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PART I


And those who were seen dancing were thought to be insane by those who could not hear the music.


—FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE





1 | JERRY CAVANAUGH


November 15, 2005


I CAN’T STAND OTHER PEOPLE HALF THE TIME. I’M NOT a cynical person by nature, but sometimes if you look up, you realize everything around you has slowly been turning to crap. Time screws with everything, and thirteen years on the Bear Stearns trading floor selling corporate bonds can change a person.


There are few careers in life that require a person to be a genius. Business and politics are not among them. Selling bonds and bank debt for Bear is certainly not among them, but I’ve done it for more than a decade and made a lot of money. It’s a lifestyle I knew nothing about before I got here, and I try to keep a barrier between this life and all the people who knew me before. As if I were a CIA agent, other people know only my cover and nothing about how I actually live day to day. They know only that I work in finance and get paid very well.


“Farmer!” I ignore the yell. “Farmer!” Jerry Cavanaugh shouts again from over my left shoulder. Jerry runs the trading desk for the fixed income products we buy and sell every day. Bond issuances for casinos, airlines, shipping and transportation companies. Stuff like that.


“Nick! Farmer!” It’s a thuggish, Staten Island accent, incongruous with a dress shirt, tie, and an annual bonus of three million dollars.


I turn around with hands in the air and an expression as if to say I heard you the first time.


“Where are we on the Continental bonds? I want to be out of that position by the end of the day. What level can you get?”


“Ninety and a quarter for most of it. I’m waiting on a call back from Chappy.” We trade mostly distressed stuff. Companies that raised a lot of money, hit some hard times, and now the market wonders if they can pay it all back and service the debt. We factor in the risk that the company will fail to repay by making a market for the debt at less than the issued value.


Jerry scowls. “What do you mean, ‘most of it’?”


“I’m working on it.” I watch the scowl deepen. Jerry has a round, Irish face, red-brown hair, and translucent white skin like the belly of a fish. He looks younger than his thirty-eight years, though I suspect that may be because he’s so fat. If he stopped adding weight, his skin might have a chance to wrinkle. I turn back around and call my client at UBS who has interest in the bonds.


I like Jerry. Not as a real friend, but as far as spending time with work folks, he’s fine. He has a way about him that he likes to argue and fight, but in a good-natured way as though everyone should be enjoying the fight along with him.


I run a sales desk and have five guys working for me—all in their twenties. We work closely with Jerry’s team of traders, executing the buy and sell orders from the traders as they change their positions. They’re responsible for allocating Bear Stearns capital across these positions, what we call “running a book.”


None of this is rocket science. You need to be aggressive and confident and develop a drinking or cocaine habit to help with the socializing. Trading is mainly about having the relationships on Wall Street with other sales and trading guys to get the deals done. That’s why there are so many former college jocks—it’s a fraternity. It’s how I first got the job too. I played lacrosse at Cornell, and a player who graduated a few years ahead of me was a trader at Bear. I had never even met the guy, but he took me in like a blood relation. Lacrosse is a particular favorite on Wall Street, and it helps to have the nepotism extended when you’re twenty-two years old and looking for a job.


A lot of traders and sales guys like to point out how stupid they are, that they were always the ones struggling at the bottom of the class but are now the ones making all the money and having the last laugh. They like to attribute it to a different kind of smarts, but it’s really only a matter of finding a ticket in and having the will to stay.


A person can lose perspective on the value of a dollar here. In almost any other industry I know, for three hundred thousand dollars a year you can hire a smart, experienced guy to come work for you. He’ll work hard, take pride in his work, and live a good lifestyle on that money. Wall Street is different. After a few years on Wall Street, that guy’s a loser. After ten years at Bear, if you’re not making two million, or five million, you’re failing. A guy trading bonds for ten years who makes only three or four hundred grand a year doesn’t exist. I’ve never seen anything even close to that.


Jerry pops me on the shoulder as he walks by. A friendly shot to the arm to say, “Hey, brother, you and I are in the trenches together.” Jerry is known for jabs to everyone’s arms. I watch him trail off to the men’s room, newspaper unabashedly under his arm as his enormous backside fills the aisles between the long rows of desks of the hundreds of traders and salesmen on the floor.


It’s an enormous ass with lower back fat coming over the belt. He’d been a good Division III football player in college. He started at Bear just before I did and I remember he was thin then. You have to work hard at eating and drinking to accomplish that transformation—blowing up like a tick engorged on blood.


Jerry passes the food concession shops and rounds the corner to the men’s room, the profile of his butt the last thing I see. I don’t understand how a toilet seat can be one size fits all. It defies the laws of physics. A skinny twelve-year-old kid could fit in Jerry’s back pocket. Whatever seat can support Jerry, that kid should fall right through.


Most of our trading takes place in about 120 minutes, usually in the morning, unless the Fed is making an announcement. I have plenty of time the rest of the day to contemplate such things as the physics of that abused toilet seat.


I lift my eyes up to the ceiling, bored. The Bear trading floor was built to be state-of-the-art when we consolidated offices a few years ago. Ceilings are about fourteen feet high. The trading floor is by the elevators, food concessions, and bathrooms, with two-thirds of the floor for traders and one-third for banking support. On the floor are about five hundred overpaid minions all out in the open, seated like rows of corn, with square columns spaced throughout the massive room, each column with mounted televisions. No office doors, just long tables where we sit side by side, each with our own phones and monitors mounted up in front of us. This way we can stand up and yell directly to whoever may be on the other side of a deal with us. The more monitors you have in front of you, the more senior you are. In theory this is because the more senior traders need to follow more markets, but it’s also to signal their status.


Around the perimeter of the floor are offices with a window to the outside world. These offices with actual doors are for management. Some people, like me, are mostly out trading on the floor and share an office. I share one with Jerry and neither of us is in it much. We’re mostly on the floor, on the phones.


During the 120 minutes when it’s actually busy, it is true madness. So much chaos, yelling, and urgency—so many sources of sound, like walking into a storeroom full of televisions all with the volume up loud. It gets easier over time, though. Like learning a new language.


I see Jerry come back around the corner. Surprised, I check my watch and notice that only ten minutes have passed. Normally these trips of his are like weekend excursions. He walks up next to me and half sits, half leans on the table that is my desk as well as the desk of the twenty others in my row. It strains and bows lower under the weight. For a moment, I worry that my monitors will now slide across the decline to the left and crash into monitors from the guy next to me coming down the other decline to the right and collide at the center of gravity that is Jerry’s ass.


“Nick, what do you say we get these guys out for some drinks tonight? Take off around four and head over to Moran’s.”


Prying my nervous eyes from the monitor that is so far holding its position, I have a sudden and jarring sense of déjà vu. Whether it is the familiarity of Jerry coming over to set up a drinking event, or the memories of a guy in college just like Jerry setting up drinking events, or if I have truly lived this life before, I don’t know.


I occasionally get these strong bursts of déjà vu. Depending on my mood, I am either very reassured or very alarmed. In the first case, I feel a sense of comfort that I must be on the right path. In the second, I feel it is a disturbing repetition of the same mistakes I have previously made and failed to correct. Lately these moments have me mostly disturbed.


“Sure, sounds good. I’ll get William and Ron to come along.” I’m still hungover from last night, but this is usually the best fix anyway. This job isn’t much different from life in college, except for the 7:30 a.m. start to the day. That’s why it’s a younger man’s game. It’s a hard lifestyle on the body. You need to bank as much cash as you can, then get out by fifty. It’s a career that lasts just a little longer than pro sports, and at thirty-five I need to start planning ahead.


Jerry is a little up the totem pole from me. Technically we’re peers, but there is more prestige on the trading side than on the sales side. While Jerry will make about three million again this year, I’ll make about two million. Not bad for leaving at 4 p.m. to go drinking. And we’ll expense the drinks back to Bear.


There is one noble thing about crime. It is the only true meritocracy on the planet. No one in the crime industry cares whether you went to Harvard or dropped out of the fifth grade. They don’t look at resumes—you eat what you kill.


Trading bonds at Bear has imperfect aspects of this. Sure, it helps to play lacrosse to get in, and, yes, someone ultimately determines your bonus for you. But for the most part, we eat what we kill. The financial markets aren’t perfect. We know how to move money around, take small pieces each time, and make a lot of money for Bear. If I make fifty million for Bear in a year, they should pay me well. Who else should get the money? I made it for them. They seem content to pay me.


I’m happy to take the cash but haven’t always been happy doing the job. That’s the difference between me and Jerry and what makes him so good at what he does. He’s the perfect trader. He has an efficiency of thought. There is an elegant purity to his single-mindedness, the same purity a person would admire in a shark. Nothing in his spirit is at conflict with his profession. This is a real gift for a trader.


Jerry has no distractions, hobbies, or intellectual pursuits. No remorse after nights of booze, cocaine, or strippers. Only fond hazy memories to share over coffee while getting the next trade done. In others you can occasionally see the struggle rise to the surface of a facial expression, the way telling a lie to a loved one can cause a flicker of the eye or a rise in pulse rate. But Jerry is unimpeded. Nothing but clear air in front of him.


At 3:45 p.m., Jerry is back at my desk. Just to the side and behind him is his junior trader Frank Callahan, a twenty-seven-year-old Irish kid from Staten Island. The nepotism continues. “You guys ready?” he asks with a smile that shows he can already taste the first drink.


“What the hell. Let’s go.” William and Ron hop up immediately. I wasn’t aware they were off the phones and listening, but clearly their twenty-something-year-old bodies and fast recuperation rates are ready for another night of drinking.


Off we go, abandoning our phones and monitors and the seventh floor, armed with the knowledge, at least I think we all are, that what we do isn’t all that important even if we can convince the world otherwise. We’ll spend enormous amounts on drinks and food, tip the waiter the equivalent of a month of his rent, just to show how grand we are. But really we know we don’t run any company or build any product. We just found a seam in the economy and know how to game it. If we don’t show up to work tomorrow, some other monkey will make the same trades for us.


I go knowing that 4 p.m. drinks will turn into dinner, more drinks, and cocaine. Dinner, drinks, and cocaine will turn into strippers, more drinks, and more cocaine, and I’ll be lucky to make it home by 2 a.m. This on a Tuesday. Trading bonds has been hell for my marriage.





2 | WILLIAM


November 15, 2005


THE FIVE OF US LEAVE THE TRADING FLOOR LIKE KIDS let out for recess. With a need to cure my hangover, even I’m a little excited to get out of there and get going. The first couple drinks I always look forward to. It’s drinks ten and beyond that get me down.


“Nick, slight change in plan.” As we ride down the elevator, Jerry cocks his head like he’s about to hand me my Christmas stocking. I raise an eyebrow. Nothing is ever slight with Jerry. “Melon’s for some burgers.”


“You want to go to the Upper East Side?” I live in the West Village. I lean against the wall of the elevator, a little tired at the thought of a long car ride. It’s a posh elevator with leather and real wood and brass fixtures. The kind of elevator you see only in the top law firms and the big banks, the companies that make so much money that even after the huge bonus payouts they don’t know where to put it all except expensive lobby art and nice elevators. It’s the corporate version of the people who make the too-huge bonuses. You can always tell the people who don’t know what to do with all their money if they spend way too much on stupid accessories, like a Burberry umbrella. I can’t hang on to an umbrella for more than one or two rains before I leave it behind somewhere. Burberry umbrellas and gorgeous elevators. They’re really the same goddamn thing.


“No problem. I called a limo—it’s waiting outside for us. We’ll be there in no time.” Jerry loves limos, the way little girls love ponies. I can smell the leather and the polish on the brass.


“Yeah, okay.” I feel like the old man. The twenty-something-year-olds are like bulls about to be released in a rodeo, bucking against the walls of the elevator, ready to get a drink on. They still have that youthful reserve of energy that can be called up whenever they want it, no matter what they did the night before. I’m already at the age that I need to grope around for it.


We stroll outside the lobby of 383 Madison and Jerry immediately spots the driver in his little driver hat holding a white sign that has “Cavanaugh” written in black marker. “Here we go, boys,” Jerry says, and opens the door for us before the driver can get there to do it for him.


Frank, Jerry’s younger, slimmer image, jumps into the car in a sort of headfirst dive. William and Ron go next with a smoother, scissors-kick-style entry. They both have their new tailor-made suits that I can’t stand. The suits are snug as can be and the jackets have three buttons instead of two. This is the way fashionable people are getting suits now.


William and Ron both button the top two buttons and leave the third loose. Every time they stand up from their chairs, even to walk ten feet, they go through this buttoning routine. Jackasses. It’s at least two thousand bucks to have a tailor run a tape measure around your body and cut a suit from a bolt of cloth. More, depending on the cloth. Good for them for making a nice paycheck, but they should spend it somewhere else. Or at least get a suit with only two damn buttons on the jacket. They look like a couple of mopes.


The driver says there’s construction on a few of the avenues going north and it will be better to go out to the FDR. The highways around the outside of Manhattan are the only roads that move reliably, so we take the limo all the way east and, like children who can barely swim and who run around the edge of the pool to get to where they want to jump in, we ride the perimeter of the island north, then exit the FDR to come into the Upper East Side.


Jerry pours out five glasses of scotch from the limo wet bar and hands them out as though answering our ring of his doorbell on Halloween. Everyone ritualistically sucks down the crappy scotch and talks about the trades that happened earlier in the day and the dopes on the other end of the deals. With the limo for the evening and the drinks at Melon’s, we are at a price tag of about two grand and counting for the night. Usually Jerry has a broker from Chapdelaine, which everyone just calls Chappy, or one of the other shops take him out for the more expensive nights. He’ll have no problem expensing this back to Bear, though. We could call up the Goldman guys to come meet us to talk about the Continental bonds to add some semblance of legitimacy to it, but why bother?


The limo drops us in front of Melon’s on Third Avenue at East Seventy-fourth Street. The place feels like it hasn’t changed in a hundred years, including the bartenders. I don’t mean just the type, I mean the actual guys. It’s no frills here. There are no cute, sexy bartenders and waitresses. Here it is old men bartenders who look like they’ve been around alcohol their whole lives. If you order a mojito you get a glare that holds like stone until you realize you need to change your order. These guys don’t know any drink that came into fashion after 1950. For them, it’s old-fashioneds, rusty nails, maybe a grasshopper for the ladies. The place is narrow, with old New York relics hanging on the walls, rickety chairs, and simple tables with red-and-white-checkered tablecloths. There is a long, wooden, old-style bar running the length of the left wall with two bartenders who are such curmudgeons you have to love their style. We make directly for them. The place is usually jammed up but we’re early enough to find room for five to stand huddled at the bar.


Jerry orders two bloody bulls for himself. A Bloody Mary with beef broth mixed in. He always chugs the first and sips the second. He’s made this his thing. He loves playing the part. I get Maker’s Mark on the rocks. I usually start with beer to ease in but today want a quicker start. Ron and William both get vodka sodas, with Ketel One. Has to be with Ketel One or they get into a snit. Frank, of course, gets a bloody bull, but only one. Two would be to step out of his subservience and encroach on Jerry’s thing.


I look over at the jackets of Ron and William, unbuttoned while seated in the limo, now rebuttoned again, but just the top two. Ron and William are both slim with dark hair and small features. They’re sort of normal and nice-looking and both give the appearance that they’re good kids, which makes them seem twice as devious when they aren’t. The main differences between them are in the way they move and in about six inches of height. Ron is about six three and moves slowly like he’s stretching his limbs with each motion. His speech is slow to match. William is five nine and speaks and moves in a blur.


“What is it with these three-button jackets? Can’t you two wear a normal goddamn suit to the office?”


Blank looks back at me from both of them. Clearly they like the suits and had thought they were making a favorable impression.


I’m feeling a little tired and grouchy and go further. “You’re not in Milan. Go to Brooks Brothers and get a normal goddamn suit and save yourselves some money.”


Jerry chuckles. He enjoys humor abuse of anything thin and good-looking. The fat bastard looks like he just stepped out of a JC Penney catalog. Ron and William just look uncomfortable. Because I sign off on their bonuses, they are now in the difficult position of having to come up with a witty retort that shows they aren’t defenseless but that doesn’t piss me off either. Not exactly a fair fight. I feel a rising knot of shame at behaving like a bully, but knock it back down with another sip of bourbon that makes the ice slide against the front of my teeth.


I almost never give these guys a hard time, and they aren’t used to hearing me dig at them with an edge. They laugh softly and uncomfortably and feel around for firm footing to make a stand.


“My fiancée likes the suits,” William offers. “I go to a tailor in Midtown that her dad always used. She drags me in there once in a while to get a few suits and shirts made. The shirts are stupidly expensive.” He shakes his head.


“All for the ladies,” chimes in Jerry. He’s finished his bloody bulls and his first beer. He used to drink hard liquor but would pass out in bars and on sidewalks. Now if he sticks with beer through the night, he at least makes it home. He’s already got the wound-up look of a big drinking night. Jerry’s sobriety is like an unstable chemical compound. Pour in a little liquid and it teeters off to something explosive.


“What’s your excuse?” I look at Ron.


Feeling the pressure is diffused a bit, he shrugs. “Hey, I just want to be stylish.”


“Stylish? That crap will be in the back of your closet in a few years and you’ll be embarrassed you ever wore it. Better to be classic than stylish—it’s the difference between Mick Jagger and Huey Lewis.”


A moment later comes a heavy exhale through Jerry’s nostrils—a sort of half laugh to indicate, Good one.


“Tell me about this fiancée,” I return to William. My shame is back and winning. Need another drink. “When are we going to meet this gal?”


“We’re having you and Julia over on Sunday for the dinner party, remember?”


“Oh, yeah.” Crap, I had forgotten about that.


“I’m not invited?” Ron tries for mock astonishment but seems partly serious.


“It’s a dinner party with wives. You don’t have a wife, and you can’t bring a hooker. Jen’ll know.”


Ron seems satisfied. It’s not the kind of party he likes, anyway. Me either.


William turns back to me. “She’s great. She’s twenty-four, hot, great body. Likes to go out a lot, doesn’t mind me coming home drunk all the time.”


“That won’t last,” Jerry tosses in. “Trust me.” I think he’s referring just to the last point but could be any of them. Anyway, he’s right.


William nods to show that he’s considered this, then moves on. “Her guy friends from college are sorta lame. They’re like young kids, like they could be my little brothers.”


“Aren’t you twenty-six?”


“Yeah, but there’s something about being just out of college like these guys. They haven’t had enough time to grow up in the real world.” The real world, I think. You mean the limo ride we took to drinks and coke. “The girls seem my age, though. At least my age, maybe older. Weird.”


“She does have a tight little body, but that hasn’t slowed down your rub and tug routine.” Leaving nothing to chance, Ron makes sure the conversation goes to his comfort zone and gives his buddy a shove.


I play along. “You have a massage spot with a happy ending?”


Ron smiles. “Not a spot. The spot. Beautiful little Asian gals, and they’re amazing. They crawl all over you.”


Jerry leans forward, a little more interested. Frank has just been listening in this whole time and has nothing to offer. He seems like the kind of guy who has never had any ego tied up in girls. Everyone has a role. Helps to get comfortable with it. He just wants a nice, normal girl so he can settle that part of his life and not compete with other guys on it. He’ll probably end up the only one of us with a good marriage.


“Where is this place?” barks Jerry. The image of a caramel-colored, ninety-pound Asian girl draped over his pasty enormous form goes through my brain like a flicker of the lights.


“Tribeca. They have a converted loft. A few makeshift rooms and a few gals there. It’s open all day. You can just duck over for lunch.”


“Get me that address tomorrow.”


“Will do.” Ron and William stand a little straighter as though they’ve just been promoted.


Frank cocks his head the way a dog will when you speak to it and it is trying hard to understand your words. “Do you feel like that’s cheating?” This is a courageous question, especially since Jerry already showed interest. Honest, from the heart. Maybe this is how Jerry was too, thirteen years ago. I can’t remember. For a moment, I start to like Frank. On the other hand, it is the sort of wet-blanket question no one wants to hear and is a conversation killer. Bad form.


“I’ve actually thought about that, and the answer is no, for two reasons.” Conversation still alive. William continues his CPR. “The first reason is simple. If I scratch an itch and no one’s the wiser, then no one gets hurt. It’s like the tree falling in the forest. It’s not cheating unless both parties are involved and you complete the transaction.”


It occurs to me that “simple” to him means that any corner that can be cut will be cut. “But aren’t you stuck in a relationship covered with itches?”


“But they’re mine, it’s my business. If I’m okay, the relationship is okay. It’s not cheating.”


I don’t follow the logic but am amused by it, so I let it pass. I’ve been to a rub and tug too. It’s just been about ten years since and I did it twice in my life. I haven’t waved it in a few times a week like a turkey sandwich. “Okay, so what’s reason number two?”


“Number two is a little more complicated.” Here we go. “You have to switch roles in your head. If my fiancée had an itch and she went to some Asian guy, or gal, therapist who gave her a massage, then fingered her to orgasm to help her relax and feel good, I wouldn’t care. I don’t feel an ounce of jealousy over that. It just makes her happier and better able to deal with me.”


I find myself smiling while listening to this. I haven’t yet decided if it is sheer lunacy or if there is some twisted genius in what this kid is saying. Jerry has leaned back, slowly nodding, while Ron has an “amen, brother” look on his face. Frank looks confused. The silence from all of us lasts long enough that William just continues.


“Anyway, it’s not cheating. Because, what is cheating? Cheating is an affair with someone you know, a personal relationship. Not a professional relationship. An anonymous hooker or massage gal is not cheating.”


He says this with the tone of a philosopher, like he’s quoting an important passage. The philosophy of William. A one-woman-and-many-hookers man. I turn and get another drink. Not only did Frank not kill the conversation, but we just brought back a red-light district Frankenstein. I’m still pondering William’s theory of personal versus professional cheating, or noncheating. I’m struggling to connect the dots. Good for him if he can get some mileage out of professional noncheating and make it work. I can allow that he is on to something in that there are degrees between the two. I don’t think I could handle being on the receiving end of my wife having an affair and actually developing another relationship that had more meaning than just scratching an itch.


From this happy thought I begin to suffer from another bout of the syndrome I have recently begun to call “what am I doing in a bar with a bunch of twenty-five-year-olds when I’m thirty-five.” Bourbon always helps amplify my mood, for good or ill. In the last twenty minutes it’s been heading down, and fast. This is my career. By day I sell paper from companies whose business I don’t fully understand and could never run. By night, this. I’ve developed no real talents. A few people report to me, but the extent of my management skills is to give them a hard time over cocktails. Every time I think I need to get out and do something else, that thought is followed up with the realization that there is nothing else. What the hell else can I do? This job is all I’ve done for more than a dozen years and I have no other skill, if you can even call this a skill. At least I’m making some money. At thirty-five is it too late to pull out and switch careers? I think better never than late.


“Guys, I feel like crap. I’m going to pull the rip cord and get home.”


“What!” in chorus. “Come on. A couple more drinks and we’ll head over to Scores. We’re already on the East Side.” Jerry attempts the argument of geographic convenience after having dragged us all the way uptown. Home is downtown and farther west, so there isn’t any advantage for me. Plus it has gotten hard to expense strip club bills and we’d probably have to come out of pocket. And I really do feel like crap.


“Not tonight, guys. Enjoy the club, I’m out.” I bolt for the door before they can mount another argument.





3 | ON A PATH


November 15, 2005


I GET IN A CAB AND REST ONE SIDE OF MY FOREHEAD against the glass window. It’s about twenty minutes from J. G. Melon to home. I watch a few pedestrians that we pass on the sidewalk, then close my eyes and my mind drifts. I remember my first time at Bear Stearns when I interviewed and got the job. It’s the kind of memory people can have that feels like yesterday and also another lifetime. The winter of 1992 is my senior year. I drive to Manhattan in my Explorer that has 190,000 miles on it and is worth less than what I pay the garage to park it for three days in the city.


I have two days of interviews set and I’m planning to sleep on the couch of a Cornell friend who’s a first year at Bear.


The interviews themselves are a joke. I’ve never had a job or done much of anything worth interviewing about. I sit with four different traders each day for two days and I don’t think they care anything about what I’ve done before. I was told ahead of time that the main test I need to pass is whether I’m a guy they could sit next to on a long plane ride without wanting to put a bullet in their head at the end of the flight. I’m at Cornell, so they assume I’m smart enough. I play lacrosse, so they assume I’m a good guy. As long as I don’t walk in there like a cocky punk but show I’m humble and willing to pay my dues, it should be fine.


The interviews are breezing by and all about the same. They ask about what classes I’m taking, how the lacrosse team is doing, and some useless stock interview questions like what’s the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do, what’s my greatest strength, greatest weakness.


For the last interview of the second day, they take me to an office on a floor I haven’t been to before. The office is small and a mess with papers and magazines. The desk and chairs look like cheap discount office furniture and they point me to an uncomfortable-looking chair in front of a desk with nobody behind it, then close the door.


I sit in the chair and the room is so quiet I can hear the second hand of the clock on the wall. I’m happy I’m almost through this process and looking forward to getting back in my Explorer to listen to music on the drive back to school. Ten minutes pass and I’m getting restless but want to look cool, so I pick up a magazine and flip pages. It’s Fortune or Forbes and I’m not reading anything more than the captions under photographs. Twenty more minutes pass and I’ve flipped through the magazine twice. I could get another but I’m not reading anyway.


Another half hour passes. I’ve recrossed my legs in every possible way to distribute the soreness. I decide to stand for a bit and look at pictures on the wall. As soon as I’m up, the office door opens and a voice says, “Sit down.”


I turn to see a massive guy in a suit filling the door frame. Someone had pointed him out to me the day before on the trading floor. The guy had been a tight end for Penn State and joined Bear after one year as a scrub in the NFL for the Redskins about ten years ago. He’s six foot seven, two hundred and eighty pounds. I take a seat. He walks past me and he reeks of whiskey.


He drops into the chair, which looks outmatched, and I imagine it to be anxious about how long it can support him. He eyes me in a suspicious way but he looks too stupid to be thinking anything other than whether he’s doing a good job of looking suspicious.


“You want to come work for Bear?”


“I do.” This seems like the obvious answer but it also occurs to me I haven’t asked myself the question before, nor has anyone else. Maybe he’s brighter than I have given him credit for being.


He finds something amusing in my answer and he smiles and leans back in the chair, which responds with an audible panic. “That a fact.”


This doesn’t have the tone of a question but I nod anyway.


“I’ve seen your type before. Plenty of times.” He shifts again, swinging a leg around the side and banging a foot on top of the desk. I’ve never seen a shoe like this before. It looks like a kayak wrapped in black leather and flopped across the desktop. Stores probably don’t bother to carry shoes this size. I think of the giant bottles of wine the size of a child that aren’t really available but are in nice restaurants just for show. He seems aware of the effect his circus-like shoe can have on people, imagining their necks underneath it.


“I don’t know what you mean.” I hope my voice sounds even. I think it does. I’m still more amused than nervous.


His smile gets a little bigger. He keeps his foot where it is, reaches into a desk drawer, and comes out with a full liter bottle of Jack Daniels and a short rocks glass. He doesn’t seem to be paying much attention to me anymore. He pours a little bit and drinks it down, then repeats this. He pours a third and puts it down on the desk, holding it in place with his sausage fingers.


I think about getting up and leaving, but his eyes come back to me and it seems like he wants to talk again. I wait for him.


“And what if I don’t want you to work for Bear?” He seems to be getting crazier by the second.


“Then you’ll tell someone I was a bad interview.”


His shoe comes down faster than I thought possible. The leverage brings his body forward and his hand launches the whiskey at me. It hits me flush in the chest and the vapors of alcohol are in my nostrils. I haven’t moved an inch out of stunned disbelief, and we’re just staring at each other.


“You want to take a shot at me?” I think he wants to hear a yes.


“Maybe I’ll wait until you finish the rest of that bottle.”


He pours more whiskey in the glass. I stand to leave before I’m drenched.


“Nick, hang on a second.” He stands with the glass and comes around to me. He looks happy and less crazy than a moment before. He seems even taller standing right next to me. He rests a paw on my shoulder but it doesn’t seem threatening anymore.


“We’re just having some fun. I like to see how guys do in situations under pressure. You did good. Most guys really crap themselves.”


It occurs to me that half this guy’s job description is to be the hired goon hazing new guys and telling inside-the-NFL stories.


He’s laughing, so I kind of smile but I’m not really happy and I smell like booze.


“Let’s get going. We’re going to meet some guys for drinks.” The goon’s name is Mark Sauter and he takes me back to the trading floor, where a few guys are standing or sitting on desks in a huddle. Rather than walk to the group, Mark chooses to start a conversation from the maximum distance. “Dave, we’re all set! You guys ready?”


Dave and the group get up and close the distance between us. “Good. Let’s go to Lucky Strike.”


We take the elevator down and Dave, one other trader, and I get into a hired Town Car. The other guy is Sam Curry. I had an unremarkable interview with him the day before. He is average-looking in almost every respect except that he is older than the rest. Even adjusting for the years of booze, I’d guess he’s about fifty. With age usually comes seniority and respect, but I’ve learned with traders there’s a crossover point where age starts to signal weakness. Sam seems too old still to be doing this. It makes him seem desperate and I think he knows it, which makes him seem weaker and a little sad.


The others are off to some party, and Sam, Dave, and I take the car service to Lucky Strike, a restaurant and bar in SoHo. It’s not yet 5 p.m. when we get there. The opening room is small, with a bar on the right side and lounge tables on the left. The restaurant part is in a second room through a passage in the back wall and it’s a tiny room too. It feels like the kind of place that is somehow in style and a movie star with a baseball hat pulled low might come in at any time for a drink at the end of the bar.


We keep the bartender company while she fixes our drinks and cuts fruit to prep for the night. There’s no question she’s an aspiring model. Despite her long hair, perfect cheekbones, six-foot and size-two body, and the fact that I imagine her skipping through ankle-deep water on a beach in a bikini, she looks efficient and at home behind the bar. She gets our drinks almost gruffly, then knives through a batch of limes and lemons like a samurai, all of which makes her even hotter.


Dave and Sam are trying to be funny and flirty, and in the face of her aloofness they look like homeless children scrapping for a meal. I’m too bashful to say anything stupid in front of any of the three of them.


After enough punishment, Dave tells her to pick her favorite four appetizers and entrées to bring us. It seems like his way of declaring something about that relationship, and then he turns his attention to me.


“You’ll love living in New York. It’s a pain in the ass if you don’t have any money, but if you have some dough, it’s the biggest and best playground in the world. You interviewing at other banks?”


“No. Not yet,” I add, to sound a little more sophisticated about the process. I wouldn’t be interviewing at any banks at all if a buddy hadn’t called me to get down here.


“It comes down to people and culture. You want to be at a place with a good reputation but doesn’t take itself too seriously and treats people well. Goldman and Morgan are too uptight. You don’t want to surround yourself with a bunch of Harvard MBA jackasses. They were stealing each other’s library books back in school and they’re still the same douche bags. If they’re not trying to outsnob each other, they’re stabbing each other in the back. Bear might be a level down in reputation but we’re one of the best names on the Street and we have a good time. Plus, at Bear, traders are kings. Most of the money at this firm comes from sales and trading, not banking. And believe me, we make a hell of a lot of money.”


I don’t know enough about any of this even to ask a smart question. “I liked everyone I met. I even warmed up a little to that last guy, who dumped bourbon on me.” This is a white lie.


“Ha. You might have to put up with a little of that in the beginning, but it’s all fun. It’s all worth it too.”


“That’s right.” To this point I hadn’t thought about a salary number or getting rich quick. I was just feeling the stress that comes with not having any plan in my last year of college. Stress is always about not having a plan. All I want is something respectable, but I don’t know enough to want anything in particular or even to rule out anything in particular. Bear seems to answer all this plus makes me rich.


More people have come in and are filling the bar area. Dave and Sam are so obviously trying to pick girls up that it’s freaking girls out. A lot of invitations to their Hamptons house are made, which buys more conversation but ultimately doesn’t seem to be working. Dave turns to the bartender and tells her to do an hour of open bar for everyone on his credit card. Everyone in the bar shouts thank you and downs their drinks.


Someone turns the music way up and it gets hard to hear anyone more than an arm’s length away. We have to lean toward people to launch our words.


Sam flags over the bartender and plants his elbow on the bar top to pole-vault his head over the drink well. “I’ll give you two hundred dollars to turn down that music.”


“What?”


“I said I’ll give you two hundred dollars to turn down that music.”


She straightens up and smiles, then drops her well-used bar rag by his elbow. “You jerk-offs come in here with your comma comma bonuses and think you run the place. The music stays. You can stay or go.” She turns to the next person waving for her.


Sam turns to us and sees Dave laughing. I’m trying to be expressionless. Sam says, “Comma comma bonus. Never heard that before. I like it.” He laughs. At first I think he’s trying to seem unfazed. Then I think he is unfazed. He flags her back over and orders more shots and she pours them. I think she’s unfazed too.


The night with Dave and Sam is easy. They seem like they want to like me and I don’t try too hard. I just sit and drink with them. It doesn’t occur to me, at twenty-one, that it’s odd to be pounding shots at 5 p.m. on a weekday with a forty-five- and fifty-year-old. It seems great. It also doesn’t occur to me even to ask if they have a family, and they don’t bring it up.


“Hotchkiss have a good lacrosse team?” All we had to cover in the interviews was high school and college.


“Not really.”


“How’d you get recruited out of there?”


“I didn’t. I walked on at Cornell and made the team.”


“Good for you. You ever been with a hooker?”


When I’m sure I’ve heard the question right, I try to imagine what connection there is that I haven’t made. I miss only one beat. “No.”


“We’re going to arrange a little surprise for you tonight.”


I notice Sam is on a pay phone by the end of the bar. “Hookers?”


“Don’t worry. They’re gorgeous.”


I order a shot and drink it. Jesus. Hookers. In a short while I’m going to meet a hooker for the first time. It’s like waking up on graduation day or Christmas morning, things that always seem far off but then there are no more nights’ sleep of separation. In this stretch of awakeness it will be on me.


The driver has been waiting, double-parked outside Lucky Strike. Dave closes the tab and we’re back in the car. On the ride I learn that Dave has been divorced for more than ten years and has a place on the Upper East Side. The driver gets us to Dave’s building and is dismissed for the night. A few guys are already upstairs in Dave’s place drinking.


The three of us walk in the lobby and a doorman says hello, sir to Dave, then quick-steps ahead to press the up button for the elevator. Dave tells us his place used to be a two-bedroom, then he bought the two-bedroom next door and knocked down the wall to join them and switched it all around to make a huge three-bedroom.


Dave opens the door and ushers us into a mini foyer and long hallway. “Those are all Warhols on your right.”


The hall is lined with big framed faces of Indian chiefs and cowboys. Even then, my budding cynical side knows he isn’t into Warhol. He’s into saying he’s into Warhol. Even if only to say it to himself. He needs something of interest. “Nice.”


I hear the Rolling Stones at high volume, and at the end of the hall there’s a huge living room and the goon, Mark, at the far end dancing in an awkward way that seems more about flexing his biceps.


“Hey, rookie, get in here!”


I give Mark a wave but don’t try to shout over the music. It’s definitely a single guy’s apartment. I don’t know enough to criticize but it feels uncoordinated and underfurnished compared to noncollege dorm rooms I’ve seen. I imagine Dave just called some store and told them to bring over their two most comfortable sofas and three most comfortable chairs in whatever color was in stock and could arrive next day.


Another trader that I interviewed with is on a sofa with his feet up playing a video game. He hasn’t flinched and seems oblivious to the music. He’s under a spell cast by the TV.


On the coffee table next to his feet is a mound of coke and a twenty-dollar bill that looks recently rolled tight and is fighting to get back to its original flat shape.


Mark walks over and hands me a glass of bourbon with a few ice cubes. “You don’t have to wear this one.”


“I appreciate that.” I wonder if I’ll ever come to like this guy. I take a sip. I’ve never enjoyed bourbon before but it’s starting to taste good.


“You did good today, rookie. Not bad at all.” He smacks my shoulder way harder than he needs to. He likes to assert his bigness more than other big guys I know.


“Thanks, it was fun. I had a good time meeting everyone.”


“Well, the fun’s just getting started.” He turns to Dave. “Hey, buddy. We’re all set in the back room.”


“Excellent, excellent. Nick, come this way.” Even the guy playing video games looks over and laughs. Like a used-car salesman, Dave puts an arm around my shoulders and pulls me deeper into the apartment. “Okay, pal. This is a little reward from us for doing so well the last couple days. Enjoy, and I don’t expect to see you come out of this room for at least an hour.”
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