in the northeast corner of his father’s mansion in Hancock Park, a high-profile neighborhood where rows of giant palm trees line the sidewalks of English Tudors and Mediterranean mansions. Home to consulates, studio executives, and movie stars—where old money lives.

Blake pulled down the covers as he kissed me and then pushed my left shoulder, turning me over on my back, exposing my naked body to the morning air, and I shivered as he kissed farther down my torso. My phone started ringing. It was the original Nokia ringtone, the one everyone hated—“do-do do do, do-do do do, do-do do do do”—it wouldn’t stop. I would have ignored it, but my heart was pounding, and I had this feeling: someone’s died. It was too early for a phone call. I put my fingers through Blake’s wavy hair and whispered, “Sorry,” as I scooted up toward the headboard and grabbed my phone off the nightstand.

“Are you serious?” Blake quipped, stranded at the foot of the bed.

“Home calling.”

I answered. “Hello?”

“Honey?” It was my mother. Her voice was trembling.

“Hi, Mom,” I replied, my heart thumping out of my chest. I yanked the comforter off the bed, wrapped it around my body, and turned away from Blake, who made his way over to his turntables and put on his headphones, annoyed by my rejection.

“I have some bad news,” she said, her voice moving into a higher register, the way she sounds when she’s trying not to cry.

“What’s going on, Mom?” I just wanted her to get it out and over with.

“The FBI came to the house this morning. They arrested your dad on fraud charges.”

“What?” I wasn’t sure I had heard correctly. “What do you mean, ‘fraud charges’?”

“You know Martha Stewart? It’s—it’s sort of like that.”

I knew by the way she hesitated that she was unsure of how to explain it. “You need to get a job as soon as possible,” she continued. “There’s no money left. The bank is going to take our home.”

As my mother’s words pierced through my conscience, I began stuttering from shock. Then I asked a series of my own hysterical questions: “Is he guilty?” “Is he going to be in the news?” “Is he going to prison?” “What do you mean, the bank is taking our home?” Each new question charged with escalating tears, and my mother didn’t have an answer to any of them. She claimed to know nothing but that it would only be a matter of days before we would lose everything. She couldn’t have known in that moment to what extent everything meant. Her intention of the word everything was used to imply material possessions. Houses, planes, cars, jewelry, clothing—the things that defined us, the things that made us worthy, the things we thought we needed—somehow, in the end, destroyed us. Neither of us knowing how lost we’d be without them, floundering in a world where love was no longer the answer. She couldn’t have known what would painstakingly prove to be the greatest loss of all. All of those things we could never ever get back: ourselves, each other. Family.

I hung up the phone and wiped my tears. Blake took off his headphones and looked at me. “Divorce?” he said, buttoning his pants, an unlit cigarette dangling from his lips. His tone wasn’t a question, more like he knew why I was crying and didn’t need to ask because he’d been entangled in his parents’ bitter divorce battle at the age of five, watching them rip each other’s hearts to shreds; a childhood wound still raw and untouched given the way he would, or most of the time, wouldn’t, talk about it.

“No,” I replied, staring into a blurred distance. Blake lit his cigarette, waiting for an answer—any answer to explain my sudden fugue state.

“The FBI came to my house this morning. They arrested my dad on fraud charges,” I said in a wave of eerie calm, as if the words had come from someone else, someone I didn’t know yet.

Blake’s eyes met mine. He inhaled his cigarette and then exhaled. He stared at me, thinking of what to say, the smoke lingering between us. Blake shook his head with confusion. “What?”

An instant sense of urgency kicked my system into overdrive. I leapt out of bed and kneeled down over my sprawled-out suitcase on the floor, searching for my favorite vintage 20th Century Fox T-shirt Blake had given me. I threw it over my head; the iconic gold block letters were faded from years of someone else’s wear and tear. I jumped up, putting one foot and then the other inside a new pair of Seven jeans that Mom had allowed me to put on the credit card.

“I have to call my sister,” I blurted out, turning around in circles, disoriented, trying to button my pants, not remembering where I put my cell phone. I searched for it, throwing pillows across the bed, lifting the top of my suitcase and throwing it over my pile of clothes spewing from all sides, shoving Blake’s skateboard upside down next to the door so it banged against the wall, and finally pulling the entire comforter over the bed with both hands, as if I were a magician getting ready to whip a tablecloth out from under the china. “Where is it?” I screamed. The comforter went flailing behind me with the sound of a pathetic thud as my cell phone hit the dresser and, at last, fell to the ground.

“Hey, hey, hey.” Blake rushed over, restraining me as I tried to get past him to pick up my phone. “Slow down. Breathe,” he said. I glared at him as he held my upper arms in place just below my shoulders. “Why don’t we go for a drive?” he suggested, knowing that nothing he could say would fix the overwhelming confusion that overtook any chance of my having a normal day.

“Okay,” I said, and then took a deep breath, “but don’t tell anyone about this. Not your dad—anyone.”

“I won’t,” Blake promised.

I didn’t know whom I could trust. I had known Blake for just over a year. We met at the Hollywood location of the New York Film Academy, a summer program that only the offspring of the affluent can afford, where students are given a vintage 33 millimeter film camera, all-access passes to the Universal Studios back lot, and a suite at the Oakwood Apartments, infamous for housing its rising Disney stars or the next Justin Biebers of the world. Blake was unfazed by it all. He broke all the rules, drove a fast car, smoked weed, had neon blue hair when I met him. He was the antithesis of Ralph Lauren, Ivy Leagues, and loafers—the guys I was surrounded by in Virginia. I was instantly drawn to him. He’d sneak me into forbidden places, like the haunted house from Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho, where we once found loose nails from a previous film set, then climbed to the rooftop and carved our names into the rotting wood. Blake’s carefree attitude came from being raised in a family of Hollywood lineage tracing back to the golden age. His father grew up next to the likes of Judy Garland and silent film stars such as Harold Lloyd, and was friends with Hugh Hefner.

One time at a private party at the Playboy Mansion when I was seventeen, I was pulled from the kids’ table (yes, there was a kids’ table) by one of the Playmates, who said to me, “Oh boy, when Hugh gets his eyes on you . . .” I remember staring down at my double-A-size breasts. “Oh, don’t worry about that, honey; he’d take care of it,” she said, like it was no big deal, like just another trip to the grocery store. By the end of the night, I found myself being chased by wild peacocks in the backyard amid naked, spray-painted Playboy bunnies while fireworks burst through the sky.

I was on the edge of adulthood in a city where your wildest fantasies become distorted realities; where boundaries become blurred lines. A far cry from the rigidity of a nine-to-five in public service in our nation’s capital for which I might have been destined otherwise. I longed to be a part of it all: the sex, the drugs, the rock and roll. Fame. My father had always told me I was going to be a movie star: a frail brunette beauty like Audrey Hepburn, he said.

Blake and I climbed into my BMW—a gift my father had given me the day before my high school graduation. Covered in a red bow, and tucked in the windshield was a note that read “Dear Christina Bambina, you owe me an airplane, Love Dad.” Later I found out my father had sold his airplane to buy the car. Money had been tight, but I never knew. My family, we never discussed that sort of thing. I never, ever had to think about money. In fact, I was told it was rude to discuss money.

Blake drove, and I sat in the passenger seat and called Mara, who was starting her junior year at Southern Methodist University in Dallas. Mara and I had always been close. Even after she left for boarding school when the the academic pressures at the National Cathedral School for girls became too intense and my parents decided it would be better if she finished high school in the Swiss Alps, where there were more snow days than school days. I never understood the choice to go from the culturally eclectic boarding school in Switzerland, with Saudi princes and princesses, and the future successors of oil tycoons, to the finest breeding ground for the next Mr. and Mrs. George Bush. I suppose there wasn’t a difference. Either way, she was my cool big sister who taught me how to freak dance and who cried when Kurt Cobain died.

The phone rang, and I knew I would feel better once we talked.

“Hey,” she said. Her voice was raspy, as though she had been crying.

“Hey.”

“Did you talk to Mom?”

“Yeah, and I just talked to Dad.”

“You did? How?”

“Mr. Carl bailed him out. He’s going to call you when he can.”

Bernie Carl was one of my father’s wealthiest friends, a banker. He and his wife, Joan, a Washington socialite, and their three children were close family friends. We traveled together on each other’s private planes, spent summers in Southampton, Nantucket, and St. Barths, and Thanksgivings in London and Scotland.

“What else did he say?” I wanted to know everything.

“He said it’s all a misunderstanding and that the government is trying to make an example out of him.”

I had no idea what she was talking about. “Okay,” I said. “Have you talked to Chloe?”

“No, she’s at school. I don’t think she knows yet.”

Chloe was a freshman in high school. She had become an avid lacrosse player with more friends than anyone could keep track of and a bit of a wild card, as no one ever knew whether she would bring home an A on an exam or hijack the Range Rover when our parents left town. Once, when she was five, she decided to swing from the gold chandelier in the family room with her best friend. Like two monkeys swinging from tree branches. The mischief ended in a near-fatal accident when the chandelier came crashing to the floor, shattering lightbulbs across the room. She and her friend were lucky they ran away unscathed.

I never spoke to Chloe that day, and it would be years before she would ever talk about what it was like for her when she found out about our father’s arrest.

Mara was rambling on about possible job options already. “Stripping?” she joked. Was it a joke, though? It was too overwhelming. I told her I had to hang up. For once, I didn’t want to keep talking.

Blake pulled the car over somewhere near the top of Laurel Canyon and Mulholland Drive. We got out, and I hurdled the metal guardrail along the cliff and sat with my feet dangling over the edge. Blake hopped over and took a seat next to me. He pulled out a joint from his pocket and sparked the end.

“Here,” he said, passing it to me. I took a long drag, hoping that in minutes I would be numb to the world.

I squinted, looking out over the hazy Los Angeles skyline. The Hollywood sign was barely visible in the morning fog; its alluring presence waiting for the sun to shine before it mocked the dirty streets of Hollywood. It would be hours before the hustlers readied their star maps for tourists, before the dancing Elvis and Marilyn Monroe impersonators sweated beneath their costumes, proclaiming their dreams of stardom next to a lone “Jesus Save Us! I Repent!” sign held by some angry protestor, each praying that one day they’ll be noticed.

Had I known what was to come, I would have been on my knees in the dirt praying for the answers, because the power of money—the loss of money, the need for money, what we would do for more money—would rip through my family, denying any chance of a resurrection. With each passing day, losing who I was and not knowing who I would become. I didn’t know how any of it would happen, how the truth would unravel, and how it would unravel me.

I passed Blake the joint. I thought about the possibility of my father being guilty. “But he wears Tommy Bahama T-shirts,” I declared. “My dad. He wears Tommy Bahama T-shirts.” Blake and I bent over laughing. Laughing so hard my stomach hurt.
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Glory Days

My mother and father met in the heart of the aftermath of political unrest in the 1970s, when Washington, DC, was the place to be. The Vietnam War had ended; the civil rights and women’s rights movements were breaking barriers leading to a more just and equal society, creating a glimpse of change and promise for a more prosperous future. My mother grew up along the canals of Long Beach, California, running barefoot and drinking chocolate malts from Hof’s Hut Bakery. She longed to be a part of history, eventually leaving her beach town life behind to work on Capitol Hill for Republican congressman Robert Lagomarsino. A few months later, she met my father. They fell in love and were married six months after. When I was a little girl, I asked my mother over and over again to tell me their love story.

“Mom, how did Dad propose to you?” I sat on the couch, watching Roxana slide a black St. John knit over my mother’s head. Roxana, an exotic Iranian woman who wore clunky gold bracelets and bright red lipstick, was my mother’s personal stylist at Saks Fifth Avenue. She always had a Coke and a Snickers bar waiting for me on the coffee table next to the pink lilies.

Our private dressing area had its own kitchen and powder room, and was filled with racks of couture gowns, tailor-made suits, stilettos, jewelry, and purses for my mother to try on. After I was born, my father insisted he was making enough money so my mother didn’t have to work. She was now serving on the board of directors at the Columbia Hospital for Women, was vice president of Discovery Creek Children’s Museum, and was a member of the Junior League. In her new role as philanthropist, she always needed a rotation of outfits for benefits, meetings, and cocktail parties.

“Honey, you know this story,” my mother said, adjusting her bodysuit underneath the dress.

“Tell me again,” I said. I was playing hooky. Mara and Chloe were at school. I often lied so I could spend the day with her, watching episodes of General Hospital, shopping and running errands. I wanted to talk to her all day long about grown-up things. It was more fun than playing with Poggs and Beanie Babies on the playground.

“Well, I have to tell the whole story,” she began, “because of what happened a few days earlier.”

My father had been late coming home from law school when my mother showed up at his apartment on Nineteenth and R Streets. She began spending most evenings at his apartment, but he hadn’t given her a key yet. My mother was tired and frustrated after a long bus ride home from work and began picking at my father’s lock with one of her bobby pins. Without any luck, she pulled out the key to her apartment, intending to use it to continue picking at the lock. But instead, it slid right in, unlocking my father’s front door.

“Like fate,” my mother said, twirling left and then right in her new St. John knit. After my father arrived home, they had dinner, and when they were reading and lounging on the couch afterward, he said to her casually, with his head still buried in his book, “What do you think about getting married?” My mother had asked if that was a proposal. He looked at her; he was nervous. “Yeah,” he said. “Do you want to get married?” Mom smiled at him. “Yes! Let’s get married.”

“A few days later”—my mother was now standing in her bra and panty hose, waiting for Roxana to bring her an evening gown—“I walked into the apartment, and there was a sock lying in the middle of the living area, which was strange, because your dad always liked to have things clean and neat. I picked up the sock, reached my hand down inside of it, and pulled out a black velvet box. Inside was my diamond ring. But this diamond ring.” My mother gently lifted the small diamond to her gold necklace resting between her collarbones.

On a trip to Paris, my father had surprised her with a 9-carat-diamond upgrade from Tiffany. She turned her original diamond into the necklace she wore.

“At the time, your dad didn’t have a penny to his name. He sold his blue Austin-Healey the day after I said yes so he could buy me this ring,” my mother said proudly. “And believe me, he loved that Austin-Healey.” My father wanted to make sure she said yes before he sold it.

“But he loved you more than the car,” I always assured her.

My father started making what he ironically called “real money” in the late eighties and early nineties. We moved from our quaint town house across from American University, a community called Westover Place, to the white brick Georgian house on Lowell Street across from the Mexican Embassy, where we held Fourth of July block parties and Halloween parties with the neighbors. Local firemen drove their trucks down to let us kids honk the horn and sound the sirens. We attended Christmas parties and birthday parties with guests named (Joe and Jim) Biden, (Arianna) Huffington, and (David) Rubenstein—before they carried the power they do today.

For my tenth birthday party, my mother hired a wild-animal trainer. He arrived dressed in safari gear and brought a wild alligator for us to play with. I didn’t care about any of the other wild animals he brought, like the African dwarf frogs and baby goats. I spent the entire afternoon chasing that wild alligator around the playroom in my plaid skirt while the mothers were upstairs in the family room gossiping over bottles of Pinot Grigio, Carr’s crackers, and caviar.

When we moved from the city to our estate in Virginia, our birthday parties and Christmases became even more extravagant as my parents’ wealth grew along with their position in the social hierarchy of Washington.

One year, the Woman’s Club of McLean selected our home to showcase Christmas decorations and interior design as part of the Holiday Homes Tour. (One of the others chosen was Merrywood, the fifty-acre estate on which Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy grew up.) It was a tour where wealthy women wore booties on their shoes as they walked around the decorated mansions oohing and aahing at the décor with the comfort that the money they donated would go toward a designated charity.

For weeks, my mother and the interior designers spent all day hanging red ribbons and green wreaths from each window above the green boxwood bushes and lush ivy. Candles shimmered in the center of each windowsill. White lights swirled around the Corinthian columns illuminating the front door, making it look like a winter wonderland when it snowed. Inside, the house smelled of cinnamon and vanilla, poinsettias clumped in every corner of every room next to antiques, and mistletoe swung in the loggia. Each room a vision of warm perfection. My mother had come to develop the most sophisticated and exquisite taste, moving further and further away from her laid-back California upbringing.

I was fourteen years old, and I’ll never forget the gifts I received that year on Christmas morning. Stacks of presents covered the lower third of our twelve-foot Christmas tree in red-and-white Santa wrapping paper. But before we opened presents, we had already been led by footprints made from fake snow down into the playroom to find a Ping-Pong table and a pool table placed under the hanging green Tiffany lamps. The room was big enough for both.

My father had given me a $2,000 steel watch from Tiffany and had bought me a background role on my favorite TV show, Dawson’s Creek. He bid the most money during the silent auction at a charity event for the Choral Arts Society of Washington. Eight weeks later, on my fifteenth birthday, my father flew me in his Beechcraft King Air twin turboprop down to Wilmington, North Carolina, where they filmed the show. I hung out on set all day with stars Katie Holmes and Joshua Jackson and had them autograph my yellow North Face backpack.

During those years, we had nannies and housekeepers, painters and gardeners, private chefs and academic tutors. And every six months, it seemed, I’d come home from school to see the newest model of a red or black Porsche being driven off the flatbed of a truck. I’d see Dad standing in the driveway in his white polo and khakis, his arms in the air, directing the landing of the Porsche safely onto the gravel.

My father insisted on buying sports cars with manual transmissions only. “Automatic is for sissies,” he would say. My BMW was a stick shift, and when I asked him why he bought me a stick, he said with a laugh, “Because, Bambina, you’ll drive all the boys wild. I bet half of them won’t know how to drive your car.” He was right, except Blake knew how to drive a stick.

When I arrived in Los Angeles a week after my high school graduation, Blake and I would race his friends—the sons of directors, movie stars, and studio moguls—across Mulholland Drive. One of his best friends, the son of an executive at Viacom, flipped his BMW in one of the canyons. He was lucky to have walked away alive. But a few weeks later, he showed up at a party in Bel Air with a brand-new GMC Denali: black rims, blacked-out lights, and tinted windows. High-end cars for the kids who come from “real money” were disposable.

During my summer at the New York Film Academy, I met Steven Spielberg’s son, who was a friend of Blake’s. He took me to DreamWorks Studios for lunch one day. We ate salmon and Caesar salad and played Grand Theft Auto the entire afternoon in Mr. Spielberg’s office. When I got up to use the bathroom and came back, Mr. Spielberg was standing in front of his desk. He looked at me, smiled, and introduced himself. I wiped my hands along my red Marc Jacobs skirt and then shook his hand. He asked where I was from and where I was planning on going to college. I couldn’t believe how normal he was. I wanted him to be the vicious director yelling at me through an old-fashioned megaphone. But he was just like any other dad, which thoroughly disappointed me. He had hundreds of awards that followed the entire length of his office. I was oblivious to his being considered the greatest film director of our time. Jaws made me nauseous, and E.T. scared me so much that I refused to even walk into the family room when Mara or Chloe was watching it. But I wanted to touch one of his awards. So when he wasn’t looking, I picked up his Golden Globe for Saving Private Ryan.

After we finished playing video games, Mr. Spielberg took us for a cruise around the lot in his golf cart. My father was so excited on the other line of the phone when I called him that night and told him about my afternoon. “My little movie star!” he exclaimed. “By golly, Steven Spielberg . . .” I beamed, knowing how much I’d impressed him. I’d been in Hollywood only three weeks and was hanging out in Mr. Spielberg’s office.

I was never conscious of the kind of privilege I was around or the fact that I got whatever I wanted. I was growing and being shaped inside a bubble of wealth where everyone I surrounded myself with appeared to accept it as normal. Normal. I believed it was normal. Because it was. It was all that I knew.
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The Trial

Six months had passed since the FBI arrested my father, and it was now summer. Mara, Chloe, my mother, and I were piled into the Range Rover and heading to the Ritz-Carlton Hotel in Battery Park, where we would stay for the duration of the trial. My father had flown up a few weeks earlier to prep with his attorneys, spending sleepless nights reviewing documents and depositions in the hotel conference room. We drove to save money, and when Mara questioned him before we left about why we were staying at such an expensive hotel, he replied, “Because we got a good deal. Not a lot of tourists want to stay downtown right now.”

The financial district was desolate and abandoned as we made our way down Greenwich Street, passing the metal fence encompassing what remained of the World Trade Center. I saw enormous tractor-trailers bulldozing and digging up dirt and construction workers yelling at one another back and forth in their orange hard hats and yellow vests. I thought about loss as I remembered sitting in religion class when the principal called for an emergency school meeting, watching on television the collapse of the second tower into the crescendo of death, and the rumbling of F-16s over my bed that night. Yet, still, I had no grasp of what loss really meant.

For the entire five-hour drive from Washington, DC, to Manhattan, my sisters and I never fought. Instead, we reminisced over our childhoods and all of our favorite memories. It was as if we were searching for all the reasons to hold on to life the way that it was, all the memories of our past, so it would make everything that was happening okay. We remained lighthearted, skating along the surface of any real emotions, hiding behind laughter, too afraid to accept any kind of reality, as everyone was unsure of our family’s fate.

Later that night, my father’s attorneys paced back and forth with their hands in their pockets in front of the glass window of our hotel suite. You could see in the distance the twinkling lights of Lady Liberty standing dignified with her raised torch of freedom, mocking us.

“No makeup, no jewelry of any kind, simple colors, collared shirts, and conservative skirts,” said Mr. David Kenner, one of my father’s attorneys. Mr. Kenner was from Encino, California. Exceptionally tan, a silver fox with more hair spray than Dolly Parton, too-perfect teeth, and looked like he had had way too much plastic surgery. He was known for representing Death Row Records and getting Snoop Dogg acquitted of murder charges. I thought it was a good sign. I asked him toward the end of the trial, “So, who killed Tupac, and who killed Biggie?” He looked at me and walked away. He didn’t think it was funny.

“It is very important that the jury and the judge like you,” Mr. Alvin Entin said. Mr. Entin was my father’s other attorney. He was from Fort Lauderdale, Florida, and loved to wear different-colored suspenders. Mara, Chloe, and I sat on the edge of the bed, nodding our heads up and down like three little puppet dolls. Innocent and humbled bait waiting to be fed to the jury and the judge with tears in our eyes. We were being written into their presentation and were now part of the game plan.

My mother sat in the chair across from me; the loss of color in her cheeks was apparent. She wasn’t wearing her usual burgundy Chanel lipstick, and she was stripped of any jewelry, except for her diamond eternity band. My father stood next to her. For a minute, I studied his furrowed brow. I could tell he was nervous and trying to hide it. Then I looked back at my mother again, who looked back and forth between us girls. I could tell she was trying to gauge our reactions. She looked embarrassed, and scared, her expression one of an apology. But she never said a word. She wouldn’t dare interrupt my father or his attorneys, who were tracking us, making sure we would obey. And we did.

The next day, when we pulled up to the US District Court for the Southern District of New York at 500 Pearl Street, I stepped out onto the sidewalk and gazed up at its enormity. Orange barricades reading “Property of US Government” surrounded the grandiose building. Scattered groups of protestors stomped in circles below the steps shouting things I don’t remember. Men with leather briefcases in suits, ties, and tasseled shoes walked by as if the protestors were invisible. We did too, my mother, Mara, Chloe, and I, clad in our khaki skirts and collared shirts, conservative yet bland, intentionally ambiguous and unassuming as we tagged behind my father and his two attorneys, who, in their Brooks Brothers suits, carried brown file folders under their arms.

It was my first time inside a federal courthouse. It felt sanctified, with its high ceilings and Grecian-style architecture, like the inside of a cathedral. But instead of being a place where faith lives, it was where ours would be lost. We breezed through security, having been told to leave everything, including our cell phones, at the hotel. My mother carried our IDs in her wallet in case we needed them. Once we passed through security, we waited outside the courtroom in the empty hallway, where even the smallest heel of a shoe left an echo. The bailiff opened the double doors, and Mr. Kenner directed us to our seats. We sat behind Dad, who made his way to the defendant’s table in front of us. We were separated from him by a brown gate.

Mr. Steven Glaser and Ms. Diane Gujarati, the assistant US district attorneys, entered. They wore crisp black-and-white pantsuits. A law clerk followed behind them, pushing a metal cart with organized file boxes. They looked young, hungry, and ready to impress the judge.

Then the jury entered, and it hit me how powerless we were. My family’s fate was now in the hands of twelve strangers.

When they sat down, the room became excruciatingly quiet before the bailiff stood up. “All rise.”

The Honorable Denise Cote entered, gliding like a goddess toward her towering podium. She was petite, with short gray hair, and her robe was long like a pastor’s except black. I overheard my father and Mr. Kenner talking about her the night before. She was presiding over one of the cases in the WorldCom scandal, at the time the largest accounting fraud scheme in US history. They were paying close attention to her rulings. “No bullshit” was the adjective used to describe her.

“You may be seated.”

I was having trouble listening to her opening remarks. I kept wondering about her personal life. Was she married? Did she have children? Boys? Girls? How old? What was she wearing under that robe? Did she have sex? Had she ever been in trouble? Was she ever wrong? I needed something, anything, to strip her of her power and make her human.

“Mr. Glaser, you may proceed,” Judge Cote declared. The prosecutor stood up, carrying a legal pad close to his chest. He strolled casually back and forth before the jury as though preparing for a monologue onstage.

May it please the court, counsel, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, this is a case about a crooked lawyer and the lies that he told to collect a million-dollar fee. That crooked lawyer is this man, Thomas Prousalis Jr. He is a lawyer who specializes in advising small companies that want to sell their stock to what is called an initial public offering, or IPO. You will learn during this trial that Prousalis was hired by a small internet company called BusyBox to help them sell their stock to the public in an IPO.

Now, in a written brochure about BusyBox, Prousalis lied to investors about the size of his fee. You see, Prousalis understood that if he told investors that his fee would be a million dollars, given the small size of this deal, that would raise serious red flags for investors.

You are also going to learn, ladies and gentlemen, that at the last minute, as the deal was about to go down, things went wrong. It looked like the deal was not going to happen. So what did Prousalis do? He came up with a secret plan. A secret plan to rejigger the whole deal. Prousalis’s plan was bad for the company, and it was bad for investors, and it involved a whole series of lies—lies about how much money the company was planning to raise in this IPO and lies told by Prousalis that he had received approval from regulators to go ahead with this plan and not tell investors about it.

Why did Prousalis do this? Because if the deal didn’t close, Prousalis did not collect that million-dollar fee. Why was that million-dollar fee so important to Prousalis? Well, by that time, spring of 2000, Prousalis had lost millions of dollars in the stock market, and at the same time, he was leading a fancy lifestyle. He had a mansion in an exclusive Washington, DC, suburb. He had a two-million-dollar personal jet that he liked to fly around. Prousalis needed the money. So without investors knowing anything about his enormous fee and his secret plan which drained BusyBox of cash that it desperately needed to survive, the IPO went forward, and investors bought stock in this company.

Unsurprisingly, ladies and gentlemen, you will learn that about a year after this IPO, BusyBox declared bankruptcy. Prousalis, on the other hand, did not suffer the way that other investors did. He managed to dump his IPO stock for hundreds of thousands of dollars. And during this trial, ladies and gentlemen, we will prove beyond reasonable doubt that this man, Thomas Prousalis, used his skill, expertise, and his cunning as a lawyer to cheat investors and that he is guilty of conspiracy and securities fraud as charged in the indictment.

Now, ladies and gentlemen, I would like to take this opportunity to reintroduce myself. My name is Steven Glaser. I am an assistant United States attorney here in the Southern District Court of New York.

I wanted to see the look on my father’s face. But I could see only the back of his head, which he kept down, staring at the yellow legal pad before him. Chloe picked at her fingernails next to me. I was too afraid to look over at Mara on the other side of my mother, who appeared stoic, like she was prepared for the worst. She didn’t seem surprised by the opening statements, and it irked me. I wiped my sweaty hands along my khaki skirt as a flood of rage soared through me, glared up at Mr. Glaser, and thought, Liar. He didn’t know my father. This was not the story of a crooked lawyer. My father was a good man, a self-made man who would never compromise his integrity, his family, for the sake of a business deal. For the sake of money.

Mr. Kenner rose from the defendant’s table and began his opening statements. He didn’t have a “secret plan of the government’s” to counter my father’s supposed “secret plan.” He discussed things like SEC filings, registrations, IPOs—number after number, technicalities that he claimed were legal, things hard to understand unless you were a banker, lawyer, investor, a Wall Street type. I resented my expensive education and that I didn’t understand any of the issues being addressed. I felt lost in a haze of monotonous math where nothing made sense. I didn’t know what securities fraud was, or wire fraud, or money laundering, or any of the things we saw on the news that summer along with the other cases, like Enron—something to do with energy or telecommunications; things that made the world go round—and Martha Stewart. I just knew that a lot of innocent people lost money, lost life savings, lost their jobs. I didn’t think it had anything to do with my father—that it was any kind of foreshadowing or indication of what was to come. America was just beginning to reclaim her safety, her security, floating in a decade lost without any kind of an identity, where Facebook still belonged to privileged college students. It would be years before the near collapse of America’s financial system, the bursting of its housing bubble, Bernie Madoff, the greatest financial fraud in world history, exposed.

It was one morning in high school: I remember my father was sitting in front of his laptop at the breakfast table, staring at the television screen on the wall in the kitchen. I looked up. A former Enron executive had just committed suicide, and I thought about the Great Depression, and what I had learned in my American history class. Suicide had been a theme, a tragic topic of conversation. Suicide rates fluctuated depending on how the US economy was doing. My father’s eyeglasses were slid down to the end of his nose, and the look in his eyes—it was as though he had left our world. I never asked why.

I had given up trying to follow the numbers and charts being shown on the projector screen. Instead, I stared at and observed each member of the jury. All of them appeared bored and uninterested. In the middle row sat a young woman in a red sweatshirt. She looked like maybe she went to New York University or the New School. In another life, we could have been friends. There was no chance she understood what was happening either; I was sure of it. She nodded off at one point, her head slumping over before she woke herself up. I didn’t blame her. If my father’s life weren’t on the line, it would all be such a bore to me. I was convinced that not a single jury member understood what on earth was going on. But I was very aware that my father was teetering on the edge between incarceration and freedom, and I had a hard time accepting that his destiny would be determined by individuals who didn’t seem to understand or care.

Until we broke for recess, everyone was bored and lost in “Government exhibit 101, government exhibit 102, government exhibit 103,” blah blah blah, and more charts with more numbers projected on a giant screen and words spewing from Judge Cote’s mouth like “overruled” and “sustained.” The way she said “sustained” was particularly irritating to me: she held the s with her tongue, while her inflections traveled upward, like she enjoyed it. Like it was a song to her.

“Bring in the witness,” she continued.

Bernie Carl, who had bailed out my father after the FBI arrested him, was one of the original investors in BusyBox. He filed a civil suit against the directors of the company after he lost more than $800,000 and the company went bankrupt. I don’t know whether Bernie knew once the investigation began that all fingers would point back to my father, culminating in the federal investigation and his indictment, but it did.

Having been a lifelong friend of the family’s, Bernie did not want to testify against him, but he was subpoenaed and forced to. He walked down the center aisle in his tailor-made Brioni suit, escorted by Mr. Glaser. He glanced at Mara, and a humble smile crossed his face, trying to comfort us from afar and sorry for us all at the same time. When I was twelve, and their family moved to London for a year, Andrew, Bernie’s son, wrote me love letters nearly every week. He was ten. I kept them in a little box tucked away inside my yellow balloon curtains so no one would find out.

I could hear Mara sniffling next to Mom. Alex, Bernie’s daughter, was one of her best friends, and Joan, Bernie’s wife, had stopped returning my mother’s calls after he was subpoenaed, so I didn’t understand why he was still acting as a loyal friend to my father—even lending him money—if my father had been the reason Bernie lost so much money. I decided there were two possible conclusions:

One: Bernie knew he was guilty but supported my father out of a sense of loyalty, or guilt. After all, my father got in trouble as a result of Mr. Carl’s civil lawsuit against the directors. And the truth was, even though Bernie suffered over a $800,000 loss, it didn’t put a dent in his personal bank account. He was worth hundreds of millions of dollars. Had he not filed suit, the government might never have noticed what my father was doing.

Two: Bernie believed my father was innocent. He believed he entered into business with bad guys and was used as a scapegoat for the deal to get done. And when the plan failed, everyone pointed the finger at the lawyer to save his own ass.

It would be years before I discovered the truth. But I was looking for a reason—any reason—to believe in my father’s innocence, and Bernie was proof.

Mr. Glaser approached the witness stand. “Good afternoon, Mr. Carl.”

“Good afternoon.”

“Mr. Carl, were you friends with Mr. Prousalis in the early-to-mid-2000 time frame?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And were you familiar with his hobbies at the time?”

“Yes.”

“And what were some of those hobbies?

“Tom was a former air force fighter pilot, and I think maintained his interest in aviation. And we both shared a considerable interest in sports cars and automobile racing.”

“Are you familiar with whether Mr. Prousalis ever had an airplane?”

“Yes.”

“And how were you familiar with whether Mr. Prousalis had an airplane?”

“We talked about it a lot, and there were occasions when one of our children had to go somewhere, and Tom was very kind in getting them off to summer camp together.”

“I’m showing what has been marked for identification government exhibit 202 and government exhibit 200. Do you recognize government exhibit 200?”

“Yes.”

“Can you tell us what it is?”

“It is the interior of an airplane.”

“Do you recognize government exhibit 202?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Can you tell us what it is?”

“It is the photograph of an airplane.”

“Do you know what type of airplane?”

“I think it is a King Air C90.”

“Are you familiar with the aircraft?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And do you know if that was one of the aircrafts Mr. Prousalis owned?”

“I believe he had one of the same type, yes.”

There was nowhere else in the world my father would rather be than flying in his airplane. He always said his officer training school days were some of the best of his life. I imagined those days like scenes out of Top Gun, where he was Tom Cruise, showing off, doing flips, and rolling in F-16s, driving all the girls wild. I asked him once why he loved to fly so much, and he said, “Because there’s nowhere else in the world where you can feel as free.”
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