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The bar was called Mulligan's, which was either a coincidence or the most honest piece of signage in the neighborhood, depending on when you walked in.

On a Tuesday at ten in the evening it was mostly empty in the way that neighborhood bars are empty — not closed, not quiet, just populated by the kind of person who has somewhere more important to be and has decided not to go there. The televisions above the bar were showing three different sports simultaneously, none of them the same sport, none of them with the sound on. The bartender, a tall woman with the expression of someone who had heard every version of every story and impressed by none of them, was cleaning a glass that was already clean.

Frank Carullo was on his third bourbon and his second version of the same story, which was already an improvement over the first version because he had embellished the parts that didn't get a reaction from the patrons.

He was a big man, Frank — the kind of big that can't be built in a gym. Mid-forties, dad bod earned honestly, with hands that have been carrying things his whole life and showed it. He was still in his work clothes, which tonight meant dark pants and a collared shirt with the logo of a restaurant called Carullo's embroidered above the pocket in a font that had cost him more than he'd admitted to his wife. The logo had a small skyline worked into it. Not this city's skyline. Some other one.

He was talking to the bartender, who mastered the art of not listening, in the way that made it easy for patrons to keep talking.

"The thing people don't understand," Frank said, "is that the food was good. The food was genuinely good. You ask anybody who came in — and people came in, I'm not saying nobody came in — they'll tell you the food was good."

The bartender moved the clean glass to a shelf and picked up another one.

"The burger was my wife's idea," Frank said. "She said, you need something for the guys who just want a burger. So we did the burger. And the burger was good. But then you gotta have fries. And if you have fries you need apps. And if you have apps you need something for the people who don't eat meat, and something for the kids, and something that sounds fancy enough to impress the self-professed Yelpers, and before you know it you're running a kitchen that's doing forty things at once and none of them at the margins you need." He paused. "The food was still good, though."

The bartender set down the second clean glass. "You want another one?"

"Yeah," Frank said. "No. Yeah."

She poured.

Two stools down, a conversation that had been going on for twenty minutes was getting louder.

The two men at the end of the bar were finance professionals in the way that finance professionals always look like finance professionals — not because of the clothes, exactly, but because of the specific quality of their attention, which was the attention of people who had learned to calculate the cost of everything including conversations. They were in their late thirties, both of them, and they had the look of colleagues who had been friends long enough to have an honest argument in public without it meaning anything.

The one doing the talking — his name was Todd, though this will not come up again — had the energy of a man defending a position he had wandered into accidentally and now felt responsible for. He was leaning forward. His drink was untouched. These were not good signs for the position.

"I'm not saying I was there," Todd said. "I'm saying Marcus was there, and Marcus told Jensen, and Jensen told me, and what Jensen said was—"

"Jensen," said the other one, flatly.

"Jensen is reliable."

"Jensen told Kim Park that the Hendricks account moved itself."

"That's different."

"Jensen told Phil Okafor that he personally saw the Nakamura deal happen in real time from a rooftop."

"Okay, Jensen has a—"

"Jensen," said the other one, "told me, to my face, at Kevin's thing in March, that he had shaken this man's hand."

Todd paused. "Maybe he did."

"The man lives on a bench."

"That doesn't mean—"

"He lives on a bench, Todd."

"I know where he lives."

"You know where Jensen says he lives, based on what Marcus told Jensen, based on—"

"The Kellerman thing happened," Todd said. This landed differently. The other one's drink stopped halfway to his mouth.

"Nobody knows what happened with Kellerman."

"Exactly." Todd sat back. "Nobody knows. Kellerman went in red and came out black and nobody at the bank will say a word about it on record. You explain that."

The other one did not explain it. He put his drink down.

"I'm not saying the guy is magic," Todd said, with the conviction of someone who at least partially believed the guy was magic. "I'm saying there's a pattern. And the pattern has a name. And if you happen to be in a situation where the pattern might be useful—" he lowered his voice in the way people lower their voices when they want to be overheard, "—there's a way to find him."

Frank Carullo, two stools away, had stopped talking to the bartender.

Todd, to his credit, noticed immediately. He had the instincts of a man who had spent his career reading rooms, and Frank Carullo was not a difficult room to read. The logo on the pocket. The bourbon. The posture of a man whose story had run out of audience.

"Sorry," Todd said, not sorry. "You catch any of that?"

"Hard not to," Frank said.

Todd nodded, in the way of a man who had been given an invitation he intended to accept. He picked up his drink and moved one stool closer, which is the financial district's version of pulling up a chair.

"You in the business?" Todd asked.

"Restaurant business," Frank said.

Todd absorbed this. "Rough stretch?"

Frank looked at him for a moment. Then he looked at the logo on his own pocket. Then he picked up his bourbon.

"You could say that," Frank said.

Todd glanced back at his colleague, who had the expression of a man who wanted no part of what was about to happen and was going to watch anyway. Then he turned back to Frank.

"You want to hear something interesting?" Todd said.

Frank Carullo, who had not heard anything interesting in four months, said that he did.

What followed was not, technically, accurate. It was accurate in the way that legends are accurate — structurally sound, emotionally true, with the slow parts filed down and replaced by better ones over many retellings until the story did what it was supposed to do, which was make people lean forward.

In Todd's version, the man on the bench had once, in a previous life, moved enough money in a single afternoon to make a major currency briefly plummet. Todd did not know which currency. He had not known when Marcus told Jensen, and Jensen had not known when he told Todd, and at some point the currency had simply become part of the story the way furniture becomes part of a room — nobody remembers it arriving and it would be strange if it left.

The man had walked away from all of it, Todd said. Not lost it — walked away. There was a difference and the difference mattered, but nobody understood why.

"Walked away from what exactly?" Frank asked.

"Everything," Todd said. "The accounts. The office. The address. All of it."

"Why?"

Todd considered this. It was the question he had never fully resolved to his own satisfaction, which meant he had answered it several different ways across several different tellings, and tonight's answer would depend on how the conversation felt.

"Because he could," Todd said finally. This was the answer that had gotten the best reaction at Kevin's thing in March, so it survived.

Frank looked at his drink. "And he's still — what, working? From a bench?"

"Not working," Todd said. "Advising. There's a difference."

"What's the difference?"

"If you're working, somebody can find you." Todd's colleague made a sound that was not quite a laugh. Todd ignored it. "The way I heard it, you don't find him. You find out about him. And then you follow the clues."

"What kind of clues?"

"That's the thing." Todd reached into his jacket pocket and produced a business card, which he did not give to Frank. He looked at it for a moment, turned it over, and put it back. It was not clear the card was relevant. It may have been a prop. "First you hear about him from someone. Then you hear something else from someone else. Then you end up somewhere, and there's something written on a wall, and if you know what you're looking at—"

"Written on a wall," Frank said.

"Bathroom," Todd said. "The one in here, actually." He said this as if it had just occurred to him, in the practiced way of someone for whom it had not just occurred to him. "Third stall. Left wall as you're facing it. Don't read it like directions. Read it like—" he paused, searching for it, "—like someone left you a note. Just follow it."

Frank Carullo looked at the bathroom door. He looked at his drink. He looked at the logo on his pocket — the skyline that wasn't this city's skyline, the font that had cost too much, his wife's idea about the burger.

"And this guy," Frank said. "He actually helps people?"

"According to Kellerman," Todd said simply.

In the background, his colleague picked up his drink, looked at the ceiling, and said nothing, which was its own kind of answer.

Frank finished his bourbon. He set the glass down with the specific care of a man making a decision he hasn't admitted to yet.

He went to the bathroom.

The bathroom at Mulligan's was the kind of bathroom that made you want to conduct your business efficiently and leave. One overhead light doing its best. Two stalls, not three — Frank would later realize Todd had said third stall with the confidence of a man who had never actually been in this bathroom, which should have told him something. The graffiti on the walls was both random and familiar: phone
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