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To my grandchildren,
an endless source of joy and optimism






AUTHOR’S NOTE


I once worked served as the General Counsel of a large investment manager in Westport, Connecticut, where I worked with extraordinary people. Like all lawyers for private clients, though, my duty to protect client confidences never ends.

That obligation, however, does not preclude me from using my imagination in writing a novel. In other words, Westport is a work of fiction. It’s made up. For that reason, my former colleagues are not in the book, but I will always be grateful for their friendship and all they taught me.






PROLOGUE


The sun was now fully above the horizon and Ernie Sosa could see the outline of Long Island across the Sound, which meant the best part of his day was finished. He had squeezed in almost two hours of fishing by starting while it was still dark. His family would eat fresh flounder for dinner, and now it was time to get to his real job.

The route in and out was tricky for a midsize motorboat like Ernie’s Pride and Joy—the name stenciled on the back. Seymour Rock could eat your boat. And it was hard to spot that small pile of stone early in the morning, especially in late October, so Ernie Sosa cut his engine to a crawl as he headed for the Connecticut side. The water near shore, still warm from baking all summer, was giving off morning mist like a steam iron. That, plus the fact that Seymour Rock sat low and directly in the path to the Saugatuck River harbor, made it a dangerous hazard for a boat like his.

Not today, rock, Sosa thought. He would just barely have enough time to dock his boat, change, and make it to his job at Newman’s Own, the charitable food company based in Westport. But he still wasn’t going to hurry past “the rock” and risk the boat it took him twenty years to buy. So he watched carefully as Seymour Rock slid by the left side—and, yes, he knew it was called port, but he still couldn’t get used to saying fancy boating stuff.

He saw it, even with the mist. There was something long and red on the rock—a kayak, canoe maybe. Who the hell would leave their boat out here? He quickly looked around. There were no other boats or people. He squeezed his hand on the throttle handle, trying to force himself to motor past and make it to work on time. Goddammit. Ernie eased the throttle back and gently steered toward the rock. He could use a boat pole to grab and tow. It was the right thing to do. Five minutes late isn’t a disaster.

Ernie paused his boat a few feet from Seymour Rock, throwing two fenders over the side in case a swell carried him against the rock face. He reached out with his pole and hooked the back end of the canoe. It was entirely up on the rock, about a foot above the waterline. He began to pull the canoe toward the water so it could slalom onto the Sound without flipping over. It didn’t move. Wow, a lot heavier than it looks.

Ernie’s second pull on the pole only moved his boat closer to the rock. He made sure his third yank was short and sharp, pulling so forcefully that his boat swayed. That did it. One end of the canoe slid toward him and slapped the water. Suddenly he couldn’t breathe.

Ernie was looking down at a fully dressed middle-aged woman with short brown hair. She was lying on her back, with her head toward him, under the rear crossbeam. Her legs stretched out toward the front of the canoe, which was still stuck on Seymour Rock. He started to shout, “Lady!” but stopped. There was no lady here anymore. Her eyes were closed and her throat was cut wide open. Around her head, the canoe was filled with partially congealed blood. Ernie dropped the pole and grappled for his radio, his heartbeat pounding in his ears.






CHAPTER ONE


Nora Carleton took a drink from her travel mug and stared out at the Long Island Sound, which was like yellow glass in the morning sun. She really should be getting to work, but the same thing that made her turn right instead of left from her driveway was keeping her from getting off this bench at Southport Beach. She lifted the steel gray mug toward her mouth again, but stopped short this time to study the faded gold and blue circular logo. The eagle in the middle was almost gone. As was the red, white, and blue shield. God, I miss that work.

It had been two years since Nora left her job at the United States Attorney’s Office for the Southern District of New York. She moved only fifty miles away, but it seemed like another planet—Westport, Connecticut, and a job at the world’s largest hedge fund. She liked the people at Saugatuck Associates. They were brilliant, honest, and sometimes funny, but most of them had never known what it was like to have a job where you were supposed to do good, to rescue the taken or stop evil people from harming the weak. They had never been the organized crime prosecutor she once was. They worked ridiculous hours, as she had in the government, but it was to make money for the firm’s clients, and for themselves. Sure, many of the assets were retirement funds for teachers or firefighters, and making money for those folks was good, but even that moral bank shot required squinting past clients like Middle Eastern oligarchs and genocidal authoritarian governments.

Nora was careful how she talked about this at work—it wouldn’t do for the firm’s general counsel to be badmouthing the business—but some of her friends there knew what was eating at her. Her mentor and boss, Chief Operating Officer Helen Carmichael, urged her to try to find meaning through the “kibbutz theory.” There was a moral purpose, Helen argued, in the collection of people who had come together to work at Saugatuck. They cared for one another, shared a goal of excellence, and promised to tell one another the truth at all times. Whether they made shoes or invested money, she said, the community itself was a source of meaning. And in a world where lying seemed to be epidemic, a culture based on truth above all else intrigued Nora. She took the job mostly for the money and the location, but it was a benefit that the place apparently despised liars as much as she did.

Nora liked and trusted Helen, who was kind and protective of “her people,” but she wasn’t persuaded by the kibbutz argument. Of course, even with Helen she didn’t say so. But she didn’t have to. After all, the company’s founder, legendary investor David Jepson, had explained the shared commitment to honesty this way: You don’t need to say everything that’s on your mind, but if it’s on your lips, it better be what’s on your mind. So Nora couldn’t lie about it, but she kept quiet about her growing doubts, the ache that kept her staring out at the Sound when she should be making the short drive to her office. It wasn’t on her lips, but it was eating a hole in her heart.

Still, the money was damn good. She ran her fingers through her hair and smiled. With Nora’s starting bonus and the money her mother made from selling the family town house in Hoboken, New Jersey, they had purchased a big house in Westport. Sure, it was close enough to Interstate 95 that the dull roar of traffic was a constant feature. But it was a “water feature,” Teresa Carleton routinely insisted, with a smile. “Our waterfall.” Nora didn’t find it so charming, but the third generation of Carleton women in the house—eight-year-old Sophie—did. “Nana’s waterfall,” she called the noise, which grew louder on her short drive to school, then somehow disappeared as they passed under I-95 to the lush campus of Greens Farms Academy on a former Vanderbilt estate overlooking the Sound. Nora liked to joke that rich people had found a way to pay the highway noise to move only inland, so as not to mar the sparkling vistas along Beachside Avenue.

She took another sip from her aging Department of Justice mug and laughed at her own moping. There was no disputing that life on Connecticut’s “Gold Coast” had been good to them. Sophie was thriving in the second grade at GFA, with small classes and deeply committed teachers. Sophie’s father, Nick, lived nearby with his new wife, Vicki, and had the good grace not to mention that Vicki’s extremely wealthy father had helped Nora get her job at Saugatuck Associates and paid Sophie’s tuition at her fancy private school. But Nora knew it, and was grateful, both for the help and that it went unspoken.

She and Nick had never been a great couple, even when they were dating in Hoboken and created Sophie by accident. But they agreed Sophie was a gift and easily cooperated to move her between their Westport homes on alternating weeks. She missed the “nesting” days in Hoboken—before Nick got married—when Sophie lived with Nora’s mom, leaving Nora and Nick to take turns staying in the “nest” with Sophie. Teresa continued to be a huge help with Sophie, while also volunteering in Bridgeport, a less wealthy, very diverse city nestled up against the rich, predominantly White towns that gave the Gold Coast its name. Her family was happy and thriving. Things were good.

Nora imagined her mother’s voice. C’mon Debbie Downer, time to get to work. Smiling, she levered her six-foot frame off the bench and stepped to the sidewalk, stomping her feet to get the sand off her shoes. She backed the car out and steered down Beachside. She would drive past Greens Farms Academy—Sophie was at Nick’s this week, so he had taken her to school—and parallel to I-95 until she reached the Saugatuck, and the firm’s modern fieldstone and glass offices on the bank of the river.






CHAPTER TWO


Nora grinned as she pulled her Honda CRV into the Saugatuck Associates parking garage, with its rows of moderately priced cars. David Jepson was seventy now and determined to transition out of running the company he built, but his presence was everywhere in its culture, including the parking lot. Every employee knew that the billionaire Jepson drove a beat-up Ford Explorer. They had also heard the story about his visit to the office of an investment firm interested in a merger, where he looked with disgust at the fancy cars parked outside and loudly asked the Saugatuck employees with him, “Are these the cars of people you want to make a life with? I sure don’t.” There was no merger. And there were still no fancy cars in the Saugatuck lot. Many of Nora’s colleagues owned expensive sports cars, but those were for weekends.

The garage walls were studded with cameras. Saugatuck was as serious about security as it was about truth and transparency. The company made millions—billions, really—for itself and its clients because, over decades, it had deciphered connections among world events and used those connections to automate its investment decisions. Drought in central Asia? That meant the stock price of American big-box retailers was destined to go down. Why? Because the ships that weren’t needed to move grain drove down the cost of shipping electronics from Asia and forced competing retailers to lower their prices. Most people didn’t know that, or the hundreds of other connections that made up Saugatuck’s “secret sauce.” This complex recipe of causes and effects could never get out or the company would lose its edge.

That explained the cameras and the fingerprint scanner Nora pressed to open the door from the garage. More cameras in the ceiling watched her walk down the long hallway past chrome and glass walls toward Abe, who was waiting for her outside her office door.

“Morning, boss,” he said with a smile.

“Boss? You know we have no hierarchies here at the Saugatuck meritocracy.”

“Oh yeah, then why am I called your ‘assistant’ and I sit in a cubicle while you get a private office with a big desk and a view?”

“Fair point,” Nora answered. “And how are truth and transparency this fine morning?”

Abe followed her into her office, which, like all Saugatuck workspaces, was designed to have a microphone in the ceiling to record meetings. Saugatuck’s default was that all work-related conversations should be recorded so any person interested in the topic could review them—and to enforce the company rule against gossip: No absent person should be talked about unless the conversation was recorded and the subject notified. Not long after she started at the company, Nora stood on a chair and yanked the microphone out of the ceiling. She also unplugged the one connected to her desk phone.

Abe had watched her on the chair that day, wide-eyed. He came to Saugatuck straight out of Harvard and was attracted, like dozens of other young graduates of elite schools, by the company’s determination to root out the twin poisons of hierarchy and gossip. And also by the money, although that was something one didn’t admit at Saugatuck.

Abe Evans had lasted two years so far, all of which he had spent as Nora’s assistant. As she stepped off the chair that morning two years ago, she noticed Abe’s thick rust-colored mustache had drooped along with his mouth. He looked sad and confused watching Nora destroy transparency.

“Oh, I should have explained,” she said. “No way the general counsel’s conversations can be recorded. Too much risk to the company that the taping and dissemination will blow the attorney–client privilege. But if there’s some meeting that doesn’t relate to my role as a lawyer, we can plug it back in.”

The mustache went back up. “Got it.”

With her right pointer finger, Nora mimed a mustache on her own face. “So you a redhead?”

Abe smiled and ran one hand over his shaved head. “Would be if I had enough hair to cover. Premature baldness is a big thing in my family. I’m way ahead of it.”

“Looks great,” she answered, immediately regretting that she asked about the man’s hair. After a half beat of awkward silence, she pressed on. “What does it mean for you to be my assistant?”

“Not really sure,” Abe replied. “One of those undefined Saugatuck things. All they told me was: Do what makes sense.”

Nora chuckled. “I’m from the federal government, where every job comes with a two-page, single-spaced definition. I kinda like ‘do what makes sense.’ Let’s go with that.”

And they had, for two years and counting. Abe didn’t know anything about the law, but he was extraordinarily bright, hardworking, and interested in learning. He did secretarial chores like making copies, but slowly grew into what Saugatuck called a “thought partner,” someone Nora could kick ideas around with. He also quickly became the younger brother Nora never had. As close as they were, though, she couldn’t quite bring herself to talk to him about her sense that things at Saugatuck were not always what they seemed.

Now, as she dropped her bag on the desk, he answered her usual morning question. “The search for truth at the weekly Management Committee meeting is delayed this morning. Not sure why, but I think they’re having trouble rounding up the members. We’ll get a five-minute warning before they start.”

The Management Committee, or “MC,” was made up of the eight most senior leaders of the company and met once a week in the large glass-walled conference room. The MC members sat at a big rectangular table, with assorted assistants and invited guests sitting behind in chairs along the walls. As the firm’s chief lawyer, Nora was always invited and liked to sit facing the Saugatuck River, which was only inches below the glass walls. This close to the Long Island Sound, the river was really an estuary, reversing direction with the tide in a mesmerizing water dance, which made things challenging for the frequent paddleboarders headed down to the Sound or up to the center of Westport. Nora found those distractions indispensable to enduring the endless MC meetings, which often went on for hours. She could only listen so long to brilliant people challenging each other’s thinking without refreshing herself by rooting for a paddleboarder. And now she had some extra time before the MC began its weekly marathon.

“Good,” Nora answered with a smile, “that gives me time for free food. Can I buy you something?”

Catered meals were provided to all company employees in break rooms spread throughout the sprawling three-story building. Abe had his plate covered with fresh fruit carefully arrayed around a bowl of granola on a bed of Greek yogurt. He set it on the counter to look at his buzzing phone. “They pushed the start back to eleven with lunch served at noon. I’ll come get you a few minutes before.”

“Sounds good,” Nora said. “I’ll be in my awesome office eating and drinking free stuff.”

“And I will be in my completely equal nonhierarchical cubicle, ready to provide assistance at a moment’s notice.”

Their laughter filled the hallway.






CHAPTER THREE


The door to the office next to Nora’s was closed, which was just as well because laughter tended to irritate Louis Lambert. It also seemed to Nora that he kept it closed because her very existence pissed him off. Lambert was a formal man—she once addressed him as “Lou” and was met with an icy “My name is Louis.” It didn’t help that he thought she stole his job. Lambert was twenty years older and had been the deputy general counsel at Saugatuck since Nora was in high school. He’d repeatedly demonstrated his mastery of all legal aspects of the financial management business and his devotion to the company. He should’ve been promoted to general counsel when Nora’s predecessor was hired—also from outside the firm—but at least that guy came from the finance industry and knew the actual work. Nora had put mobsters in jail—certainly worthwhile, but she hadn’t demonstrated competence in the business they were actually engaged in, something he found frustrating. He believed he’d been passed over because he was a White man and she had been hired because she was a woman and the firm was attempting to show more diversity to its institutional clients.

Nora knew all this because Lambert came into her office on her first day and told her these things, in precisely those words. He explained that he believed strongly in the culture of truth and felt duty bound to tell her she was an unqualified token hire. It wasn’t personal, he assured her, but he didn’t want to be less than fully candid with her.

Nora remembered the waves of anger, embarrassment, and fear that took turns washing over her as this balding middle-aged man with a flannel shirt tucked into his belted jeans stood in her doorway and delivered his “truth.” She was actually quite proud that she showed no reaction. In the awkward silence that followed, she could think of nothing to do except tell the first lie of her Saugatuck career. “I look forward to working with you,” she said as he turned to enter his office next door. And you can stick your transparency up your petty little butt.

Of course, what Louis Lambert didn’t know was that Nora actually got the job through family connections. Sophie’s new stepmom, Vicki, was the daughter of one of David Jepson’s oldest friends and earliest investors. That’s what got Nora in the door, where she met Helen Carmichael, who knew she needed a talented prosecutor to take over a sensitive internal investigation. Lambert didn’t know any of that.

The real reasons behind her hiring did nothing to reduce Nora’s imposter complex. So she treated that disease herself by reading Investing for Dummies and listening to hours of company meeting tapes. She quickly became fluent in the language of finance and the Saugatuck culture. Nora had devoted her early legal career to a government-run system designed to find truth through the collision of viewpoints in an adversarial environment. Could a company really strip away all the usual hierarchies of money, power, age, gender, or race and arrive at the best answer entirely through logic, persuasion, and consensus? She didn’t know, but was excited to find out, despite Louis Lambert icing her on her first day.






CHAPTER FOUR


After Labor Day, the cops only patrolled the beaches part-time, and it took a while for Westport PD marine officers to arrive at Seymour Rock, even though it sat just off Compo Beach. The department’s ten-meter Naiad Marine Patrol Vessel was docked less than a quarter mile away, but it was a half hour before the boat pulled up next to Ernie Sosa’s. He had stayed, as the dispatcher asked, letting his boat drift a bit so he didn’t have to look at the canoe. When the police boat arrived, he was met by a petite detective with short black hair. She instructed him to meet another detective at the Compo dock to take his statement and he slowly motored off.

Detective Demitria “Demi” Kofatos had seen a lot of dead bodies in her fifteen years with the Westport PD. But through all the car crashes, strokes, suicides, and overdoses, there had never been a body that looked like the woman in the canoe, her head nearly cut off and resting on a gelatinous pillow of blood. After photographing the scene carefully, she and the other officers used gloved hands to lift the canoe—with the body still inside—into the police boat and headed for the dock. There, they waited another half hour for an Associate Medical Examiner to arrive from the chief coroner’s offices in Farmington, just outside Hartford. There was no phone or other personal possession visible in the canoe but they didn’t search the pockets of the dead woman’s slacks or look beneath her. Crime scene protocol dictated that the Associate ME should be the one to first touch the victim. So they put the time to good use, taking more photographs, including of the twelve-digit Hull Identification Number on the bow of the canoe, from which Demi learned it was a Westport-registered canoe, assigned to a slot on the storage racks fifty yards from where she was standing.

She walked over to the sprawling wooden skeleton of the kayak and canoe racks, mostly empty as the October 31 town deadline approached for residents to remove their boats for the winter. It felt strange to be here on a case. This wasn’t where people died; it was where she brought her dog to play in off-season months. There were no signs of unusual activity in the sandy grass by the racks, but she photographed the ground anyway. A chain and open four-digit padlock dangled from the assigned slot. She photographed them and, using rubber gloves, removed and bagged the chain and lock as evidence.

When she got back to the dock, the Associate ME had arrived and was supervising the removal of the body from the canoe. The vessel would be wrapped in plastic and taken to the state police lab for processing. She recognized Martin Mortenson, who was assigned to cover southern Fairfield County, from other unattended-death scenes in Westport. She knew him well enough to know he had a good sense of humor, like most people in the death business, but hated the nickname “Morty the Mortician” that gave so many cops the chuckles. She called him Martin.

There was no identification on the body, which Martin processed for transportation to the Chief Medical Examiner’s office on the campus of the University of Connecticut Medical School. He bagged her hands, but there was no apparent sign of trauma on her hands or fingers. Her clothing, including the bra and underwear, appeared undisturbed, although detailed examination would come later. There was no sign of a weapon. In fact, the only thing inconsistent with being a well-dressed woman napping in the bottom of a canoe was the smoothly cut opening just above her thyroid cartilage, slicing her from one ear to the other.

On her cell phone, Demi made calls to nearby police departments, checking for any missing persons reports. She used her laptop to query the LInX system, looking for reports that might match their victim. The Law Enforcement Information Exchange was the cop version of Google, knitting together the many local departments of Connecticut and the other states. But nobody in Connecticut or neighboring states had a missing middle-aged, five-foot-three-inch White woman with short brown hair.

“Really strange, Martin,” she said, tapping the laptop screen with one of her black-painted fingernails.

“What is?”

Demi couldn’t shake the feeling that she should know the woman. Westport cops didn’t belong to the clubs or attend the cocktail parties of the residents they served and protected—in fact, it was a miracle they could afford to live here—but she still knew the look.

“This lady looks Westport-fancy. Nice pants, silk blouse, expensive shoes, salon-looking haircut. But nothing on LInX. Maybe too fresh for something to be there, but I also called all the adjoining departments. Nothing. Could it be that only the killer knows she’s missing?”

“That is odd,” Martin replied. “Rich people usually don’t go missing without ripples.”

“Yup, and we got lots of them around here—rich people, I mean. I’m gonna start with the canoe’s owner. Maybe it’ll end there. Safe drive to Farmington.”

“I’ll let you know as soon as we have anything. You do the same, Demi?”

“Will do.”






CHAPTER FIVE


Abe leaned into Nora’s office. “They’re gonna get started, even without a full complement. David’s assistant says he’s pissed, thinks people don’t care about the MC or the culture anymore.”

“He always says that,” Nora said, taking her last sip of Illy coffee. “Who’s not here yet?”

“Thing 2 isn’t in yet. Helen neither. Oh, and Artemis says he’s here but has to do a client call.”

Nora smiled at the culturally dangerous reference to Thing 2. In another company, calling one of the founder’s twin sons by that Seuss-derived name would be as natural as breathing. But this was Saugatuck and nobody would call the mercurial brat that to his face, so it really shouldn’t be said. She worried she had corrupted Abe, but she let it go.

“Artemis is full of shit and will do anything to avoid painfully long meetings. Rob in?”

“Yes,” Abe said, “I saw him rolling toward the conference room.”

“Good. Maybe if I hurry I can get my seat next to him so we can pass funny notes.”

Nora hurried from her office and down the hall to the conference room. A man in a wheelchair with close-cropped black hair and muscular arms was just reaching to push the door assist pad. She stepped in front and slapped the little square. “Ironside,” she said with a smile, “allow me.”

Rob Arslan looked up at her and grinned broadly. “You know nobody gets that reference, right? Sixties television about the disabled? And it’s probably inappropriate anyway. Especially from our general counsel.”

“Make a report,” Nora answered, holding the door. “In this place, that’s not gonna make the top fifty.”

“Probably right,” Arslan said. “How’s my girl?”

Nora chortled. “Of course, calling grown women ‘girl’ might be higher on the list.”

“Not you, woman. Sophie. How’s the new year at GFA?”

Nora beamed. “Ah, she’s doing great. Thriving, really. This move has been so good for her, as you predicted. You know she still talks about you? ‘That man who can play basketball in the chair.’ You’re Sophie-famous.”

“My goal in life,” he answered with a smile.

Robert “Rob” Arslan was one of the best things about Saugatuck, in Nora’s opinion. His story never failed to move her. The child of Turkish immigrants to the United States—their last name was a common one in Turkey, meaning “lion”—he went to West Point, graduated at the top of his class, became a member of the elite Delta Team, and deployed to Iraq in the First Gulf War. During a special forces night HALO (high-altitude, low-opening) mission, his chute became tangled and he landed hard, damaging his lower spinal cord.

After a grueling recovery in military hospitals, Arslan left the Army and worked at several tech start-ups before joining Saugatuck. David Jepson had long been fascinated by the American military’s special forces (although he never served himself). In fact, Jepson frequently referred to Saugatuck’s employees as “the intellectual Delta Team.” In Arslan, he found both a real Delta member and a powerful brain. Arslan worked his way up to one of the firm’s most important positions—overseeing the company’s IT systems. In addition to managing tech, Arslan used his former military connections to develop long relationships with the firm’s important clients in the South Pacific, and Saugatuck counted on him to regularly make the grueling flights to oversee Australia’s Future Fund and New Zealand’s NZ Super Fund.

But Nora liked him most for his sense of humor and his commitment to helping disabled veterans. Rob liked to say he made more money than he knew what to do with and so he wanted to do good with it. He contributed large sums to veterans charities, including his own, ran a wheelchair basketball league, and visited wounded vets, many of whom he helped get jobs. In fact, his assistant, Sally Lynch, was a former Army helicopter pilot who lost an arm when her Blackhawk was shot down during the invasion of Iraq in 2003.

Sally was devoted to Rob and to Saugatuck’s way of operating. Watching them together, Nora had sometimes wondered if the divorced Rob was attracted to more than Sally’s commitment to truth and transparency—after all, she was a striking beauty with huge warm eyes and a natural Afro of soft curls. So Nora once gently asked him, explaining that the GC had to know about key personnel conflicts of interest. But he denied it and she believed him.

Nora liked to sit next to Rob at MC meetings because he was fond of turning his wheelchair and solemnly extending one of his thickly muscled arms to hand her a note, as if he urgently needed legal guidance. What he really needed was to poke fun at what he called the “intellectual Escher stairs” of the MC meetings—“neither up nor down, just endlessly around and around.” If David Jepson ever demanded to see his notes, they might all be in trouble, but David thought too much of Rob to push him and, in an emergency, she could always play the attorney–client privilege card.

Nora and Rob were working closely together—along with Chief Operating Officer Helen Carmichael—on Nora’s most sensitive work assignment, investigating something subtle and troubling that had been going on with respect to the firm’s trades.

Three years ago, her predecessor had conducted a series of audits that first detected tiny, unexpected moves in the financial instruments Saugatuck used when buying or selling for its clients, resulting in what experts called “poor execution pricing.” This was a signal that someone might be “front running” Saugatuck, selling or buying just before Saugatuck did to take advantage of the way Saugatuck’s trades, even seconds later, would move the price. The differences on any particular trade were small, but, in aggregate, somebody could make a lot of money by knowing where Saugatuck was going and, by getting there first, costing Saugatuck’s clients a great deal of money in total.

Figuring out who was doing it and how—corrupt broker, systems breach, or bad Saugatuck employee—was a difficult task. The previous GC left abruptly for reasons unrelated to the investigation and after his departure Helen wanted to focus on solving the case. So she pushed to hire Nora, despite her inexperience in the investment management world. Nora knew how to chase down criminals, and, in Helen’s view, somebody was stealing from Saugatuck’s clients. If they didn’t stop it, the firm would be ruined; institutional investors would not place billions of dollars in pensions with a hedge fund that couldn’t safeguard their money from slimy Wall Street practices.






CHAPTER SIX


With Helen and Artemis “Arty” Falcone, the head of client relations, absent, half the seats at the MC table were occupied by Jepson family members. So when she wasn’t looking for paddleboarders or answering Rob’s hilarious notes, Nora liked to pass the time trying to imagine what was going on inside those Jepson heads.

Sitting closest to David at the head of the table was his oldest, Miranda—bright, hardworking, and his heir apparent. She was married to her job and liked it that way. The better twin, Charles—Thing 1, in Abe’s heretical formulation—was less talented than Miranda, but believed the company should be his someday as the eldest male heir. Charles, who went by Chip, was married, had a steady family life, and believed his sister—like all women—was too emotional to run the logic-based company, although he was careful not to say so.

Thing 2—who, to be clear, was never called that—was Jeffey, given name Jefferson. If Jeffey were as honest as Saugatuck’s training said he should be, he would admit he would rather be a TikTok and Instagram influencer, and not what Nora knew him to be—a constant drunken issue at Saugatuck’s employee parties. Jeffey’s problem, as Nora also knew, was that his father refused to bankroll his lifestyle and he had been unable to make it big on his own.

In fact, that was true of all three kids. Their father severely limited their access to his billions, reasoning that he wanted them to have enough money so they could choose to do anything, but not so much that they could do nothing. The result was that both sons continued to work at Saugatuck while deeply resenting their treatment, although for different reasons. Miranda Jepson was aware of the family drama but worked hard to grow the business that she hoped to run when her father retired, something he had been talking about for ten years. Many people believed he would never leave, because Saugatuck was David Jepson’s life—he had no passions besides investing—and it gave him tremendous power over his own children and over everyone who worked for him.

Rounding out the MC members in attendance, and sitting on the other side of David Jepson from Miranda, was Marcus Baum, who shared the Chief Investment Officer role with David. He was a boy genius now approaching forty, affable and kind with a slightly off-putting affect. His trademark was sitting in wrinkled jeans and an untucked shirt, with one of his feet folded under him, staring off into the middle distance as he conversed with people sitting close to him. Nora liked him, in spite of—or maybe because of—his eccentricities. She also often wondered whether his oddness and bright red hair had made him a target for childhood bullies, a part of the human experience she hated—and something that made being a Mafia prosecutor deeply satisfying. “I put the biggest bullies in jail,” she once explained to Sophie.

Baum had once given Nora her most memorable Saugatuck performance review, detailing in a flat voice all the ways in which she was short of excellent, before adding, “Oh, and you do the humor thing. That’s good.” Like many senior people at Saugatuck, Baum really didn’t understand the humor thing, but he was a deeply honest, decent person.

The meeting began with a discussion of whether the real-time employee evaluation system—under which employees used iPads to give ten-point-scale numerical reviews to their colleagues as they spoke in a meeting—should be changed in any way. Nora thought the system was idiotic. In company meetings, someone would make a statement and get an instant rating from listeners, who were looking down at their iPads; when someone responded, the response would be rated, and around and around, with everyone rating and nobody looking at each other—a kind of heaven for those who disliked eye contact, which were many of the employees. She was following the discussion closely—noticing that MC members didn’t give the instant ratings to one another—until Saugatuck’s chief security officer, Laslo Reiner, slipped into the room and leaned down to her.

“You got a minute?” he asked quietly, leaning his head toward the door.

“Sure,” Nora whispered and got up to follow him out of the conference room.






CHAPTER SEVEN


Demitria Kofatos didn’t know anything about art, but there was nothing else to look at from where she was sitting. The two-story-tall canvas in the Saugatuck visitors lobby looked expensive. Sure, it also looked like a bomb had gone off inside a paint store, but she had seen similar paint-bomb art in the palatial homes that dotted Westport and in Manhattan at MoMA. Fancy stuff. Before she ran out of things to think about art, Saugatuck’s security guy returned with a pleasant-looking woman walking beside him.

Nora Carleton was tall—five foot twelve, she liked to say—with a chin-length auburn bob that framed large brown eyes. She was wearing a tan quarter-zip sweater over green corduroy pants and hiking shoes, which was not what the detective expected from the chief lawyer of the world’s largest hedge fund, but then Demi didn’t really know what a hedge fund was beyond the more-money-than-God thing.

The detective was shorter, with a friendly, heart-shaped face. She wore her thick dark hair in a low bun, from which escaped a few curls, no matter how much hairspray she used. Demi couldn’t shake the feeling that in another time and place Nora was someone she would like. But this wasn’t some other time and place. She stood and presented her badge. “Ms. Carleton, I’m sorry to interrupt you, but I need to ask you about your canoe.”

“Of course,” Nora answered with a polite smile, “but I’m surprised you make these visits personally. I promise I’m going to get it out of there before the thirty-first.”

“It’s not that,” Demi replied. “Is there somewhere we can chat, privately?”

“Sure,” Nora answered, gesturing to the glass-enclosed conference room connected to the lobby. “In there.”

Turning to the security chief, she added, “Thanks, Laslo, you don’t need to hang around. I’m guessing somebody stole it. And, yes, I know how many times you told me to actually use the lock.”

He smiled and stepped aside as the two women walked to the conference room. “Let me know if you need anything.”

Once they were seated, Demi confirmed Nora owned a red canoe that she stored on the racks at Compo Beach. “That looks like it,” she said when the detective produced a photo of it sitting on the dock. “I have no idea what the serial number is but that looks like mine. I also have no idea why it’s on the dock.”

“Well, I do,” Demi said. “It was found this morning.”

Nora shook her head and smiled. “I don’t want to rat out my coworkers, but everybody uses it. We were out there yesterday for the Compo sunset, but I can’t remember who had it. Still, I’m glad you found it. Is there some kind of fine because it was loose?”

Demi reached into her bag for a folder. “No, no, that’s not what this is. We’re trying to identify somebody in connection with the canoe.”

“I’m not tracking,” Nora said, tilting her head and noticing for the first time that the detective’s short fingernails were painted black.

Demi slid the folder toward Nora. “We’re hoping maybe you recognize this woman.” She pinched the top edge of the closed folder with her fingers and paused to look at Nora. Still watching Nora’s face, Demi flipped the folder open, revealing an eight-by-ten color photo of the dead woman in the bottom of the canoe.

Nora squinted at the picture for several seconds before it hit.

Then her vision narrowed for an instant to a single dot before widening to a cloudy haze. Her ears thumped, and the sensation radiated down her arms. It was hard to breathe, but she brought a hand to her mouth, loudly pulling air between her fingers.

Control yourself Nora, you’ve seen worse than this. Goddammit, control yourself.

She closed her eyes, took one more deep breath, and dropped her hand. When she looked up and spoke, her voice was flat and professional, like the prosecutor she had once been.

“I can identify the woman in the photo as Helen Carmichael, the Chief Operating Officer of this company. When did this happen? Have you made arrests? Where does the investigation stand?”

Demi jerked back in her chair, retracting her chin to signal her surprise and then leaned in with a raised voice, punching words for emphasis.

“Wait just a minute. This woman was found murdered in your canoe and her body was discovered this morning and you’re asking me for investigative updates? Nope, that’s not how this goes. How about you give me an update? Where were you last night, Ms. Carleton, and what was your relationship with the victim? Did you or anyone you know have reason to want her dead?”

Nora missed Demi’s intensity because she was lost in her own thoughts. I moved here to get away from this kind of violence. How the hell did Helen end up dead in my canoe?






CHAPTER EIGHT


Almost three years earlier, she had towered over Helen in the restaurant, even after Helen stood to greet her as she approached the table. She seemed so different in person—smaller than the New York–accented voice on the phone, but also softer, cooler. Her smile went all the way to her hazel eyes, spreading out from the corners into friendly wrinkles. She wore her dark hair short, with simple gold earrings and a gold chain over her black mock turtleneck, which she wore under a black leather jacket with dark gray slacks.

Helen’s look was Manhattan, where for years she worked running the unglamorous back-office operations of big Wall Street banks, before moving to Westport and Saugatuck Associates. She knew the guts of the investment management business better than most. David Jepson brought her to Saugatuck to run stuff. He had enough people who could think deep thoughts about the connections between world events. He needed someone who could manage an actual business. And that was Helen Carmichael.

When Nora sat, Helen swept her arm across the broad patio dining area of Artisan, a farm-to-table restaurant in the neighboring village of Southport, a spot Nora would learn was a popular Saugatuck hangout. “I love this place, and not just because there are no tape recorders. I thought we should get together for a bite before your job interviews at our office tomorrow.”

Nora smiled tightly.

“Hey, don’t be nervous,” Helen continued. “I think you’re exactly what we’re looking for. I figured we could use this time to talk about a few land mines you might not want to step on.”

After the waiter took their menus, Helen lifted her wine glass and toasted Nora. “To a successful day tomorrow at crazy-land.”

Nora touched her glass to Helen’s and offered another half smile, unsure what to make of the derogatory reference to what might be her future employer.

Helen took a drink and exhaled before continuing. “Okay, so you signed the nondisclosure agreement and then read the pile of stuff we sent you and listened to all the tapes, right?”

Nora nodded. “Until my ears hurt from the headphones.”

Helen laughed. “That’s our way. And what you read and heard is real. We really, really are committed to telling each other the truth, to transparency, to logic and death-to-hierarchy and yada yada. And I probably shouldn’t say it that way, because I do believe in it.”

Helen exhaled audibly again and took another drink of wine. “Here’s the thing: It’s just that it’s the most real at the bottom and gets successively less real the farther up the chain you go. The kids believe it, and live it, which is wonderful and also a bit tiring, to be honest. At the Management Committee level, not so much.”

She took another drink, glanced over Nora’s shoulder, and lowered her voice. “Sure, we all speak the language of the culture but there’s a bit of an underground economy. There’s what goes on in the meetings, the endless plumbing—I’m sure you know by now that’s our charming term for questioning someone—and you can hear it all on tape. Then there’s what goes on that’s not on tape, including at places like this. Alliances, secrets, backstabbing. That game goes on at Saugatuck, same as all companies. But what makes it so challenging here is that everyone in the game must always and at all times deny that there is a game. Because there is no game, right? We really do fire people who’re caught gossiping, after all. So no game. And also the hardest game you’ve ever played.”

Nora couldn’t hide her surprise. “Does David Jepson know?”

Helen shrugged her shoulders. “Honestly, I don’t know. I’ve worked with the man for fifteen years and never had a countercultural conversation with him. He’s never mofo’d someone when it wasn’t on tape and then shared with that person. Yet it goes on all around him.”

“He’s a genius, right?”

“He is, but in a narrow kind of way. What I mean is, he can see patterns in data like nobody I’ve ever known. But he can’t read faces, or tone. He thinks emotion is some kind of weakness, when it’s actually the oldest form of human cognition. Sarcasm makes no sense to him, so he mostly misses it. He’s Spock from Star Trek. Honest, transparent, logical, decent. And he assumes everyone else is as well, which is why I’m not sure he sees the game.”

Nora chuckled softly. “Okay; other land mines?”

“Just rich people in general,” Helen answered. “You spent a lot of time around folks with a ton of dough?”

“Can’t say I have,” Nora answered with a smile. “Hoboken didn’t offer many opportunities.”

“Well, here’s the deal. Really rich people know, on some level, that chance—pure luck—played a big role in their success. And they deal with that in one of two ways: Some hold on to a sense of guilt and compensate by trying to help other people; most submerge it by convincing themselves they are uniquely talented and deserve the money. Jepson is the first type. Most of the others aren’t.”

Nora shook her head. “So why, exactly, is this a good place to work?”

Helen laughed. “Oh, that’s easy. Because it’s better than anyplace else. The ratio of honest people to weasels is far higher than at any other company, especially in the world of finance, especially at the big dumb banks. What’s aboveground here is really pretty amazing—smart people being honest with one another. And what’s belowground doesn’t ruin it and is actually kind of interesting. I just wanted you to know about that part of us because I need your help in protecting this wonderful and screwed-up place. You can’t do that if you can’t see it fully.”

[image: ]

Nora’s full day of interviews went well, once she adjusted to the exhausting beers-in-a-dorm-room-after-midnight interview style. In her first session, ninety minutes with MC member Marcus Baum, he looked toward the corner of the room and asked her to “explain the difference between justice and mercy.” The rest of her interviews were no less strange, including a session with an industrial psychologist, who said he was an expert at determining her conceptual thinking ability.

At the end of the long day, she met company founder Jepson, whom she instantly liked. He was open and vulnerable, talking of his love for the culture and his hope that it would long outlive him and provide a lasting source of “purposeful relationships” for talented, honest people. It was also clear that he really liked Nora, and he offered her the job at the end of the interview.

“I want people to come here for the culture, but let’s talk about money,” he said, going to a whiteboard. He explained she would be paid a salary and also a bonus. If the company did better, the bonus could go up; if it was a bad year, it could go down. He wrote numbers for the salary and bonus target on the board. It was more money than Nora had made in her entire career as a federal prosecutor. She squinted to be sure she wasn’t misreading the number of digits.

“Seems fair,” she said, trying not to sound out of breath.

Jepson turned back to the board and erased the numbers, replacing them with two larger figures. “How about this?” he asked, his face a mask.

Nora stayed under control, not sure what was happening. “Fair, for sure,” she said flatly.

Jepson turned again, erased again, and wrote new, higher numbers before turning back to her. “This?”

Nora lost her grip. “Wow! Are you serious?”

Jepson smiled. “Yes, entirely. So are we done here?”

All Nora could do was nod.

[image: ]

When Nora joined, Helen had been true to her word, guiding and coaching every step of the way. The patio at Artisan became their regular spot, and they could each walk home from there, allowing them to explore the restaurant’s extensive wine list. They talked and laughed for hours. Nora’s story of her salary “negotiation” with David Jepson became one of Helen’s favorites. She explained that Jepson always wanted Saugatuck’s compensation to be the best in the industry—“beyond fair” was the expression he used—so he had taken her muttering of “seems fair” as a rejection. “If you had just stifled the ‘wow’ for a bit,” Helen laughed, “you might own the place.”

About six months into her tenure at Saugatuck, Nora seemed unusually quiet at their regular dinner.

“What’s eating you?” Helen asked, taking a long drink of wine.

“Finally had a one-on-one in my office with Arty Falcone,” Nora replied, “and it was really unnerving. He—”

“Wait, don’t tell me,” Helen interjected, lifting her palm. “He stared at your tits the whole time he spoke to you.”

Nora nodded. “I was just going to say ‘he didn’t meet my eye,’ but yes, he did exactly that.”

Helen laughed. “Total dirtbag. And don’t let it go to your head. That scumbag’d stare at your mother’s tits. And your grandmother’s, for that matter.”

“That’s quite a relief,” Nora said, squinting. “And he kept combing his greaseball hair back with his hand the whole time and reeked of cologne. I’m never gonna get that smell out of my office.”

“Yep, that’s classic Arty.” Helen laughed, clearly enjoying this. “What else?”

“That’s it. He just totally grossed me out. That’ll be our last one-on-one meeting.”

Helen searched Nora’s face. “He touch your butt?”

“What?”

“Like in an inadvertent way? Brush against your rear? Maybe you hardly noticed, while he was trying to pick up a pencil or some keys he dropped by your feet?”

“When’s the last time you ‘hardly noticed’ a colleague touch your butt? He did not.”

“Okay, that’s progress because creepy Arty has been known to butt-touch,” Helen said with a tight smile. “Maybe he passed because you’re the general counsel. Again, it’s not about your butt, either good or bad. He would—”

“Touch my grandmother’s butt,” Nora finished, shaking her head. “So gross. And not really a helpful thing to say, if I’m being honest.”

“Hey, just giving it to you straight. But that’s our boy. Clients love him. Especially the oil money types, which should not shock you. Your grandmother would not be safe with them.”

Nora just shook her head and reached for her wine glass.

After dinner, they strolled down Pequot Avenue together, pausing to say good night at the corner of Westway Road, where their paths home diverged.

Without thinking, Nora bent down and kissed Helen, who responded by leaning in and lifting her hands to Nora’s head, fingers touching her auburn hair. Nora gently lifted her own hands onto Helen’s shoulders as their mouths moved together.

After a long moment, Helen shaped her lips into a smile and slid her hands to Nora’s face, softly moving her head back.

“Mmmm, that was nice,” she said, holding Nora’s cheeks for another beat before slowly withdrawing her hands. “But you know we can’t, right? Me being your boss and all, despite the total lack of hierarchy?”

Nora’s face flushed and she took a step back. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what came over me.”

“Hey, hey,” Helen said quickly, “don’t get me wrong; in another life, I’d be dragging you into those bushes right there. I wish we could, but we just can’t.”

“You’re right, you’re right,” Nora answered, still mortified. “I hope I haven’t ruined things.”

Helen laughed gently. “Uh, let’s see. Me getting kissed by a beautiful woman? You ruined nothing. You changed nothing. And let’s mark that place, in case we both get fired someday. In the meantime, I deny it ever happened. And if it did, it was pretty great.”

“Thanks,” Nora said, her cheeks beginning to return to their natural color.

“I had no idea you were into chicks. You know, with Sophie and all.”

Nora nodded. “Been a bit of a journey for me, honestly. Figured out who I am later than most.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Helen answered. “Who you are is pretty great.”

She smiled and waved as she turned toward home. “See you tomorrow, Nora.”

Nora nodded and smiled as they separated. “Thanks, boss. Good night.”
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