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To my parents, Linda and Milton Mitzner, who would have thoroughly enjoyed seeing their names in a book


Sitting in a prison in East Carlisle, Jonathan recalls that he often considered his hometown a prison unto itself, and it seems redundant for him to actually be incarcerated within it. Only a few months ago, a future of endless wealth and possibilities awaited him, but that was so far behind him now it felt as if he’d only imagined it. His more recent circumstances had required acceptance that his freedom might have an expiration date, but he had assumed that if he did go away, it would be a short stint, something to burnish his biography. Like the way some people talk about their time in the army. But this wasn’t that. This was a murder charge. The rest of his life in a steel box.

The key was held by Jackie. The girl from home whom Jonathan had loved from afar all those years ago. Yesterday he thought of her as his savior, but today she might become his prosecutor.

The thought of being caged made people do things. Things that they might not have ever conceived of doing before.



Part One

March–December


1

March

Jonathan Caine’s morning routine is to rise at five o’clock and run a seven-mile loop along the Hudson River. It is a point of pride that the circuit never takes him longer than forty-five minutes, and he’s always back to his apartment in cooldown mode by six. Then he makes himself a health shake with the $2,500 commercial blender he purchased three months ago—it’s at least the seventh he’s had in the last two years, as he replaces them whenever he hears there is a better one on the market. He sips nutrients while checking the market positions from the club chair beside the window that captures a panoramic view of the harbor, the Statue of Liberty in the distance.

It is in these moments that Jonathan feels the full magnitude of all he’s accomplished and imagines all that still awaits his capture. He finds it ridiculous whenever someone suggests that he has it all. If there’s one thing Jonathan Caine knows with the utmost certainty, it’s that there’s so much more still to obtain.

This morning’s quiet is interrupted by a phone call from Norman Solomon, a midlevel investor in the hedge fund Jonathan runs under the auspices of the international investment bank Harper Sawyer & Company. Jonathan’s tempted to let Solomon’s call go straight to voice mail, but even though he finds Solomon to be a first-class idiot, the man still controls a few hundred million dollars, and for all Jonathan knows, Solomon is calling to give him a little more of that money to invest.

“Norm, my man,” Jonathan says jovially.

Jonathan is a firm believer that clients are vain enough to believe he’s actually thrilled to hear from them before working hours. In Solomon’s case, that went double.

“Did you see it?” Solomon says, panic in his voice. “Page three. Bottom left.”

“Of course I saw it,” Jonathan replies, even though he has no idea what Solomon is talking about.

Jonathan’s determined to have Norm Solomon—and all investors, for that matter—believe that he knows everything that goes on in the world well before it happens. Investors are like children in that way. In order to sleep at night, they have to believe their fund manager is able to protect them from any danger.

Jonathan taps the track pad on his laptop and navigates to the Wall Street Journal’s home page. Once there, he scrolls through the top stories.

There’s nothing on page three of the Journal that causes Jonathan any concern—or has anything to do with the investments made by his fund. The disconnect might be because a dinosaur like Solomon still reads the print version, which has a different pagination than the online edition. The other possibility is that Solomon wasn’t referencing the Journal at all. It would be just like Solomon to think that the Financial Times was the source of go-to information.

Unable to find what the hell Solomon is talking about, Jonathan is about to go into full BS mode. He’ll spout some garbage about interest-rate circularity, and then tell Solomon that the position is not only hedged but cuffed and collared, too. If that doesn’t do the trick, he’ll throw in some more nonspeak until Solomon relents.

But then Jonathan sees it. It’s actually on page six of the online Journal, under the headline “Russian Hard-Liner’s Growing Influence.” He skims the text while Solomon continues to drone on, which makes it difficult for Jonathan to focus on what he’s trying to read.

“I’d be the first to admit that I don’t have a clue as to how you actually invest the millions I send you,” Solomon is saying, “but I do know it has something to do with the Russian market, and so I figure that it requires that the Russians pay their goddamn debts.”

Norman Solomon runs what is euphemistically called a “feeder fund.” In reality, he’s little more than a middleman, telling his clients that he performs the role of investment advisor. The one saving grace is that Solomon is self-aware enough to recognize he’s a poseur, which is why he sends his clients’ money to people like Jonathan, who actually know how to invest it.

The article is at least three screens long, and Jonathan hasn’t skimmed more than a few paragraphs when Solomon’s stopped talking. That means Jonathan now has to say something to calm him down. So Jonathan lies through his teeth.

“Norm, we’ve anticipated this long ago, and the fund is totally hedged. No matter what happens in the market, you’re golden.”

It’s like Jonathan has discovered the chocolate chip cookie that actually makes you lose weight. His pitch to investors is that no matter what happens in the world—markets are up, markets are down, inflation, deflation, war, peace—his fund will still return a handsome profit each year because of his magic potion called “hedging.”

“Okay, my brother,” Solomon says. “That’s all I got to know. Keep doing what you’ve been doing. Love seeing that thirty-plus ROI.”

Return on investment, he means. The scorecard of investing.

Jonathan can’t help but mutter “moron” the moment after he hangs up. Then he reads the Journal article more closely to see whether, despite that he just finished telling Solomon not to worry, there’s actually cause for any concern.

*  *  *

An hour later, Jonathan’s at his desk, seven o’clock on the nose. Like so much on Wall Street, the word desk is a term of art because it’s not one in any conventional sense. It’s actually two long tables that form an X, with thirteen traders sitting along each axis, and Jonathan at the vortex that floats in the center of a twenty-thousand-foot trading floor. The walls are covered with large screens, forever blinking numbers and ticker symbols with the market’s changes. And it’s loud. Very loud. The phones ring incessantly and the traders scream and curse nonstop, either into the phone or at one another.

Jonathan normally focuses on the Russian market first because it’s still trading—Tokyo and the Indian markets having already closed for the day—but he has even greater interest in the price of the ruble today because of Norman Solomon’s distress.

He’s already checked the quotes three times this morning—the last time just fifteen minutes ago from the back of the cab on his way to work. The ruble has been consistently down, but not too much. A few ticks. The MICEX—the Moscow Interbank Currency Exchange—which is Russia’s equivalent of the New York Stock Exchange, except it’s only been around for twenty-five years, is up seventy points, nearly six percent. That’s good news, but it doesn’t make total sense for the ruble to be down against the dollar while the MICEX is trending up. So Jonathan does what he always does when things seem out of whack in the financial world—he reaches for the phone and dials Haresh Venagopul.

Jonathan deals with a lot of people for whom the accolade genius is bandied about. Some of them, like the Nobel laureates who created the fund’s trading model, have the credentials to back it up. But for Jonathan’s money, Haresh Venagopul has more raw candlepower than any other man on the planet.

Haresh isn’t a trader, and therefore he doesn’t sit on Jonathan’s trading desk. His workspace is a cubicle a hundred feet away, in the bull pen with the other analysts. Despite the lack of immediate proximity, he’s Jonathan’s unofficial second-in-command, and holds that position because he’s the only person on earth on whose judgment Jonathan relies besides his own.

“Yo, Haresh. Talk to me about the ruble.”

Jonathan can hear the clicking of keyboard strokes. “Down four cents against the dollar. Two percent against the yen,” Haresh says with an upper-crust British accent, even though he was born dirt-poor in Calcutta.

“I got a Bloomberg terminal, too. I mean, why is it down when the MICEX is up seventy?”

“Why?” Haresh laughs. “Because they’re Russians. You know as well as I do that their system never makes any sense.”

“Yeah, I know. But I just got a call from an investor this morning who was spooked by an article in the Journal that the Russians are going to default on their foreign debt.”

“I read that too. Total nonsense. I’d sooner ask a six-year-old for investment advice before relying on anything reported in the press. I mean, last week the Financial Times ran this investigative report about the uptick in construction in Dubai, and the stats were at least two months out of date.”

“Okay, if you say so.”

“I say so, Jonathan. Nothing to worry about in Russia. But if you want something to lose sleep over, you should check out the Delhi Exchange. Hoo boy.”

*  *  *

Two hours later, Jonathan’s in the elevator on the way to the forty-seventh floor. A few minutes earlier, he had been summoned by Harper Sawyer’s chief executive officer, Vincent Komaroff, via the head honcho’s administrative assistant, who said that Komaroff wanted to have “a brief chat.”

Virtually every other Harper Sawyer employee would feel panic about being called in by the big boss, but not Jonathan. He’s acutely aware of his contribution to the firm’s bottom line, so being sacked is the farthest thought from his mind. In fact, Jonathan firmly believes he could punch Komaroff in the teeth and still keep his job.

That doesn’t mean he’s happy to be going, of course. He hates being pulled away from the desk during trading hours. Especially if the reason is to kiss the rings of the suits on 47, which is usually why he’s ordered up there—to have guys who don’t know the first thing about investing harp on about reputational risk and overleverage, all the while reaping the rewards he brings to them by eschewing those very concerns.

If Jonathan had his way, Harper Sawyer’s executive suite would be located in another building entirely. Maybe a different state even. He hates the idea that these men—and they’re all men—work above him, fancying themselves as gods on Olympus, sitting in judgment over those below, all without contributing a goddamned nickel to the firm’s bottom line.

Francis Lawrence, the firm’s number two, greets Jonathan at the reception area. At six foot four and probably not more than 175 pounds, Lawrence is a gangly jumble of arms and legs encased in a vested bespoke suit.

“So glad we were able to pull you away from that desk of yours,” Lawrence says with a smile as he shakes Jonathan’s hand.

“Just as long as you realize that if there’s a coup in Russia while I’m meeting with you, we could take a big hit,” Jonathan says.

Lawrence grins. “Eh, we’ll risk it. Come with me. The big man is in his office.”

Jonathan wonders whether the “big man” reference is an attempt at irony, because Komaroff is practically a foot shorter than Lawrence. Together, they are the Frick and Frack of Wall Street. Komaroff, the son of immigrants, went to college on a wrestling scholarship and worked his way up from the mail room at Harper Sawyer to chief executive officer, whereas Lawrence epitomizes the expression of being born on third base and believing you’d hit a triple, as his father ran the firm back in the 1970s.

It’s an open secret that Lawrence is not so patiently waiting for Komaroff to decide his CEO talents are ready for an even larger stage, so Lawrence could finally capture what he has always considered his birthright. Komaroff’s immediate predecessor is now Treasury secretary, and the one before him had run, albeit unsuccessfully, for governor of Connecticut. Komaroff, however, did not strike Jonathan as the political type, and even a presidential appointment would mean he’d ultimately have a boss. Komaroff would likely find that to be beneath him, which meant Lawrence was going to be number two long into the future.

“Good to see you, Jonathan,” Komaroff says. “Glad we could pry you away from the desk.”

Jonathan smiles, but decides not to repeat the joke about a Russian coup.

Komaroff’s office is large enough to accommodate all twenty-six of Jonathan’s traders, which makes it something of a disgrace to Jonathan. Komaroff might just as well announce to anyone who enters here that he’s got a small dick.

“Have a seat,” Komaroff says, pointing to the sofa. Opposite it is a matching couch, but he and Lawrence settle into the chairs perpendicular to Jonathan. Surrounding their prey, as it were.

“First of all, I wanted to personally express my condolences about your mother,” Komaroff says. “You got the flowers the firm sent, right?”

Vincent Komaroff doesn’t give two shits about Jonathan’s mother, and they both know it. Nevertheless, he’s the boss, and so Jonathan plays nice.

“I did, yes. Thank you.”

“It was the least we could do,” Komaroff says, likely not realizing that he was speaking literally. Sending flowers was the very least Harper Sawyer could do.

Komaroff sits up straighter, signaling the meeting is now about to truly begin. “Jonathan, we asked you to come up here because we wanted to give you your number,” he says.

Ah. The number. Jonathan’s year-end bonus. Normally it just shows up in his March 15 paycheck. The fact that this year it justifies an in-person meeting can only mean good news. The question for Jonathan is—how good?

Komaroff and Lawrence are all smiles. They act as if they’re Santa Claus rewarding Jonathan for being a good boy this year, when in reality all they’re doing is allowing him to keep a small percentage of the money he earns for the firm.

“Nothing is set in stone yet,” Komaroff says, “but we wanted to tell you sooner rather than later that we are very appreciative of your efforts over the past year.”

“I see,” Jonathan says with a grin, not caring whether he’s coming across as a little cocky. “How appreciative do you mean, Vincent? On a scale of one to a hundred million, let’s say.”

“Fifteen,” Komaroff replies. The boss’s own grin reveals that he actually thinks he’s being generous.

Jonathan’s mind is whirring like a calculator. At first blush, fifteen million does seem like a major haul, and it was a fifty percent bump over last year. But when you crunch the numbers, a lot of the zeroes fall away. Half of his bonus is paid in unvested stock, so Jonathan won’t see a penny of that seven and a half million unless he’s still employed by Harper Sawyer when the stock vests in five years . . . and on Wall Street, five years is an eternity.

That left the other seven and a half million, which he’ll get in cash. Federal, state, and city taxes eat up more than half, so the check he’ll wind up getting would be shy of four million. Not chump change, but a far cry from fifteen million.

*  *  *

The elevator opens up to the center of Jonathan’s apartment. Straight ahead is a fifty-foot-long, twenty-foot-high wall of windows looking south and out over the black water of New York Harbor. The view is why he bought the place, and the primary reason it cost eight million, and that was before the gut renovation that turned it into a palace Natasha deemed worthy.

He calls out his wife’s name, but nothing comes back. Jonathan is not surprised Natasha’s out. He almost never comes home this early, and she almost always has something to do that involves rich and glamorous people.

Jonathan pours himself a glass of Johnnie Walker Blue and takes it over to the living room. He stares out his eight-million-dollar view and contemplates how this year’s number will help him achieve what’s next on his acquisition list: an oceanfront mansion in East Hampton. He’s just finished his drink when he hears the elevator open, signaling his wife’s arrival.

Natasha doesn’t quite enter a room so much as dominate it. Part of that is her beauty, which is so undeniable that perfect strangers sometimes remark on how striking she looks, as if they were commenting on a museum painting. The other part is that she knows damn well the effect she has on others. If the Heisenberg uncertainty principle had a corollary, it would be the Natasha self-assurance construct, which posits that someone who knows she’s being observed constantly changes the environment around her.

Jonathan has endured more than his fair share of disparaging comments about Natasha being nothing more than a Russian mail-order bride. She certainly fits the profile—fifteen years his junior, statuesque, platinum blonde, and a large chest. Sometimes, especially around those who were predisposed to believe it, Natasha even enjoyed playing the part. But the truth is that her family immigrated to Texas when Natasha was six, and she grew up in Austin, where her father taught economic theory at the University of Texas. Natasha sometimes jokes that she’s the most overeducated trophy wife in New York City, holding a BA from Princeton in literature and a master’s from Harvard in public policy.

They met four years earlier, at a benefit for the American Museum of Natural History. Natasha was there as the date of someone who made the mistake of leaving her unattended for too long, and she ended up going home with Jonathan. They married less than a year later.

Even while they exchanged their vows, promising to stay together for richer or poorer, until death did them part, Jonathan knew that their marriage would be based on something far less romantic. He would provide Natasha a life of luxury, and she would always look beautiful.

Right now, those vows are in full effect. Natasha is wearing a full-length black leather coat and red boots that lace up nearly to her knees. With her five-foot-ten frame, she looks today like a well-heeled dominatrix.

“You’re home early,” she says.

Jonathan detects an undercurrent of disappointment in his wife’s observation. Normally he arrives home after midnight, and she never fails to complain about that, reminding him that the market closes at four thirty, which requires Jonathan to offer the rejoinder that he follows the markets in Russia and the subcontinent, and that investing is only a small part of the job. Getting the money to invest is what really matters, and that requires a lot of wining and dining, such that all the nights he spends in five-star restaurants drinking outrageously priced alcohol are still work related.

“Correct, and I have no obligations,” he says. “So let’s celebrate my being home early by going out for dinner tonight.”

“That sounds lovely,” Natasha says. Jonathan assumes Natasha had other plans, as sitting home alone was not her style. But whatever she had on tap for tonight can apparently be easily jettisoned, because she immediately says, “Should we go to Pavia’s or that new Jean-Georges place on Madison?”

She’s given him a choice between the two priciest options within a ten-block radius. But Jonathan has never thought twice about dropping four hundred dollars for dinner. He opts for Pavia’s because he likes their rack of lamb.

When they arrive, the maître d’ greets Jonathan by name, while the coat-check girl kisses him on both cheeks. After they’re seated, and their drinks have arrived—chardonnay for her and another Johnnie Walker Blue for him—as nonchalantly as he can, Jonathan announces, “Well, today was Numbers Day.”

This is enough to capture Natasha’s full attention. Many of their discussions over the past few months about their future expenditures—most significantly, about buying a summer home in the Hamptons, that section of God’s country that juts into the Atlantic at the farthest end of Long Island, and where Manhattanites “summer”—have ended with Jonathan saying “Let’s see what the number is.”

“And? East Hampton or Southampton?” Natasha asks.

Meaning, is Jonathan’s bonus enough to buy in East Hampton, or will they need to lower their sights and look in the slightly less ritzy Southampton?

“Maybe Bridgehampton,” he replies.

Bridgehampton is geographically between East and Southampton. Jonathan assumes Natasha knows that he’s being symbolic and that he’d never be caught dead buying a house in Bridgehampton.

Natasha has apparently had enough of their little game. “Jonathan, just tell me the damn number.”

Jonathan takes a gulp of his scotch, as if he needs liquid courage to impart this news. “I’ll spare you all the platitudes that they blow up my ass before getting to the bottom line, and of course it’s all conditional on final approval, but they think the gross number will be around . . . ten million.”

It takes Natasha the amount of time that passes for Jonathan to lift his drink back to his lips for her to compute the bottom line. “So, about two-point-five will be liquid, right?”

Given that Jonathan is lying about the actual number, he has to recalculate it in his own head before answering. “A little less,” he finally says. “And don’t forget that the first five hundred grand goes to pay down the firm credit line and we owe about a hundred thousand to Amex.”

Jonathan’s draw—his salary before bonus—is a half million dollars annually. That translates into, after taxes, take-home pay of twenty thousand a month, nearly all of which goes to the mortgage and maintenance on their co-op, the one hard asset they own. The rest of their living expenses—which includes Christmas in Aspen and Easter in Anguilla, the two hundred thousand for the summer house they currently rent in East Hampton from Memorial Day to Labor Day, the thousand a month that goes to the parking garage for Jonathan’s Bentley (the car itself is on a three-year prepaid lease), and then whatever else catches their fancy throughout the year, and man, there’s no end in sight on that front—comes from the five-hundred-thousand-dollar credit line Harper Sawyer provides him, which is always maxed out before Christmas. From that point on, they live off Amex until his bonus arrives in late March, and then the entire process starts all over.

“We have about four million in the brokerage account,” she says. “If we put that down, plus what you clear from the number this year, and mortgage the rest, we’ll be able to buy something nice.”

“I’m not looking to buy something nice, Natasha. I’m only going to buy oceanfront, and only in East Hampton, and we don’t have enough borrowing power for that. Not this year. I’d rather rent on the ocean and buy next year.”

“This may come as a shock to you, Jonathan, but East Hampton has many homes that are not on the ocean. Some are on bays or, God forbid, landlocked, but I can assure you that in the ten-to-fifteen-million-dollar price range, they’re still very habitable.”

“Not for me,” he says definitively.

Natasha sighs. “Jonathan . . . at least let me go see what’s out there.”

“Look, if you want to spend your time driving three hours each way to East Hampton, be my guest. But I want to be crystal-clear with you about something. I am not going to settle. If we can’t buy something on the ocean this year, then screw it, we’ll just rent on the ocean this summer and buy next year. I’m sorry, but I want what I want.”

I want what I want. It was Jonathan’s mantra, the credo on which he dedicated his life. He followed it with religious fervor, fully believing that he was destined to have whatever he desired.


2

Nine Months Later/December

Nine Crowne Road could be refitted as a museum exhibit depicting 1970s–1980s middle-class suburbia simply by placing a turnstile at the front door. In fact, Jonathan suspects a near replica of his childhood home is probably an attraction at Epcot.

By rote, he climbs the stairs and heads to his old bedroom. Nothing has changed since the moment he left for college. It still has the same baby-blue dyed wood paneling his parents bought because it was on sale at Two Guys, along with the old red-and-blue wall-to-wall carpet, which has always reminded him of the Union Jack flag. Even the lighting fixture hasn’t changed—a basketball hoop with a red, white, and blue globe in the net—and it must be worth something now, given that the ABA hasn’t existed since 1976.

Jonathan throws his suitcase on his twin bed and begins to unpack its contents. He carefully places his navy Brioni suit and white dress shirt on a hanger, and then hooks it over the doorknob, hoping the wrinkles fall away before he has to get dressed tonight. He realizes he forgot to bring dress shoes, so he’ll have to wear his Gucci loafers, which he would otherwise never wear with a suit.

As he pulls out the rest of his clothing, it reminds him of one of those GQ articles about the eight pieces of clothing you need to take to a deserted island, or something like that. In addition to tonight’s ensemble, he’s packed running shoes and the related gear, even though he hasn’t run now in months, a pair of jeans, two button-down casual shirts (one white, one blue), some T-shirts, his favorite Loro Piana cashmere sweater, a week’s worth of underwear and socks, and a toiletry bag.

Seeing it all laid out, Jonathan reflects on his walk-in closet back in the city, stacked with thousand-dollar Berluti shoes and six-thousand-dollar suits. He shakes away the thought of what he’s left behind and places his meager belongings into a single drawer of the dresser that still shows the outlines of the New York Mets stickers he had once plastered all over it.

When his clothes are put away, Jonathan explores the house as if it’s uncharted terrain, and not the place he called home until he left for college. The living room with its L-shaped sectional—the one item of furniture not from his father’s store, which, of course, made it his mother’s favorite—the den with its dark-brown-and-rust-color theme; the downstairs playroom that his sister, Amy, claimed as her bedroom after Jonathan left for college, which at least had a decor that was more 1980s than the rest of the house, with a purple polka-dot color scheme inspired by the cover of Prince’s 1999 album.

The kitchen is new, meaning that it dates from the Clinton administration. It was the big expenditure his parents made after Amy graduated and his parents were no longer burdened with tuition payments. It was still done on the cheap, but at least it’s white, and not the avocado green Jonathan remembers from growing up.

Jonathan decides that if ever a moment called for some alcohol, by God this was it. His parents were never drinkers, but for as long as Jonathan could remember, his father kept the same bottle of scotch in the cabinet under the kitchen sink. It was purchased on the day Jonathan was born, with his father intending to open it on his son’s eighteenth birthday.

Jonathan searches under the sink for the bottle. He finds it in the back, wedged against the pipe. Pulling it out, he examines the label. It’s a blend, and a crappy one at that. A brand Jonathan had never seen in an advertisement or a liquor store or on a restaurant menu, and Jonathan can’t help but shake his head in disappointment. Even when William Caine was trying to go all out, he was subpar. It only further fuels the mystery in Jonathan’s mind of how it could possibly be that he had fifty percent of that man’s DNA running through him.

For an occasion nearly two decades in the making, when the seal on the scotch was first broken, it occurred without any pomp. Jonathan was on his way to go out and celebrate with his friends when his father asked him to stay for just a minute longer and handed him a glass filled with a centimeter of amber liquid.

“I can’t believe you’re giving your just-turned-eighteen-years-old son alcohol right before he gets in a car,” Jonathan’s mother had said.

“It’ll be just a sip, Linda. And, besides, I doubt he’s going to like it much . . . To my son on his eighteenth birthday,” William Caine had said, clinking his own glass with Jonathan’s. “You’re going to want to sip it very slowly. Just take a small swallow in your mouth, and then let it roll down your throat.”

Jonathan followed his father’s instructions. Even so, it tasted like smoke at first, and then morphed into fire as he swallowed.

The entire event lasted no more than ten minutes. His father mentioned making the scotch drink an annual birthday ritual, but the following years saw Jonathan spending his birthdays at college. He and his father never shared another glass.

The bottle appears just as full as it was twenty-five years ago. After pouring a generous amount, Jonathan takes a sip. As he had expected, it’s barely drinkable. Jonathan hasn’t had anything but top-shelf scotch since . . . maybe since the day he turned eighteen.

He takes the glass outside. Even in the bright sunlight, there’s a sharp chill in the air. As cold as it is now, Jonathan knows it’s going to get much worse before it gets better.

Much like his own life, come to think of it.

*  *  *

An hour later Jonathan pulls his Bentley into the Lakeview Wellness Facility parking lot. He hasn’t yet seen any lake that might be viewed, although he leaves open the possibility that there’s some body of water somewhere, so maybe every part of the name isn’t a total lie.

Jonathan has no illusions that the wellness part couldn’t be further from the truth. He’s certain that no one ever gets well at Lakeview. Like the old Roach Motel commercials—people check in, but they don’t check out.

An odd anxiety takes hold the moment Jonathan enters the facility. He fears that his father has just died, or will expire in the next few minutes—before he makes it to his old man’s room. Less than a hundred yards away from his destination, Jonathan begins to jog through the halls, full of dread that he’s too late.

When he reaches his father’s room, his fear appears to be realized. William Caine lies there motionless.

Jonathan can feel his heart thumping as he approaches. His father does not stir, even as Jonathan reaches out to grasp the man’s thick, hairy fingers.

They are warm to the touch. Then his father slightly moves his hand but still doesn’t open his eyes. Nevertheless, it’s enough proof for Jonathan that his father’s alive.

Jonathan walks out of the room to the nurses’ station. It’s manned by three women, all wearing white nurse’s uniforms. One is African American, and the other two appear to be Hispanic. Each is at least fifty pounds overweight.

“I’m Jonathan Caine,” he says to none of them in particular. Then he points at the room he just exited. “That’s my father, William Caine. How’s he doing?”

“Oh, hi,” says the African American nurse. “Yeah, you look like him.”

Jonathan’s heard for years that he resembles his father, and he always took it as a compliment. His mother had never made any secret that looks were the reason she had married William Caine. Sometimes she’d say it as the worst type of insult, as in, Do you think I would have married him if I’d known what he was really like? But what did I know? I was twenty-two and he was the best-looking man I’d ever laid eyes on. Those looks included chiseled cheekbones, a long, straight nose, a strong, dimpled chin, and piercing blue eyes, all of which Jonathan inherited.

“So how’s he doing?” Jonathan asks again.

The nurse shrugs. “The same. He was awake earlier today. Talking a little bit.”

“Do you think he’s asleep for the night, or could he wake up?”

“No way of knowing.”

Jonathan checks his watch. It’s five o’clock, and the reunion starts at eight. He needs no more than an hour’s lead time to get ready, which means he might as well spend the next two hours watching television beside his father, rather than doing so by himself in his father’s house.

He goes back into his father’s hospital room and settles into the red vinyl recliner under the window. Finding the remote on the night table, Jonathan clicks on the wall-mounted television and surfs the channels until arriving at the Michigan–Ohio State football game, and decides that’s as good as anything else to pass the time.

*  *  *

Jonathan’s mother died nine months ago. Cancer. Diagnosed in June and dead by March. She had been complaining about something being wrong with her husband’s mind for at least two years before she got sick, although truth be told, she had been complaining about her husband’s mental state for as long as Jonathan could remember.

The last time Jonathan saw his father was at his mother’s funeral. During the drive home, he finally saw what his mother had been talking about.

“Johnny,” his father said.

Jonathan let slide his father’s use of his childhood nickname, which he hadn’t answered to since high school. Like everyone else, his father had long referred to him as Jonathan, so the reversion to Johnny was just another sign of his old man’s decline.

“I have something I need to ask you.”

“Sure,” Jonathan said.

“I don’t know if you’ll know the answer, but I know you’re very smart, so I thought I’d ask.”

“Okay.”

“Did you hear that person who talked at the funeral and kept saying how your mother was an angel?”

That person was her brother, Alan. Jonathan’s father had known him for more than fifty years.

“Yeah. Uncle Alan. Right.”

“Well, is it true?”

“Is what true, Dad?”

“Is your mother an angel?”

Of all the descriptions of Linda Caine, angelic was not one that Jonathan would apply. Beautiful. Overbearing. Ill-tempered. Those fit. Angelic, less so.

“She loved you very much,” Jonathan said.

His father violently shook his head. “No. I’m not asking about me. I’m asking about her. Is she an angel? Is she?!”

Jonathan found his father’s anger even more disconcerting than the absurdity of the question. For all of William Caine’s faults, losing his temper wasn’t one of them. Jonathan could scarcely recall the man being forceful about anything in his life, yet now he was demanding to know whether his dead wife was an angel with the urgency that suggested innocent lives were hanging in the balance.

“Do you mean like in heaven?” Jonathan asked. “With wings and a halo?”

“Yes,” his father said with utmost seriousness.

Jonathan sighed deeply. He truly didn’t know what type of response was appropriate in such a situation, but figured that you responded to people with dementia the same way you did a child.

“The thing is, Dad, that angels exist only in heaven, so no one knows if Mom is an angel or not, because if she’s an angel, it’s in heaven.”

His father nodded, seemingly satisfied with this answer. “That’s what I thought,” he said. “I knew that guy was lying, because he couldn’t know if Linda was an angel. Nobody can.”

Jonathan isn’t certain whether any actual diagnosis has been made of his father’s condition. His younger sister, Amy, has told him that the doctors have bandied about different medical-sounding things, which she often mentioned in connection with some celebrity who suffered from the malady. Parkinson’s, like with Michael J. Fox, was ruled out, but Parkinson’s syndrome, like with Muhammad Ali, was a leading candidate when the symptoms were physical only, most noticeably that his left leg dragged when he walked. When his father’s mind began to falter, Alzheimer’s became the new diagnosis, with Ronald Reagan getting top billing, but Amy’s Internet research recently led her to conclude he might have Lewy body. Jonathan had never heard of that one, but Amy said Robin Williams had it, and she described the disease as like Alzheimer’s, only with hallucinations, pointing out that their father was often talking about having different imaginary friends.

*  *  *

For the next hour, Jonathan watches football as William Caine snores beside him. Just as Jonathan’s ready to call it a day, after Michigan stops Ohio State at the two, his father shows signs of coming to life. First there’s a gargling noise, followed by a loud hack, and then his eyes slowly open.

“Hiya, Dad,” Jonathan says. “How are you?”

His father blinks.

“It’s Jonathan.”

“I know,” his father croaks.

“Here, have some water.”

Jonathan takes the pitcher on the bedside table and fills the Styrofoam cup sitting beside it. For a moment he thinks he’ll have to hold it to his father’s lips, but then his father takes the cup out of Jonathan’s hands.

His grasp is less than steady, but he nonetheless manages to take a sip without spilling it. The cup’s return trip to the table has a rockier landing, but it touches down without falling over.

“Why are you here?” his father asks.

It’s more than a fair question. When his mother was alive, Jonathan’s parental contact—which even then amounted to little more than monthly phone calls—was confined to his mother, with his father listening on the other extension, but not saying much besides hello and good-bye.

Since his mother’s funeral, Jonathan had been even more distant, such that the most accurate description of his paternal relationship would be that they were just shy of being estranged. He hadn’t visited, and they’d spoken only a handful of times over the phone, and those conversations followed a nearly identical script:

Jonathan: How are you doing, Dad?

Dad: Still here. How’s everything with you?

Jonathan: Good.

Dad: Any plans to come see your old man?

Jonathan: Sorry, but work’s crazed now. Maybe next month.

Dad: Okay. ’Bye now.

The first response that pops into Jonathan’s head to his father’s query as to why he’s visiting now, after all this time, is sarcastic—Nice to see you, too, Dad. The second one is a lie—Because I missed you. He goes with the bronze-medal answer.

“I’ll be visiting a lot more from now on, Dad. I’m going to stay at the house for a little while.”

“Your mother will be happy about that.”

Jonathan searches his father’s face for some tell that he meant the comment facetiously, but he looks serious as a heart attack.

“Mom’s dead. Don’t you remember?”

Jonathan’s father offers only a shrug. If he had forgotten, the news of his wife’s passing appears not to be all that distressing.

“Tonight is my twenty-fifth high-school reunion,” Jonathan says to change the subject to something grounded in reality.

“That’s nice.”

“I hope so. Remember Brian Shuster? I’m not sure if he’ll be there, but I’m hoping he will be.”

Jonathan had read somewhere that people with dementia have an easier time recalling distant memories. Perhaps his father remembered Brian, who had been Jonathan’s inseparable best friend throughout the 1980s, more clearly than the fact his own wife had died this past March.

Jonathan’s reference to Brian Shuster, however, is met with a blank stare. He might as well be speaking Chinese.

“He lived on Clayton Road,” Jonathan prods. “We played Little League together?”

“Who?”

“Doesn’t matter. Just someone I knew once.”

They fall into a silence. The Michigan–Ohio State game’s first half ends and they watch the halftime analysis without a word passing between them. When the players take the field for the second half, Jonathan figures it’s a good enough time as any to take his leave.

“Hey, I should be going now, Dad. I need to get ready for the reunion. But like I said, I’m going to be staying at the house, so I’ll come by tomorrow again and tell you all about it. Okay?”

“You’re staying at my house?”

“Yeah. I told you just before.”

His father’s deep brow furrows, as if he’s trying to make sense of this state of affairs. Jonathan braces to once again have to explain to his father that his wife, Jonathan’s mother, is still dead.

Instead, his father says, “Johnny, can you do me a favor?”

“Sure. What?”

“If you’re going to come back tomorrow, can you bring Marty with you to visit?”

“Marty? Who’s that?”

“Marty McMarty. My pet monkey.”

*  *  *

Jackie Williams isn’t sure whether the bruise over her left eye is still noticeable. It reminds her of a ghost that only she could see. And it terrifies her in the same way.

Jackie and Rick have been together for twenty-six years, if you went by the first time he asked her out, which was the summer before their senior year at East Carlisle High School. It was twenty-one years if the count began when they started dating the second go-round, which was the summer after they each graduated from college. Twenty years from their engagement, and nineteen from the day they were married.

“You’ve been in there for like an hour, Jackie,” Rick says from the other side of the bathroom door. “Trust me, you’re going to look better than the rest of your skank friends.”

Jackie shakes her head in disgust. It was just like Rick to think she was being vain.

“Hang on. I won’t be much longer,” she calls back.

Staring at her reflection, Jackie knows that she looks damned good. At forty-three, with two kids, she could easily pass for ten years younger. Same weight as back in high school, with most of it in the same places as it was back then, too.

But the mirror undeniably betrays that something is off. Back in the day, she had a killer smile. When she flashed it, everyone fell under her spell—boys, girls, teachers, parents—it didn’t matter. But now, it looks as phony as a bad toupee.

It last happened a week ago. Rick was drunk, which was bad enough because he’d driven home, but that infraction was nothing compared to the fact that Jackie knew her husband hadn’t been alone. Rick’s new assistant, nineteen-year-old Brittney, was his drinking buddy.

Jackie had held her tongue all the other times her husband had come home reeking of beer and drugstore perfume. She’d nod like an idiot when he explained he was held up in a business dinner that required a little extra lubrication to get the deal done.

This time, however, when he stumbled into the living room with that self-satisfied grin on his face—as if cheating on the mother of his children was only one thing he got out of his philandering, the other being that he thoroughly enjoyed her inability to do anything about it—for some reason she’d had enough. She wasn’t going to let it go as she had a hundred times before. If she couldn’t stop his infidelity, at least she could end her complicity in it.

“I hope you at least wore a condom,” she’d said.

“What’d you say?” he responded, slurring his words.

“You heard me. Bad enough that you’re with such trash, but I don’t want whatever’s on her going anywhere near me.”

He moved closer. By the look in his eye, Jackie knew he was going to strike her. And it was almost like she wanted him to do it. Sometimes, when the bruises faded, she wondered if she’d imagined the assault, but if he hit her again, she’d have incontrovertible proof that her husband was a monster.

“You high or something?” he said.

“She must be fucking other people, too. I bet she has to after you. Got some twenty-year-old she calls up the moment you leave, so she can get herself off.”

By now, he was so close she could smell the stink on his breath. At six-two, Rick towered above her. Although she had provoked this confrontation, Jackie was now afraid of what she’d wrought. She reached for the only shield she had: her children.

“The kids are home,” she said.

She hated invoking Robert and Emma for protection. But through the years she’d tried every other tack: fighting back, hiding, threatening to call the police, and nothing else had ever worked.

The possibility that his children would bear witness to their father beating the crap out of their mother was not always a sufficient deterrent for Rick, however. It often depended on how drunk he was. Tonight he was very drunk, so nothing could save her.

He smacked her. Hard.

It was one shot, open-handed at that. But Rick had a big hand, thick too, and callused where the fingers met his palm, from the days when he worked construction. His imprint covered more than half her face, from right below her cheekbone all the way up to her scalp. The contact made a crack loud enough that it sounded like a weapon had been used.

She crumpled to the floor, her hand instinctively rising to her cheek, to detect whether Rick had broken the skin. A trickle of blood at the corner of her eye latched onto her finger.

Jackie wanted to cry out, but feared that would only cause the children to leave their bedrooms to investigate the source of her anguish, so she stifled her scream by stuffing her hand into her mouth. For his part, Rick saw nothing but humor in the situation. He flashed a particularly sadistic smile at the sight of his wife curled up in the fetal position on the cold foyer floor. As if he couldn’t be more proud of what he’d just done.

She braced for more. At his worst, Rick would shower her with punches and kicks. This time, however, he merely stepped hard on her back as he walked away.

She wasn’t the only one Rick terrorized. When Robert was fifteen, Rick decided his hand no longer was sufficient and started to use his belt to mete out discipline, without regard to the severity of the infraction. After Robert fumbled on his way to the end zone in some meaningless JV game, Rick unleashed a particularly furious beating on his son. Later that night, after Rick had fallen asleep drunk, Jackie went to Robert’s room to comfort him. He had stopped crying and looked more like a man than she had ever recalled.

It was in that moment that Jackie realized her silent suffering hadn’t been protecting her children after all. To the contrary, she had only served to bring them into her nightmare.

“When I’m old enough, Mom,” Robert had said with steely-eyed determination, “I’m going to kill him. I swear I will.”

After that she went to see a divorce lawyer. He told her that at the end of the day—that was the phrase she remembered the lawyer used to set up nearly every sentence he uttered—she’d get half of their marital assets, which were relatively meager, composed mainly of the equity in the house that would result from the forced distress sale. He also said that New Jersey matrimonial law entitled her to twenty-five percent of Rick’s income as child support, but only until Emma turned eighteen. As for alimony, that was a maybe, but if she got any, it would be relatively little and not for very long. The bottom line was that—at the end of the day—she’d get somewhere in the neighborhood of fifty grand and maybe a few hundred dollars a month for a couple of years, and she’d have no place to live.

The lawyer not only couldn’t guarantee that she’d get sole custody of Robert and Emma, but opined that it might be a bit of a long shot. He pointed out that even the abuse was going to be hard to prove, the proverbial he-said/she-said situation, as she had never filed a police report or sought medical attention. Jackie’s counter that Robert and Emma could corroborate Rick’s violence was met with a shrug and a “Do you really want to put your children through that?” remark, as if making her children testify to the truth was more damaging than subjecting them to living part-time with an abusive father. Perhaps recognizing that Jackie was willing to do anything to keep her children away from Rick, the lawyer said that no matter what the children said at trial, Rick’s side would find an expert to explain that children can easily be manipulated into testifying to abuse that never actually happened.

Leaving the lawyer’s office, Jackie fully grasped the grim picture he’d painted. And yet it was still Shangri-La compared to being married to Rick. So she went home and told her husband she wanted a divorce.

He laughed in her face.

“I won’t give you a penny. I’d sooner go to jail.”

“I don’t care. I just want to be rid of you.”

“I’ll fucking take the kids,” he said.

She knew that was just an idle threat. Not only would a judge never take children away from a loving mother, but Rick wouldn’t even want the kids full-time because it would impinge on his drunken skirt chasing.

“No you won’t!” she shouted back. “If you’re lucky, you’ll get visitation every other weekend like any other asshole divorced father.”

It was what he said next that stopped her cold, however.

“Then I’ll fucking kill you, Jackie. Guaranteed.”

She knew that wasn’t just talk. Jackie had become an expert in knowing when Rick was lying. About this he was speaking the stone-cold truth.

So she stayed. And things got even worse because now Rick knew she was trapped. The cheating became more open and the beatings more vicious. All she was left with was the dream that Rick would someday die and then her family would be free. Like when Dorothy threw the bucket of water on the Wicked Witch of the West. Even her children would rejoice over the death of the monster that terrorized them.

Tonight, however, she had to live a different dream. Not hers, but the one that the people she went to high school with a thousand years ago believed: that the prom queen married the high school quarterback and they both lived happily ever after.
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April

Kurtosis and heteroscedasticity.

These are the words that Haresh Venagopul is saying over and over into the other end of the phone. In between are words that Jonathan does understand, but they don’t help him comprehend what Haresh means. What is abundantly clear, however, is that Haresh is very agitated.

Jonathan is sitting in the middle of Wolfgang’s, a high-end steak restaurant on Park Avenue and Thirty-Third Street, and the entrée—steak for three, medium rare, extra char—has just arrived. His dinner companions are the hedge fund’s two biggest investors: Michael Ross, who heads the capital investment group at Maeve Grant, the sixth-largest investment bank in the world, and Isaac Goldenberg, the octogenarian casino magnate, who views investing with Jonathan as just another form of gambling. Neither of them is going to want to hear that the guy who monitors the fund’s position is in a full-blown panic.

“Can I call you right back?” Jonathan says to Haresh.

“I’m sorry,” Jonathan says to his dinner companions, getting up. “It’s my wife. I’ll only be a minute.”

Ross raises a fist and flicks his wrist while making the pussy-whipped sound. Goldenberg chuckles at that and helps himself to more steak.

It’s raining outside. Not a driving storm, but more than a drizzle, so Jonathan takes shelter under Wolfgang’s awning. The combination of the wind and the fact that the overhang is not very wide results in Jonathan getting pretty wet, so he’s hoping that this will be a short conversation, and that the steak will still be warm when he returns.

“Okay, Haresh. I can talk now. What’s the problem?”

His second-in-command says the gibberish words again. Kurtosis and heteroscedasticity.

“Goddammit, Haresh. I get that there’s a volatility issue. What I don’t get is why you’re calling me about it. There’s always volatility somewhere in the position.”

Jonathan can hear Haresh sigh. “You know what a tail is, right?” he says.

Jonathan hates it when Haresh talks to him like he’s a second grader, although he likely deserves it for talking to Haresh like he’s an idiot, which he most certainly is not.

“Yeah,” Jonathan says sharply. “What normal people call the variation of risk, you guys in the bull pen refer to as tails.”

“Right,” Haresh says, apparently with no recognition that Jonathan is being short. “It’s because that’s how the position shows up on a chart as deviating from the mean. We expect a small amount of deviation, but it should be negligible. Maybe .03 percent. But when the distribution is farther away from the standard deviation, it shows up on the chart as the tail getting fatter.”

“Haresh, I’ve got a hundred billion bucks sitting inside eating steak, and I’m standing here in the rain, so I’d really appreciate it if you get to the point already. And in English, please.”

“Our tail is fat as fuck.”

Haresh had these Chicken Little moments from time to time. Jonathan had come to believe that his second fancied himself as the lookout man on the Titanic, the last set of eyes that could avoid catastrophe on the horizon.

Jonathan, however, prides himself on being a man who exhibits grace under pressure. The one who keeps his head while those around him are losing theirs.

“So . . . the gap is widening,” Jonathan says with an air of calm. “Big fucking deal. It’ll close eventually. I mean, the sun is still rising in the east, right? We increase our position and then we’ll maximize our profit when the alignment hits?”
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