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PART ONE 2015







First Chamber LIVING IN THE WORLD TODAY Monday, November 9


The figurative bloodbath turned literal when my cubemate Keith, prone to stress-induced nosebleeds, sneezed on my monitor. To our horror, visible through the viscous, bloody splotches was a sea of red digits. The Dow, the S&P, and the Nasdaq had plunged by historic, inconceivable levels, conjuring the ghosts of meltdowns past. Keith apologized between gentle sobs, blood streaking down his doughy face and pooling on the collar of his Patagonia. The numbers 1929, 1987, and 2008 buffeted my beleaguered brain as I grabbed a handful of napkins from my stash and tended to the mess.

The market, and the daily, frenetic cacophony that accompanied it, had mercifully closed, leaving an eerie silence. Our polished and pristine offices, situated on the outskirts of San Francisco’s Financial District, had morphed into a neoliberalist hellscape on par with the trenches of Verdun, replete with battered balance sheets and shell-shocked stares. Keith plugged his pointy nose with gauze and curled into the fetal position. Dennis drowned his meatheaded sorrows in Red Bull, Reese’s Pieces, and Adderall XR. Karen, ever the opportunist, whipped her dirty-blond hair and brilliant blue eyes around the battlefield, snapping countless photos of the carnage and documenting in real time the aftermath from inside Prism Capital—the world’s most prestigious hedge fund—for her burgeoning Instagram account.

I ran my hands through my hair, then cupped my mouth and nose, inhaling deeply. I am completely fucked. Surely I’d found rock bottom, which meant it was probably time to do the rational thing and kill myself. Then again, my entire existence—from abandoned bastard baby to patronized token minority to Wall Street whipping boy—had been a carousel of catastrophe, and I was nothing if not a glutton for punishment.

While debating the relative merits of a 9 millimeter to the temple or a bottle of Oxy to the gut, I felt a tap on my shoulder. Jennie. My one-sided soulmate. Everything about her was perfect—everything except the Cheez-It-size diamond dangling off her ring finger. Was I okay? she wondered.

“I’m definitely getting fired today,” I said.

“You won’t be the only one,” she said. “Half our gains for the year were wiped out. If it wasn’t for those Biogen and Celgene shorts you recommended, we’d be totally effed.”

“Sounds like you guys made out well.”

She scrunched her nose and adjusted her designer glasses. “How bad’s your damage?”

“VICE is completely in the red.”

Jennie gasped and covered her mouth, as if I told her I’d been diagnosed with Stage IV cancer. “Holy shit. You really think you’ll get axed?”

I didn’t respond. We looked up at the wall of windshield-size LCD screens hovering above the cubicles. They were all muted, all littered with inaccurate closed captioning, all bearing bad news. Farthest left was Bloomberg TV, featuring live, on-site coverage of the business story of the day, month, year, decade, hell, maybe even century. A payday lender called Icarus Management—beloved by Wall Street traders for the 500 to 5,000 percent interest rates it charged struggling Americans of color, which had fueled its sevenfold share price increase—was in immediate need of a new CEO, CFO, and corporate headquarters.

According to rubbernecking reporter Rachel Richards, around 10 a.m. local time, a mob of angry demonstrators had gathered outside the company’s Baltimore-based offices to protest its (allegedly) exploitative business practices. The otherwise peaceful gathering took a fateful turn when the building’s lead security guard, an Afro-Latino man named Eduardo Vazquez—himself trapped beneath an insurmountable Icarus-issued loan—escorted the crowd to the company’s executive offices on the top floor.

“Shortly thereafter,” Rachel said, “the rampaging thugs tossed CEO Jeffrey Bull and CFO Douglas Ferentz to their deaths and set fire to Icarus’s corporate offices. Police quickly contained the crime scene, although more than twenty Icarus employees remain unaccounted for. Approximately one hundred insurgents, including Mister Vazquez, have been neutralized.” Firefighters subdued the blaze by the start of rush hour. The company’s stock had plunged 81 percent before Nasdaq management halted it indefinitely “due to extraordinary trading activity.”

“I mean, what were the odds?” I asked Jennie.

“Of people finally being fed up enough with capitalism to murder a CEO? That you were unlucky enough to own the murdered CEO’s stock? Or that the murdered CEO’s company was named after the guy who flew too close to the sun?”

Touché, I thought, then wondered if I was truly shocked by the unfolding chaos. Volatile protests had been cropping up at corporate offices around the country for years, and like a lemming, I’d bought into the wisdom of the crowd and discounted the all-too-obvious risk of calamity.

I snapped out of my daze and shifted my eyes to a different nightmare. Jim Cramer was examining Wall Street’s autopsy report in gory detail. Commodities finished low. Bonds finished lower. Stocks finished lowest. Every asset class known to personkind had hemorrhaged cash. And, big surprise, according to Jim, it was the buying opportunity of a lifetime.

My gaze drifted farther afield, past screens displaying various global terrorist organizations—the Taliban, the Senate Judiciary Committee, the McDonald’s Corporation—and fixated on an unexpected appearance from the Weather Channel. Hurricane Consuela was swirling inexorably toward Miami and expected to make landfall by evening. She was “The Big One.” Category 5. Tornado-strength winds. Flash flooding. Flying projectiles. Power outages. Stay inside.

“I need to check on my mom,” I said.

“Not gonna lie, Al,” Jennie said, “your birthday’s off to an epically shitty start.”

I wanted to tell her the shittiness started twenty-seven years and nine-odd months ago, when a middle-aged, Green Card–seeking Pakistani immigrant deflowered his sixteen-year-old direct report in a Burger King bathroom stall. “Each year is better than the next,” I said.

Jennie flashed her Crest-commercial smile, patted me on the shoulder, told me to hang in there, and said she and Preston would buy my first drink later. Fucking Preston. With his inherited colonial wealth, cleft chin, wavy blond hair, and dreamy blue eyes—recessive mutations inbred to perfection over millennia. God was definitely real, and He was definitely a lacrosse-playing frat bro with a kinesiology degree from Duke. Nobody else could stomach being such an asshole.

I shook the thought and ducked into the adjacent hallway to text my mom. I felt little affinity yet loads of responsibility for this woman, who was an abused child burdened with adult responsibilities. Kids weren’t supposed to raise their parents, but my childhood home was about to be leveled, and one of us needed to pretend to be a grown-up.

HAPPY BIRTHDAY SWEEETIE!!!! she texted back.

How’s the storm?

Powers out tree across street knocked down lines im okay tho

Do you have enough dry goods and fresh water? Did you board up the windows?

Karl dropped off care package Jimmy did windows

Are either of them with you?

An absurd thumbs-down materialized on my last message. Her rotating cast of booty calls would keep her alive, but they wouldn’t be caught dead with her during the apocalypse.

Hang in there. Text/call in case of emergency.

Okey dokey Marcia and Will said theyd checkin later

I added an absurd thumbs-up to her message and returned to my own disaster scene. Brad would come looking for me any minute. I darted down the corridor, past the Klimt and the Monet and around the elevators, then slipped into the men’s room on the far side of the office, opposite the Industrials and Internet teams. Industrials had been whittled down to two people and the Internet group was entirely composed of women. This made the men’s lavatory on their side of the building solid gold real estate: the perfect place to do your business, mentally regroup, or both.

Sitting fully clothed in my favorite stall, I inserted my headphones, shuffle-played GZA’s Liquid Swords, and scrolled through my inbox, mindlessly deleting anodyne press releases and breaking news alerts. The writing was all over the wall, bold and colorful like graffiti. A trip to the unemployment line was imminent. But far worse, I’d proved them right. I wasn’t good enough. I didn’t belong. The past four years had been luck. Luck that’d just run out.

Fifteen minutes later my thoughts were calmer, clearer, resigned. I went to the sink and dabbed my face with a wet paper towel. I’d been sweating profusely, and my favorite lilac Brioni dress shirt, which accented my silky-smooth, light-roast-colored skin, clung to my damp body like a glow-in-the-dark condom. I cut the music, fanned myself, doused my head with water, pulled out my trusty switchblade comb—the best tenth-birthday present a boy could ever receive—and slicked back my undercut like Michael Corleone.

The face in the mirror told me it was time to see the hangman. But the magical thinker in my brain told me maybe—just maybe—this entire day had been one long, awful dream. I simply needed to escape the office, head home, and sleep it off. When I awoke, I’d still be the top-performing analyst at the top-performing firm on Wall Street. Still be the first member of my family to go to college. Still be the guy who told the socioeconomic statistics to go fuck themselves.

Brad greeted me when I opened the men’s room door. “Aladdin—there you are! I’ve been looking all over for you.”

“I wasn’t, uh, feeling well.”

“Given the state of my portfolio, that’s not surprising,” Brad said. “Dad wants to see you in his office. Now.”

“Should I, like, pack my things first?”

He sneered his dolphin teeth into a sinister smile. “Where would be the fun in that?”

My guts twisted. That was exactly what he’d told Harold. Poor Harold. I stared through Brad. Willing him to disappear. Forcing this entire day—my entire life—to have been some kind of cosmic misunderstanding. It didn’t work. Brad extended a chivalrous arm in the direction of the boss’s office. In the direction of a new fresh hell.






Second Chamber THINGS DONE CHANGED


Paul Kingsley’s office occupied the southeast corner on the top floor of the 555 California Street Building. Its floor-to-ceiling windows afforded him a bird’s-eye view of the Transamerica Pyramid, spectacular sunrises over the Bay Bridge, and breathtaking sunsets over the Golden Gate. Perks associated with a thirteen-billion-dollar nest egg. When Paul took over the space from a now defunct hedge fund rival, whose demise he helped accelerate, he’d had the building engineers figure out how to knock down two load-bearing walls to ensure he had adequate working space. The room was more than twice the size of my shitty Telegraph Hill apartment, seemingly big enough to house an entire pod of beluga whales.

Walking down the office’s central corridor, with Brad skulking behind me like Samwise Gamgee masquerading as Boba Fett, the entirety of the human aquarium came into view. Paul had partitioned the space into four distinct sections. His “retro room” was slotted into the back right corner, complete with a walk-in humidor, wet bar, and leather smoking chair. Sitting opposite was the “relaxation station,” where Paul was wont to watch eighties action films, play various first-person shooters, and, when he was feeling randy, call his pal Billy Bismarck, CEO of Allure Entertainment, and live stream the day’s shoot. The back left corner was his “productivity hub,” which he rarely used, and the front left—the place you never wanted to see him lurking—was the section Paul euphemistically referred to as his “leadership center.” Everyone else called it the gallows. The place where he reamed your ass out entirely, if you were lucky, or sent you packing, if you weren’t.

To my chagrin, but not surprise, the six-foot-two, salt-and-pepper Aryan Adonis sat ominously in the hangman’s lounge, sporting a charcoal suit, lavender shirt, and custom wingtips that cost more than a semester at Stanford.

Per protocol, I emptied my pockets and deposited all my belongings in the TSA-style drop box outside the glass door. Brad and I walked through the metal detector, then Paul jumped up to greet me.

“Tough day at the office, huh, Al?” he said, crushing my hand. I nodded. “Take a seat. You need a coffee? Water? Whiskey, maybe?” Paul and I sat across from each other. Brad settled in the chair to my right, a shit-eating smirk plastered onto his chubby red face. “Let’s not beat around the bush, Al,” Paul said. “What in the Sam Hill happened out there today?”

My mouth started to move but no sound came out. I hesitated, certain he’d explode into a tirade any second. After an uncomfortable pause, I mumbled, “I don’t know, Paul. I just, I mean, I’ve been trying to figure out what I missed. If I didn’t see all the angles on Icarus. Or if I didn’t do enough diligence. I even wondered if our position was too large. But honestly, all I can come up with is plain old bad luck.”

“Bad luck is what happens when you step in a fresh pile of dog shit, Al. Not when you lose three hundred million dollars in four hours. Do you know what I could buy with three hundred million dollars, Al?”

“Uh, a lot of really expensive things, probably…”

“That’s right, Al,” Paul said, matter of fact. “A lot of really expensive things.”

“Like, for starters, a whole new analyst team for VICE,” Brad chimed in.

“Paul, I’m really sorry. I screwed up big-time. And I understand if you need to let me go, but—”

“Let you go?” Paul interrupted, incredulous. “Nobody’s being ‘let go,’ Al.”

“Shitcanned, maybe,” Brad quipped.

“Shut the fuck up, Bradley,” Paul snapped.

Brad slouched into his chair and the blood drained from his face. I froze in place and stared over Paul’s shoulder at the bevy of half-built high-rise condominiums being erected in SoMa. We were more than fifty floors up. If a fourteen-story drop was enough to wax Icarus management, a plunge from here would undoubtedly put me out of my misery once and for all. The bronze bust of Alexander the Great on Paul’s desk looked strong enough to break the glass.

“As I was saying, Al, you cost the firm—meaning me—a small fortune today. Whether it was bad luck, bad karma—you people believe in karma, right?—or sheer, utter fucking stupidity, it doesn’t really matter. I can’t abide such a monumental cock-up. If I let you walk out of here with your job intact, everyone else will think it’s fine to piss away our clients’ money. Meaning my money. You see the problem, Al?”

“I do,” I said. And I did. “If I may, Paul, could I please ask you to spare the rest of VICE? Icarus falls on me. I should own the consequences.”

“That’s very noble of you,” Paul said. “And see, that’s part of my dilemma. VICE was your idea, Al. And—excluding today, of course—it’s been by far our best-performing fund. Better than Internet. Better than Semiconductors. Better than Biotech. Frankly, Al, if I’m being honest, you’ve been my best performing analyst since you got here—excluding today, of course.”

“Of course,” I agreed, needlessly.

“So what am I to do, Al? If I ‘shitcan’ you, I lose my best employee, and fuckwit here loses VICE’s golden goose,” Paul said, jabbing a thumb at Brad. “Worse, the minute you walk out that door, every hedge fund in the country will offer you a job, making you my competitor. I certainly can’t have that. On the other hand, if I let you go with a slap on the wrist, every incompetent pissant in this office will expect special treatment. Really makes you appreciate the complexities of the criminal justice system, huh?”

I wasn’t sure if the question was rhetorical, and I had no idea where Paul was going with this soliloquy. I fully expected to be fired when he was done.

“So here’s what I’m going to do, Al,” Paul continued. It dawned on me he’d never called me “Al” so many times in one sitting. Normally, like every other (obviously) White dude in the office, he’d have defaulted to Prince Ali, Aladdin, Habib, Lion King, or, my least favorite, al-Qaeda. “I’m going to offer you a carrot, and a stick. Bradley will give you the details, but it goes like this: You’ve got three months to earn back my money, or else your life is over. Clear?”

My life is over? If he were planning to kill me, I’d have gladly accepted. “I understand, Paul. Thank you so much for the opportunity to redeem myself. I won’t let you down.”

“You better not, Al. For your sake.” Paul stood and once again obliterated my hand. “Now get the fuck out of my face.”



Brad and I walked in silence down Market Street to Super Duper, then took our burgers to the courtyard at Yerba Buena Gardens. I wasn’t hungry, but he insisted I order something. A kind of last meal, I’d assumed. Sitting on a bench under a shady oak tree, I picked at the edges of my organic, non-GMO veggie burger. Brad stuffed his ovoid face with a bacon-and-cheese-slathered Super Burger and garlic cheese fries, which he chased with a strawberry-banana Super Shake.

“Okay, Aladdin,” he mumbled midbite, “take out your phone and turn it off.” I looked at him askance. He insisted, and even though complying boded extremely ill for my future, I did as instructed. “Here’s the deal. Today’s Monday, November ninth. You’ve got until Tuesday, February sixteenth to recover the three hundred million dollars you just flushed down the toilet. Dad likes you, so he’s giving you some extra time to account for the holidays. He doesn’t want to be unreasonable.”

How does one respond to such lunacy? “That’s completely absurd. How the fuck am I supposed to make so much money so quickly?”

“Ask yourself this: How the fuck did you lose so much money so quickly?”

An obvious, even reasonable, riposte I should’ve seen coming. “Brad, I told your dad I screwed up. You should fire me. Honestly, I deserve it.”

“If it were up to me, I would. But you heard Dad. He doesn’t want you working for the enemy.”

“I’ll quit, then. If Paul thinks I’m so valuable, maybe I am. In which case there’s absolutely zero reason I should be his hostage,” I said, this fact suddenly so obvious.

A twinkle lit in Brad’s eye as he swallowed another oversize bite. He took a long, methodical drag on his recyclable straw, then set the milkshake down on the sidewalk between his hobbit feet.

“This is the part I’ve been waiting for,” he said lustfully. “You remember how Dad said he had a carrot and a stick? So the carrot is this: If you make back the money, you get to keep your job, and you get a hundred mil to manage directly for Dad. Pretty good deal, huh?” My heart sank all the way into my scrotum. There was no way Paul would make that kind of offer unless he knew I’d fail. He must’ve just seen John Wick. “But here’s the stick—you people like sticks, right? Caning is popular in Derkfuckistan, or wherever you’re from, isn’t it?” I felt hollow inside, even as I fantasized about jamming my uncivilized thumbs into his imperial eyes. “If you don’t earn back Dad’s money, you’re going to spend the rest of your life in jail.”

My eyes bulged and my adrenaline spiked. “What the fuck are you talking about? You can’t threaten me.”

“Nobody’s threatening you, Habib. I’m simply explaining your predicament.”

“Fuck you, you fat little pussy. I fucking quit.” I swiped my unmolested lunch onto the ground and stood up. “You and Daddy can go fuck yourselves.”

“You better sit right the fuck back down,” Brad said in a firm, deliberate tone. I glared at him. It took every fiber of my being not to stomp his head into the pavement. With an eminently punchable smile affixed to his greasy face, he said, “The SEC’s investigating us for insider trading. It appears Dennis has been an especially naughty boy. Allegedly, he’s been buying and selling huge positions in the VICE fund—days, hours, sometimes even minutes before material events have been announced. I have to admit, on paper it looks like a classic case of insider trading.

“But, luckily for Dennis, he and I roomed together at Wharton, and I know his character is unassailable. Unluckily for you, however, Dad and I conducted an internal compliance audit and uncovered some truly shocking revelations. We learned that Dennis had been following the explicit directions of his supervisor, a certain Ali Jafar. And we also discovered Mister Jafar has been diverting these illicit gains through a network of offshore shell companies and LLCs, with the money finding its way to a number of jihadi extremist groups. Who could believe there was a traitor hiding right under our noses?!

“But Dad said not to worry. He said if District Attorney Holloway, who’s a close personal friend, found out about such crimes, he’d stop at nothing to ensure a terrorist financier like Mister Jafar was brought to justice. I don’t know about you, but I find that last part very reassuring.”

Panic, rage, fear, and murderous intent coursed through my veins. A sense of weightlessness took hold, my legs gave way, and I was jarred by what felt like back-to-back helmet-to-helmet tackles. Prostrate on the warm pavement, unable to move, Brad’s rambling distant and indecipherable, everything turned black.






Third Chamber EVERYTHING REMAINS RAW Thursday, November 12


I woke to the gentle whir of hospital instruments. My face and head throbbed and my nether regions were awash in stale urine. The bandage over my left eye was sweat-soaked and tacky. My right eye adjusted to the darkness and homed in on the digital clock on the nightstand: 3:47 a.m. Where’s my phone? I summoned the nurse using the green “help” button on the hospital bed. She arrived a few minutes later and urged me to go back to sleep, insisting I needed rest.

“I normally wake up around this time for work,” I assured her. “Can I have my phone?” She opened the drawer where my things were stored and handed it to me. The battery had dropped to 1 percent, which was annoying, and the date on the lock screen said Thursday, November 12, which was impossible. An incalculable number of banner notifications blanketed the screen.

“What day is it?”

“Thursday. You’ve been out almost three days. How are you feeling? How’s your head?” the nurse asked, with genuine concern. She was fortyish, with blond hair and grayish eyes, and fit snugly into her teal scrubs. Her metallic name badge read Linda.

“That doesn’t make sense. What happened?”

Linda reviewed my chart, then explained I’d passed out from a combination of stress, hypoglycemia, and dehydration. In the process, I’d managed to bop both sides of my noggin. The left on a park bench when I fainted, and the right when my limp carcass ricocheted onto the sidewalk. The doctors determined the second collision caused the grade 2 concussion.

“How did I get to the hospital?” Linda didn’t know. “Did anyone come to visit me?” Linda wasn’t sure. “Did my mom call?” Linda thought it was so sweet of me to ask. After handing me my backpack—who brought it here?—Linda said if I was healthy enough, my doctor would discharge me when his next shift began in a few hours. Then she said she’d grab a cup of coffee and a bagel for me from the nurse’s lounge and departed. I thanked her, sifted through my bag, collected my trusty charge bank, plugged in my phone, and texted my mom. She called back instantly.

“Jesus, Al, you scared the shit out of me. The receptionist said you had a concussion or something. Are you okay?”

“I’m not sure what happened,” I said, which was mostly true. I retained vivid memories of a stock market meltdown and a heated conversation with Brad, but I wasn’t sure if they were real. Everything felt hazy. I stupidly held out hope this was all just a terrible dream.

“Are you feeling better?”

“My head hurts, but I’m fine. I should be discharged soon.”

“Don’t rush back to that awful job, Al. Stay and rest as long as the doctor tells you to.”

“How’d the hurricane treat you?”

“Power’s been out a few days, but our block was lucky enough to avoid the flooding. Everything east of Palm’s completely under water, including the casino.”

“Wow, that sucks. At least your house is intact.”

“I’m doing okay, all things considered,” she said. “Oh, I almost forgot to tell you! Karl and I saw a tiger!”

“A what?”

“A tiger. You know, a big orange one with black stripes. Karl thinks it belongs to a local drug runner. Hold on, I’ll text you a pic.”

“Is Karl staying with you?” I asked as my phone vibrated. Incredibly, the image showed a bona fide Bengal tiger perched atop an abandoned Xfinity van.

“He did last night. He brought his canoe over and we went all around the neighborhood. It was really romantic. Like Venice.”

“Right. Well, at least you’re okay. Hopefully things get back to normal quickly. Speaking of which, I have to figure out what the hell happened at work these last three days. I’ll text you when I’m out of the hospital.”

“I love you, sweetie. Take care of yourself.”

I always have.



Linda brought me a second dreadful cup of coffee. It was divine. Being unconscious for three days had led to crippling caffeine withdrawal, which no doubt intensified my head trauma. Linda removed my bandages and handed me her makeup mirror. The left side of my face looked like the inside of a rotten nectarine. I also had a boxer’s black eye. I held the mirror still and turned my head, which revealed a large, scaly black scab just behind my right ear. The damage was extensive, but Linda assured me it wasn’t permanent.

Sitting there felt surreal. I’d never visited a hospital, let alone been admitted to one. I’d never broken a bone. Never been in a car accident. Never overdosed on pharmaceutical-grade heroin. My appendix remained intact. The only notable injury I’d ever suffered were back spasms, resulting from an awkward tackle in football practice during my senior year of high school. And they were nothing a few muscle relaxants and extra hours of sleep couldn’t remedy.

But there I sat. Helpless. Had the gerrymandered elections, financial crises, and endless wars on terror taken their toll? Were the wheels finally coming off? Perhaps I’d simply been confronted with my own mortality for the first time and was feeling overly dramatic. Too much introspection always ended badly. Pretty soon I’d wonder if I could poison myself with my IV.

Linda left to start her rounds and I retreated into my phone. Hundreds of FactSet and Bloomberg alerts bloated my inbox. Most were useless, but some were priceless. I searched for specific messages. Paul had sent a generic “get well” note on Monday evening. Brad had done likewise, but also asked me to check in with him as soon as I was conscious. What a dick. Keith and Karen had expressed similarly tepid concern, though surely the latter exploited my injuries in an inspirational IG post highlighting the dangers of burnout and the importance of self-care. Dennis had offered his “condolences.” If only.

I felt better when I found Jennie’s name. She’d sent me an animated e-card chock-full of dancing panda GIFs. Her message was tragically stereotypical and, more important, failed to mention she’d realized she was desperately in love with me, couldn’t fathom the prospect of my premature death, and was leaving Preston. Fucking Preston. I searched for his name next, because I hate myself, and not only had he wished me a “speedy recovery,” but he’d graciously offered to “subsidize any overly burdensome healthcare costs” I might incur.

Next I checked stock prices. Monday’s crash was all too real, unfortunately. Icarus shares had yet to resume trading, which meant my once high-flying portfolio remained fatally injured. The stock was clearly on its way to zero. Fuck me. At least the company’s twenty-two missing employees had been accounted for. Burnt to a crisp. The news wasn’t all bad, though. During a televised interview with Fox Business, Senate Finance Committee chairperson Urban “Snatch” Williams had assured Wall Street that, despite the terrible tragedy, it was “too soon” to discuss “reactionary” regulations for the alternative finance sector. Global markets had undertaken their perfunctory “dead cat bounce” on Tuesday, then slid back to Monday’s crash levels on Wednesday. The Sisyphean charade would soon begin anew.

I begrudgingly opened the Wall Street Journal app. It was a mediocre newspaper, written at a fifth-grade reading level, with op-ed columns cynical enough to make William Randolph Hearst cringe. And yet, despite these shortcomings, high finance’s masters of the universe considered it essential reading. I scrolled past the gratuitous Icarus coverage, the Sinophobic warmongering, and the calls to impeach the president for being Black. I wasn’t sure what I was looking for—context? meaning? silver linings?—when the answer hit me like a Stone Cold Stunner. The headline read: “Pain & Gain: How Prism Made $4B from Icarus Tragedy.” The story had been published online an hour ago and would be front and center in today’s print edition.

The insulting title gave way to a more grotesque lede. I felt sicker with each passing word. By the time I got to Paul’s quotes about purchasing “credit default swaps” as hedges against “the tightest credit spreads ever” and the “possibility of massive asymmetrical upside,” my eyes had glazed over, and I wished I hadn’t survived my fall. My mind briefly turned conspiratorial: When did Paul buy those credit default swaps? Did he know the market would crash? Did he orchestrate the crash?

The insanity proved temporary. I knew never to believe in conspiracy theories because humans were far too tribal and dumb to pull off such incredibly coordinated feats. The real conspiracies—colonialism, white supremacy, regressive taxation—were much more banal, and far more venal. Everything that happened within that framework was random and, thus, meaningless. Not even the formidable Prism Capital could manipulate that fickle muse known as probability.

But then I wondered: If Paul had made an absolute killing from the market crash, why did he have Brad threaten me? Did Brad threaten me? My eyes felt strained, and a dull ache echoed deep in the recesses of my brain. A wave of exhaustion crashed into me. I lowered my phone and looked at the clock. The sun wouldn’t be up for another hour. Maybe Linda was right: I did need my rest. I placed my phone on the portable nightstand next to a chintzy fake houseplant, buried my head under the single hospital bed pillow, and drifted off.



I woke up rock-hard—three days without masturbating had also taken their toll—when I felt tapping on my right shoulder. Finally, I thought, the doctor would send me on my way. Brad’s orc-ish countenance provided an unwelcome surprise. My heart rate and blood pressure spiked. I sat up.

“What the fuck are you doing here?”

“Glad to see you’re feeling better, Habib.”

“Where’s the doctor? Where’s Linda?”

“Linda went for some fresh air. She called a few hours ago and told me you were awake. Nice lady. Very thorough.” Betrayed by another White woman. A fixture since birth. I felt nauseous.

“The doctor told me you suffered a traumatic brain injury,” Brad continued. “Probably not your first. He said you might have some short-term confusion. Perhaps some temporary memory loss. I came to see how you’re holding up. Are you confused, Habib? Do you remember what we talked about before your accident?”

I glowered through him. Of course I fucking remember! But playing dumb seemed prudent. “I’m still trying to piece everything together. Why don’t you give me a refresher?”

He smiled but didn’t say anything, then reached into the pocket of his oversize brown sport coat and handed me a three-by-five note card adorned with a single phone number.

“What’s this?”

“People like you never forget anything, Habib. Your ancestors have been slaughtering each other for two thousand years because somebody fucked someone else’s goat. The arrangement we discussed still stands. If you need to talk about it, call that number, and that number only.”

“What arrangement? What is this, Brad?”

“Rest up, buddy. I’ll see you back in the office tomorrow morning, bright and early.”

He left without saying another word. There were no nurses or doctors anywhere in sight. Impossibly, I’d slept until two in the afternoon. Someone had slid a sheet of paper underneath my phone. It said my vitals were normal and I was free to leave whenever I wanted, though preferably before three. I was confused. My memory was spotty. But one thing was crystal clear: My bad dream was just beginning.






Fourth Chamber SOLILOQUY OF CHAOS Friday, November 13


My phone alarm went off at 3:50 a.m., an unnatural and inhumane time. Keeping this schedule for four straight years had undoubtedly shaved a decade off the end of my life. Upside to everything. Companies rarely announced news on Friday mornings, even during in-progress financial crises, which was a relief. The prior three trading sessions, which I’d involuntarily slept through in a hospital bed, had done little to increase the value of my positions. Icarus was still halted, though Nasdaq announced normal trading would resume the following Monday. Awesome.

Emails were otherwise light: a bunch of sell-side spam I deleted without reading and some scattered press releases of the most cynical variety. Nobody alive cared that LaSalle Education Services, a private, for-profit online college with an indicted CFO, a litany of class-action lawsuits, and a market capitalization of $15 billion—still up 400 percent since IPO and one of my best-ever picks!—had pledged to be “carbon neutral” at a future date “to be determined.”

I approached the bottom of my inbox and saw another shit sandwich looming on the horizon. Paul had sent an email at 1:43 a.m. announcing an “all-hands meeting” for nine o’clock sharp. These were almost as bad as visits to the gallows. Fuck. Clearly he planned to skewer me alive in front of everyone. That was why he hadn’t fired me. Brad’s bullshit threats were another layer in one of their twisted games. Fuck, fuck, fuck. If I took the scenic route to work through the Tenderloin, maybe a heroin addict would stab me to death. I was never that lucky.

My head began throbbing again. I wobbled to the bathroom, opened Pornhub in an incognito tab, lotioned up my hand, and scrolled through the menu. Eventually I settled on some DC Comics–inspired anime and temporarily subdued my inner turmoil.



I arrived at the office just after five. The crowd bustled and whizzed around in panicked silence. Concerned looks abounded and a sense of dread blanketed the entire floor like a damp, sulfurous fart. Everyone feared the worst, and everyone on my team—which was called VICE and consisted of me, Brad, Dennis, Karen, and Keith—expected Ali “Al” Jafar to be flayed alive.

Until our portfolio imploded, VICE had been the top fund at Prism, and I likened our group to my favorite NBA team of all time: the 1995–96 Chicago Bulls. I was, humbly, the Michael Jordan of our franchise, a winner through and through. Karen was our Scottie Pippen, a great player who couldn’t win a championship by herself. Dennis thus became a loose but aptly named analog for Dennis Rodman, a high-impact guy who tended to play dirty. We were VICE’s “Big Three,” which made Keith a pure role player who on his best days was Toni Kukoč and on his worst, Jud Buechler. Finally, sitting above us all was Brad as Phil Jackson, a bad coach who appeared to be a great coach because his team had the best players.

But those were the halcyon days. After Icarus, we’d become the pathetic Miami Heat of my youth, which made me Rony Seikaly: an overrated bum with a strange name and a stupid face.

I settled into my cube and logged into Bloomberg. Beside me, Dennis chewed the end of a Bellagio-branded plastic pen and perused ESPN.com. Keith was absent, and thus likely in the shitter. The only analyst doing any semblance of work was Karen, who busily attended to Prism’s professional Twitter account and her personal Instagram. To project an outward image of “openness” and “transparency,” Paul permitted Karen to use both accounts at her discretion. Of course, he kept a close eye on her activity, and he loved to lambaste her whenever she was a little too open and transparent for his liking.

“Is Brad around?” I asked after several moments of being ignored.

“He’s with Paul,” Dennis said without looking up.

“Do either of you know what this all-hands meeting is about?”

They shrugged. I didn’t press, because I knew the answer. VICE was on the chopping block, and I was prime cut.



Karen returned ten minutes before showtime and placed our coffees next to her computer. Fetching them was debasement enough. Distributing them with any semblance of warmth or humanity was beyond her capacity. I leaned over to collect my overpriced, overengineered beverage and caught a glimpse of her impassive profile. Taut ponytail with nary a hair out of place. Sapphire eyes. Diamond-cutting cheekbones. Barbie-doll nose. Unnaturally straight teeth buried under pursed, agitated lips. I, like the tens of thousands of fans who followed her IG @StreetBitch, found her attractive in the Waspiest, most aspirational, most hate-fuckable way imaginable.

I returned to my chair and took a sip of my coffee, which was ruined by a superfluous mint leaf. A superfluous mint leaf I’d specifically asked Karen to excise from my order. I fished out the foliage with a plastic stirrer and threw it in Keith’s garbage can.

“Any bets on who gets axed?” Dennis asked. As Brad’s power bottom, he knew he was protected, and thus delighted in the forthcoming carnage. Shitbag.

“Al’s the overwhelming favorite,” Karen said, as if I wasn’t sitting right next to her. “Vegas wouldn’t even take bets on him.”

“Damn, that’s ice-cold,” Dennis said.

“But I wouldn’t want to be Dan and Ben, either,” she added.

Keith, with his generic brown hair, generic brown eyes, generic pointy nose, and generic oval mouth, looked as stunned as a generic office worker emoji could. “Industrials crushed this week—relatively speaking,” he said. “It’s also a solid defensive sector to play in while the market’s volatile. They’re not going anywhere.”

“Want to bet?” Karen asked.

“Set the terms,” Keith said.

“Ten grand. I’ll give you five-to-two odds,” she replied.

“Done,” he agreed without hesitation. Dennis asked if I wanted the same action. I didn’t, so Keith doubled down.

A natural migration began throughout the office as everyone funneled into the central corridor en route to the auditorium. It seated over a hundred people and featured an IMAX-caliber screen with a state-of-the-art ultra-high-definition projector. A queue of dejected analysts and portfolio managers had formed at the door. Sensing an apt metaphor, I waited to join the end of the line.

Ahead of me, each comrade deposited their electronic devices in a large cardboard bin outside the door and filed through the metal detectors. The process had real Grapes of Wrath energy. When I entered the auditorium, Paul was pacing back and forth onstage. He was wearing his dreaded black suit with its matching black shirt, tie, socks, and shoes. The same outfit he donned for every all-hands meeting. His spin on Steve Jobs’s signature black turtleneck and jeans. I sat with my team near the center of the theater. At nine sharp, the lights dimmed and the room went silent and still.

“During times of extreme uncertainty,” Paul began, “a leader needs to take stock. He needs to gather his troops. He needs to look in their eyes. And he needs to figure out who he can trust. He needs to figure out who will fight to the death with valor and honor. And who will panic and flee and put everyone at risk. As I look around this room, all I see is panic. All I see is fear. You’re scared. Scared people become irrational. Fear and irrationality go hand in hand. They feed on one another. And their voracious hunger knows no bounds. When they take hold, bad decisions follow. In our business, bad decisions destroy value. Take a look.”

A table appeared on the screen. All seven sectors—Industrials, SPACs, Biotech, Robotics, REITs, Internet, and VICE—had lost money. My fund, VICE, had performed worst of all, losing a seemingly impossible 30 percent.

“As of yesterday’s close, Prism Capital Management LLC—the firm I founded—has managed to lose two-point-six billion dollars in four days. That’s twenty-seven million dollars per hour. Half a million dollars per minute. Frankly, it’s astonishing. It’s a testament to the mind-altering incompetence of every last one of you.

“This chart? This is what fear looks like. This is what irrationality looks like. Well, let me make something clear: I’m not afraid. I’m not irrational. Do any of you know what the rational thing to do right now would be?” Paul asked.

Nobody dared breathe, let alone speak.

“What do you think, Dan?” he said, singling out his first of many victims. Karen turned to Keith and mouthed, Told you.

“Assume I’m rational, Dan. Brutally rational. Tell me: If you were me, what would you do?”

“Uh, well, I, uh—”

“It’s okay, Dan. Speak freely.”

“Well, um, I would, uh, probably fire everyone in this room?”

“Ding-ding-ding! We have a winner, folks!” Paul said with a game show host’s faux enthusiasm. “Solid, impartial, rational advice. Dan, you and Ben are fired. Pack your shit and get the fuck out of here.”

Dan, a ten-year Prism veteran, pleaded, “What do you mean? Look at the table! We’re only down three percent. We’re five hundred bips ahead of our benchmark!”

“I’ll make note of that in your severance package,” Paul said.

Keith’s head sank while Dennis and Karen fist-bumped. Somebody in the back—probably Betty, it was always Betty—started crying. Dan and Ben were promptly greeted by a mountainous security guard, and the somber trio made the interminable, ignominious walk up the aisle and exited via the rear doors.

Once they’d departed, Paul resumed. “You people think I’m harsh? Maybe I am. But Dan and Ben were weak. They didn’t lose money, but they didn’t make money, either. There can be no room for weakness! There can be no room for irrationality! There can be no room for fear. I’m liquidating the Industrials portfolio as we speak. Fear and irrationality create opportunity. And opportunity, for those of you who have forgotten, is how we create value.”

Paul walked off the stage and fetched a bottle of water. He was taking his sweet time. He was putting on a show, like a medieval executioner. I clenched my fists, teeth, and butt. Paul was just warming up, and everything about that slide suggested I’d be the main event. Maybe I could strangle myself with Karen’s ponytail.

“Dan was right about one thing,” Paul resumed. “The rational thing to do would be to fire every last one of you imbeciles. Start fresh. But rationality is constrained first and foremost by pragmatism. As you’ve no doubt seen in yesterday’s Journal, thanks to me, Prism finished the week up a billion and a half dollars. Unlike the rest of you, I’m not a fucking moron, and I hedged our portfolio. FYI, in case you’ve forgotten, this is still a hedge fund.

“And because of my foresight, I’m going to bathe you useless fucks in the milk of human kindness. Everyone in this room is getting a reprieve. A chance to redeem yourselves. The market got crushed, and I created three billion dollars of fresh capital. Opportunity is knocking hard as a dick on prom night. And we’re going to pop some cherries.

“So listen carefully, snowflakes. I expect, minimum, twenty-five percent returns by year-end and double-digit gains in the first quarter. Every single trade goes to your PM, then to me for review. As always, Compliance makes final approvals. Every single trade must be accompanied by a cost-effective hedge. Every single trade has a time horizon of right fucking now. I don’t want to hear about your ‘long-term thesis on medical urbanization in the African subcontinent.’ I want actionable investments: crushed earnings, massive takeouts, and monster shorts.

“In times like these, opportunity is everywhere. Prove yourselves, and you’ll be rewarded handsomely. Fail, and I’ll make sure you can’t trade stocks in your mama’s basement. It’s natural selection time. Only the fittest will survive.”

Paul tossed the microphone on the floor and disappeared behind the stage’s blue curtains. The room remained deathly still for a few moments, then erupted in massive sighs of relief. Bodies shuffled into the aisles, hugging and embracing and agreeing to get “totally fucking lit” over the weekend. Everyone endeavored to make good on their second chances while knowing we were all living on borrowed time. Short-termism was the nature of the beast.

Back at our desks, Karen, Keith, and Dennis gawked at me in silent amazement. VICE had been completely spared and I, the man behind the Icarus bet and the most obvious fall guy of all, had emerged from the meeting inexplicably unharmed. We were the miraculous survivors of a high-speed plane crash, but only I knew our fates had been predetermined by malevolent forces. Under sane circumstances, I would’ve been thrilled to keep my job, but a darker realization metastasized in my gut. I needed to call Brad’s mystery number. I needed to play his sick little game.






Fifth Chamber RAW HIDE


The bar was called Demonic Saints. Nestled at the corner of Chestnut and Grant in the North Beach neighborhood, the high-end whiskey joint proved popular with fintech bros who thought paying ninety bucks for a glass of Johnnie Walker Blue validated their existence. At least it was a short walk from my apartment. I’d never been inside before but, after nursing an eye-wateringly expensive Crown Royal, conceded the interior lived up to the hype. The bar shelves were constructed from natural oak and finished with a gorgeous mahogany stain. Steel cabinet hardware added a touch of modern to the otherwise rustic aesthetic, while three crystal chandeliers livened the ambience. Ronnie, a general carpentry contractor and my surrogate father during seventh grade, had trained my eye to such things.
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