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But money lights your world up. You’re trapped, what can you do?

— DAVID BERMAN




It was a strange, sultry summer, the summer of the Subway Pricker, but Brooke Orr had decided not to let that interfere with the business of life in New York. She and everyone in the city carried on, ignoring the debilitating heat and the lunatic at large who was jabbing unsuspecting commuters with a hypodermic. The Post had dubbed this man (well, it must have been a man) the “Straphanger Sicko.” That moniker wasn’t the one WNYC used. They spoke to an expert on air who speculated that this man derived some sublimated sexual thrill at poking into strange women. A layperson could have figured that out. There were three victims thus far. But a prick was an innocent violence, a timid violation, nothing much. Life must go on: errands to run, places to be, jobs to be done.

So Brooke was, where else, on the subway. You’d have known it was Monday. Some sobriety in the air, some frankness in the light. There was a feeling of beginning. A man in a shapeless suit and too-wide tie frowned at his cellphone. A woman, all pointy joints and neck, leaned with idiosyncratic grace over the edge of the platform, yearning to catch the light of an approaching 6, recalling a flower contorting for sun. A skinny boy in glasses wore an NYU T-shirt. A gaunt and bedraggled person was likely homeless, but might have been one of the last of the bohemians, a cohort supplanted by coeds and millionaires. At the top of the stairs, a girl in a blue smock handed a free tabloid to anyone willing to take it. Inside the station, a few sweating New Yorkers pointlessly fanned themselves with its insubstantial pages.

Brooke could feel the damp at the back of her neck coalescing into a drop, which would eventually descend, at its geologic pace, over her spine’s uppermost moraine. She was aware of the musk of her body beneath the many remedies used to disguise that smell. She had that specific twinge at the temples that only caffeine would mollify. No matter. The train’s conditioned air would dry the sweat, her deodorant (scented of thyme) would do its work, and there was time—she always left a cushion—to procure an iced coffee before walking the blocks crosstown to the offices of the Asher and Carol Jaffee Foundation.

The train arrived with a clatter that could damage the human ear. Its silver carriage might once have seemed optimistic, though now it was dingy and pockmarked. The open doors were accompanied by an unintelligible announcement, but most riders did this by rote: the same station, at the same hour, sometimes even served by the same conductor with his signature pitter-patter—the forecast or a thank-you for riding with the MTA or a general wish for good cheer as the train scooted along its merry way. The seats were citrus colored, the floor warped with bubbles. You had to choose to find it charming.

The crowd would overwhelm at the next station, but for now, plenty of seats. As the train moved, it was sometimes possible for Brooke to catch her reflection in the window opposite and she took the opportunity for appraisal: skin dewy, teeth clean, hair tidy, jewelry simple, shirt and blazer spotless. The normal workday considerations, the more important as this was a significant one. Today, Brooke would meet Asher Jaffee, the big boss, the man in whose name she worked, the deity for whom she and her colleagues were intermediaries in the exalted task of giving away his earthly fortune. First impressions mattered.

Union Square was thick with impatient nine-to-fivers. The doors took a moment to open, a beat so automated grates could slide forward to bridge the gap between train and platform. This brief hesitation drove people to frowns, grimaces, near despair. Once upon a time, Brooke would have leaped from her seat, back of her hand against the door instead of on the greasy bar, pushed through the crowd, and transferred to the express train that would carry her into the Bronx. There was still that muscle memory of the commute she’d navigated for nine years as a teacher at the Endeavor School, and it was a relief that this was no longer her fate.

Brooke pulled limbs into herself as a heavyset woman eased beside her. She lost sight of her own reflection as people filled the car. Commuters grasping for the bar took that opportunity to glance at wristwatches. They shuffled bags from one shoulder to the other. A muscular man wore a tank top that left his tawny nipples peeking out. There was a bewildered family of tourists, eyes searching for some confirmation that this was the way they sought, but the universe offered them only another garbled announcement. New Yorker born and bred, Brooke was adept at noticing as well as ignoring all of this. The very reason she didn’t fear a subway pricker. She was impervious.

Someone in the car was playing Candy Crush with their phone’s volume turned up. Brooke closed her eyes. The game’s electric racket reminded her of the bell at Endeavor, which would be sounding even then, beginning the school day. That bell no longer dictated her life. There was no signal necessary to remind her that she was due in the conference room of their too-large suite soon, to shake hands with Asher Jaffee. Adults did not need prompting, reminding of their obligations, and this job made Brooke feel, perhaps for the first time, truly grown-up.

She opened her eyes because the train had stopped short of Twenty-third Street. The people around her frowned and sighed and looked heavenward, though everyone knew such interruptions were to be expected. Brooke took out her phone, because what else was there to do with these found, fallow moments? She looked at the headlines, anodyne that day, the good luck of a boring moment in the world’s long history, Obama’s placid America. She put the phone back into her canvas tote bag, looked from left to right much as those flustered tourists had, sure there was some explanation in the offing. A minute might pass this way but two, even three, and you understood, if you knew the city, its rhythms and signs, that something was wrong.

“Attention, attention. Because of a police investigation at Forty-second Street, all uptown four, five, and six trains are experiencing delays.” The sunny conductor repeated this boilerplate. People talked back, almost jeered, sucked teeth, and reached into bags and pockets for phones, hoping for a signal so they might inform receptionists, bosses, clients, and colleagues that there was some problem on the subway. We are important people, they were saying or hoping. But what could you do? This was life and so it went.

“It’s that sicko,” a woman seated opposite said to the woman beside her. Brooke could not tell whether the two were friends or simply allied by the common cause of irritation. Brooke didn’t think it was that sicko because Brooke didn’t believe in him. She thought the pricker like Santa Claus or the tooth fairy, real only if you believed him to be. Three women felt something touch their bare skin, reported some alien sensation. Come on. Brooke respected imagination’s power. She’d read about a gaggle of tenth graders who, through admirable mental focus, stopped their menstruation, swelled with nothing at all, five pretend pregnancies, a pact of sorts. Forget positive; the power of thinking at all! A nefarious unseen man armed with a syringe? Give me a break, she thought.

A minute went by and then another. Then two further minutes, then three. The train’s hum quieted, its air-conditioning paused, and the people around her began to panic. Fine, she began to. The only reasonable response to being trapped beneath the earth in an old machine, of all days a morning she had an important rendezvous. That stab near the eyes as she thought of the iced coffee she’d promised herself. She could almost feel its damp weight in her hand. She looked at the time on her phone, though this provided no comfort.

The conductor returned, again invoking that police investigation. Brooke, angry now as the rest of the people around her, pictured beefy, baby-faced men standing about with yellow tape, hands on lethal pistols as the imagined assailant slipped into the stupid optimism of a June morning. She could get off at the next stop, several blocks short of where she needed to be. She could hurry, but this would bring out the sweat, which might defeat the slick of stick in her armpits, though this would muss her white shirt and wrinkle her gray blazer, though her face would not be dewy but wet. Fortunately, white people—and her office was all white people—could never quite tell when a Black person was flushed.

After twenty-one minutes, an eternity, the length of a sitcom, the train huffed out of its slumber, propelled forward almost by the collective will of the people within. The passengers were relieved but still displeased. Brooke gathered her things, queued with the other souls who were abandoning ship, stepped from the stale air of the car into the stupefying heat of the Twenty-third Street Station. Too late, now, to bother with an explanatory email to Eileen, her boss. Brooke had to get to that unremarkable building, not far from Penn Station, where the Asher and Carol Jaffee Foundation had its offices. She could not think about the coffee she wanted. A scrum of bodies overwhelmed the stairs to Lexington, like those scenes of salmon leaping into falling water, determined to spawn, powered by the impulse toward life. In Brooke’s little more than half an hour underground, the sun had asserted itself. The sky hazed with that distortion field of palpable heat. She hadn’t worn flats because of first impressions. The report of concrete under her heels reverberated into her calves. Brooke, all sinew, all muscle, all focus, ignored the pain and the sweat and, at Twenty-sixth Street, the oncoming traffic, because she had a place to be, she had work to do.




There was no attendant in the chessboard lobby of 256 West Thirty-sixth Street. Brooke fumbled with the key. In the month since that had been issued to her, she’d yet to master the lock’s quirks. The elevator awaited; of course it did, the building was largely vacant. The foundation’s only eighth-floor neighbors were a chiropodist nearing retirement and a shop that rented formal wear. The elevator juddered and Brooke took the moment to inhale and exhale as a yoga teacher had instructed would be useful in class but also in life. She ran a crumpled tissue across her slick forehead.

The hallway lights flicked on as they sensed her presence. The cheap tile ended at the doors to the suite, which was laid with dusty, thin carpet. Twenty-nine minutes late, Brooke stepped purposefully past the never-used conference room, walled in glass like a natural history museum’s diorama, another empty room with a smudged window in the direction of Mecca, various dark interior spaces, closets holding nothing at all, dead ends. At the far end of the office was what they called the living room (to imply they were a family, perhaps), and the kitchen, and the executive offices, including Eileen’s, which adjoined a conference room. There, she knew, Asher Jaffee and the staff of his eponymous foundation wondered what had become of the new girl. Brooke went inside. She tried to communicate penitence with her body.

There was a man standing at the table’s head. There were four people at the pill-shaped table, fidgeting in their too-high chairs like children in pews. Brooke knew him though she’d never met him. The office’s walls were hung with dozens of photos of Asher and Carol Jaffee alongside Kissinger and Morgenthau, Redstone and Bronfman, Bill Cosby and Nancy Reagan and Andrew Lloyd Webber: grins, dated hairstyles, long-out-of-fashion clothes. Leave aside the snapshots; they talked about him all the time—Asher likes or Asher would say or You know how Asher is. “Asher,” Eileen had said, during Brooke’s interview, “is very involved.” This was a promise, this was a pledge, but maybe this was also a joke, maybe even it was a warning.

The room was quiet. She had interrupted.

“Well, I’ve quite forgotten—” Asher Jaffee sounded amused, though he did not smile.

“There you are.” Eileen said this mostly to herself. The woman had some ineffable quality: she seemed efficient. Eileen was doing the work she was born to, with her grasp of modern leadership (the carrot, never the stick), her unfashionable dress, her competent speech.

“I am so sorry. To interrupt. To be so late.” Because of a police investigation at Forty-second Street, all uptown four, five, and six trains are experiencing delays. But that was only an excuse, something a child would tender.

“Asher Jaffee. This is Brooke Orr. The new program coordinator.” Her tone said that Eileen considered the matter of Brooke’s tardiness settled.

Asher Jaffee was an old man, and had beaten the majority of men the world over by making it to eighty-three. He saw this a victory on par with, indeed maybe related to, the four billion or so dollars he’d amassed. No, money didn’t buy time. Same, as everyone said, for happiness. But he had the trifecta. The money itself flowed through his veins. The money held him high, no trace of stoop. The money was steady and so there was no tremble in his hands. Even his eyes. Look past the folds and see those were still the same (naughty) as they’d been when he was a child. There were spots on his hands but they were as capable as ever they’d been. Neither jam jars nor the ghost keypad of his cellphone stymied. Most important, his mind, humming reliably. Asher Jaffee read the papers, watched the market, bought and sold, and conducted business as usual as he had for the previous sixty years. Needless to say, Asher Jaffee continued to succeed, to thrive, to bet smart, to earn. He took his seat at the table’s head. Asher was unimpressed by tardiness, but kept his silence, understanding, after a lifetime inside them, how to comport himself in a conference room.

“Mr. Jaffee.” Brooke had planned on a shake, but there was no hand outstretched. She took the seat beside Kate, the office’s youngest and therefore most junior employee. Next to Kate, with her girlish upspeak and the fruity scent of her shampoo, her soap, her lotion, her chewing gum, Brooke could only appear smart and interesting, even if she was sweaty and ill at ease, her tote bag on her lap as if she were preparing to leave.

“Maybe this is a good time to talk about de Blasio. I still think it would be useful to identify someone in the administration we can work with directly.” Jody was not masculine but boyish, some essential femininity peeking out of the edges of her butch presentation. She was so slight she wore blazers and khakis from Brooks Brothers’ kids’ section. The effect was of a woman in disguise, but all workplaces demand pantomime from their inhabitants.

“De Blasio.” Asher made a face. Candor was permissible in front of these people because they worked for him. He disliked the mayor. “Even Mike Bloomberg couldn’t do much about the lumbering machine of the government. And de Blasio is no Mike Bloomberg.”

“This was something we talked about before your trip,” Jody reminded him. “I feel strongly that someone from the city could—”

“When you’re in City Hall, you’re part of the problem.” Maybe he’d have been the exception! What might have been? “Think what I could have done. With no deputies and commissioners and whatever. Just a room full of people like you.” But even Asher Jaffee knew that he was too old, now, to run for office.

Brooke could see what her boss was getting at. This was how people had spoken of George W. Bush: equipped with folksy charm and an MBA, he might save the state from itself. Maybe, reflexively, the thought of that president, whom her mother had hated with more fervor than any other in her lifetime, made Brooke roll her eyes.

“You don’t agree?” Asher fixed his attention on Brooke with that teacher’s instinct to spot the troublemaker, the clown, the ne’er-do-well: first the girl was late, now she was mocking.

“I’m not sure—” If Brooke was being asked her opinion, she would offer it. Perhaps she could recover from her embarrassment, impress with her acumen. Perhaps this man was testing her and she had to rise to a challenge.

“You’ve been brainwashed about democracy.” Asher Jaffee understood how liberal arts girls thought. It was not that interesting to him.

Eileen didn’t have children of her own but was this office’s exasperated mother, charged with keeping the number one son focused. “I think what Jody is saying is true. If you’re willing to call the mayor. Get him to identify a contact person. From there, Jody and I can manage the heavy lifting. Your point about government inefficiency is well-taken, but we must deal with the world as it is.” She tried to put a smile in her words.

“We’re changing that world, Eileen. Aren’t we? I mean that’s the fundamental mission.” Asher was very clear on this.

Eileen bristled at
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