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        For My Mother,  Marjorie—For Whom Truth is Absolute.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      “Family will do to family

      

      
        
        what strangers would never dare.”

      

      

      

      
        
        —Joshua S. Narins, 1990
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      Jack ignored it all.

      Jack locked his stare onto the dark greenish-black glass of the dusty discolored monitor in front of him, transfixed by the red, green, blue, and white numbers that cascaded and refreshed across the opaque convex screen.

      He paid no attention to the sun's last effort of the day, those magic fifteen minutes of golden hour, as they created a dynamic radiance and focused a warm tungsten hue into Trinity Place, concentrating a dappled orange-and-yellow projection against the matte gray facade of the Exchange.

      He was completely disinterested in that flow of crisp cool November air, incurious to its sudden disruption by the multitude of uniformly clad dark suits concurrently exfiltrating various three-name foxholes and internationally branded trenches.

      Headed out of the South, the autumn wind picked up speed as it swept across New York Harbor and enveloped the Staten Island Ferry. The mistral glanced off Ellis Island, touched base with Battery Park, then tracked directly up the concrete canyons, piloting itself precisely to the intersection of Wall and Broad.

      Jack didn't glance up or even lift his eyes when the door behind the elevated pulpit swung open, a nameless, faceless, charcoal Paul Stewart three-piece suit emerging from the backlit interstice. It really wasn't that far off in the distance from Jack's vantage if he had just bothered to look.

      He took absolutely no notice of the worsted wool entering the lofted position.

      He didn't watch it take its post at the rostrum.

      He didn’t witness it gesticulate demonstrably, efforting an affected check of its gold Blancpain hiding under the French cuff of a white Turnbull & Asser monogrammed shirt, all while standing right in front of the massive digital display.

      Jack didn't await the suit's confirmation of their synch.

      Jack didn't observe the dark-charcoal wool rotate its vest and jacket buttons forward to face the entirety of the Exchange.

      
        
        3:58 p.m.

      

        

      
        3:59 p.m.

      

        

      
        4:00 p.m.

      

      

      The suit depressed a large protruding red button on the lectern and rang the day's closing bell, opening the trading floor's over-pressure relief valve.

      The paper gladiators below acknowledged the sound.

      Some on the floor nodded slightly to it.

      Some stopped in mid-sentence.

      Some simply dropped their heads in defeat.

      Like Jack, many were fully engrossed, physically refusing a look up as they pressed on with their meticulous counting of the paper in their hands, but as a group, they all complied in a time imbued Pavlovian manner; thus, the pandemonium subsided instantly.

      That singular bell tone halted all action immediately, purging the untenable heat, the unbearable frustration, and the shock of disappointment from the collective bears starting to wander aimlessly through the aisles, heads hung low in order to avoid eye contact.

      The distinctive note also concurrently quelled and contained the session's small measure of celebratory exuberance as it dispersed the naked aggression of the bantam herd of bulls savoring their victorious return to Rome with raised fists and backslaps.

      Jack, wholly focused, was left situationally unaware. He simply leaned back in his black cushioned chair, chewed the cap of a shiny black Montblanc pen, and continued to watch the dark Trinitron screen saturate then vacate, showcasing his day's numbers for the fourth time.

      Jack swept his left hand through a mop of thinning black hair, bringing an “oystersteel and yellow gold” Rolex Datejust and half a set of gold golf ball cuff links along for the ride through his diminished locks. His right hand alternated hunting and pecking trade entries onto a scratched black plastic keyboard, in between fidgeting with a gold collar bar and a gold tie clip, both employed in retention of a Ferrari-red Ferragamo tie with gold and blue golfers putting toward various numbered flag sticks.

      Jack rocked back and forth, pushing the chair off the floor onto its hind legs with black John Lobb wing tips painstakingly hand-buffed but not by him. His motion's unintended consequence was to drag the bottom hem of his black Armani suit jacket, folded and draped over the chair, back and forth, back and forth, sweeping the dirty floor as its trifold white pocket square was crushed by his back.

      Jack took no note of the other institutions that resided on his part of the floor—the various brokerage houses, investment banks, private equity firms, and hedge funds.

      He didn't spectate their changing of the guard as supervisory staff took over and commenced daily shutdown checklists with aviation precision.

      He paid no mind to the traders in the color-coded pharmacist jackets finalizing their paperwork, typing last-minute orders into strange keypads, and contacting superiors via private direct lines to relay the day's tally.

      Some were visibly relieved the daily triathlon was complete. Others sought sanctuary in the numbers and quickly realized that none was to be found.

      The historic trading floor itself now strewn with discarded Buy and Sell tickets littered with equality. The hardwood did not discriminate between new money or old, success or failure.

      Stan Bernard, a floor trader for more than forty years, shuffled his scuffed brown wing tips up the aisle and, as he did so, reflexively reached into the interior left pocket of his rumpled blue Hickey Freeman pinstripe suit for an ostrich-covered silver flask.

      Stan unscrewed the metal cap and extended it toward Jack.

      “Jack Dougherty my boy, P&G?” Stan offered.

      “No thanks, Stan,” Jack replied curtly without looking up.

      Stan took a long draught from the pewter vessel of his favorite afternoon cocktail, what he had dubbed a “Proctor & Gamble,” two-parts Pepto-Bismol to one-part Ketel One. The entire trading floor was wise to Stan's drink of choice, as they'd all been offered a taste at one time or another over the years. Individually and collectively, they coveted Stan’s track record, revered his analytic skill, and deeply envied his accumulated net worth. To have lasted this long, at this game, with those winnings, had earned him their eternal respect, if not begrudgingly—so to a man they were all too cowardly to give him any stick about it.

      The cut viscous pink sludge flowed out of the narrow knurled opening a little too quickly, running down then dripping off Stan's chin and creating a hot-pink Jackson Pollock on top of his severely abraded Florsheims.

      “Oh yeah, that's the stuff,” Stan exclaimed as he attentively spun the captive top back on, taking extra care not to cross the threads. “So, Big Jack, how'd the session treat you?”

      “Didn't lose any ground,” Jack answered dismissively, still fully focused interpolating the monitor’s data. “Didn't gain any either. Damn it!”

      “Today's session you could do worse, a hell of a lot worse. I certainly did.”

      Stan replaced his flask back in his suit jacket’s interior pocket, took some confirms from under his right armpit, then thrust them toward Jack, directly in front of the monitor and into Jack’s eyeline.

      “Look for yourself.”

      “No thanks, Stan,” Jack retorted, physically moving Stan’s hand away from blocking his screen. “I believe you.”

      “Hey, you want to grab breakfast tomorrow? Say O six hundred at the Four Seasons on 57th? Lemon ricotta pancakes on me.”

      “Um, yeah, sure, Stan, sure, whatever you want,” Jack answered, back engrossed in his screen.

      Stan helped himself to a disposable pen lying on the corner of Jack's desk, noted the appointment in his tattered cordovan day runner, then carefully replaced the ten-cent ballpoint exactly where he had found it.

      While Stan was rereading his note and confirming what he had written, a slightly muffled ring tone emanated from a stainless-steel Halliburton attaché case sitting on the floor astride Jack.

      “Hey, Jack, you hear that?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Think you should get that?”

      “Yeah, Stan, yeah,” Jack answered curtly.

      Still mesmerized by the dancing numbers, Jack dropped his left hand down out of his hair and rummaged blindly through the case. Five rings later, he'd finally put hand-to-phone.

      “Dougherty . . . yeah . . .”

      Jack listened intently, and as he did so, slowly sat back up in his chair, deliberately removed his eyes from the display, and cast them sideways and downward onto the hard metal case.

      “I'll be there ASAP. Thanks, Rob.”

      Jack snapped the slate-gray Motorola closed and summarily dropped it back into the steel-gray Halliburton. Leaning back in his chair once more, Jack allowed his gaze to wander aimlessly around the room.

      His eyes traveled of their own volition and they ascended the second floor, stopping themselves on the elevated observation deck window.

      A group of Japanese investment professionals from the Nikkei were being treated to a private guided tour by four high-ranking SEC officials, the Secretary of the Treasury, and their immediate staff.

      Jack could just make out some fingers pointing in his direction.

      The whole group eventually moved forward to the glass to peer out at the emptying trading floor. Finally, they all turned around away from the Exchange view and showed Jack their backs as they lined up for group photos with the Secretary. Electronic flashes repeatedly strobed as junior men snapped the photos they so badly wanted to be in.

      The photographic lightning had no effect on Jack.

      It did not garner his attention in the least.

      He simply crossed his hands behind his head and lost himself in silent contemplation.
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      Michael paced back and forth across the worn pine-planked floor.

      “For Weber, one's decision-making, one's judgment, one's moral barometer of conduct could in fact truly be founded on only one of two possible codes.”

      He pivoted, and the Vibram soles of his black engineer boots squeaked their public address announcement of his sequential return trip.

      Michael took a moment to look out over his congregated students seated around the oval oak conference table. Michael’s registrants ran the full gamut from classically preppy to refugee chic, with everything in between. Synchronized as a group, these underclassmen furiously recorded his every utterance on a variety of media, without time for comprehension nor contemplation. A cacophony of typing onto laptops, a primitive scratching of pencils and pens against padded paper, and a low-frequency hum of cassette recorders provided room tone to his singular audio track.

      Michael loved that sound. He cherished it. It was sensory feedback, a physical audible receipt for the knowledge and wisdom he conveyed. The curriculum he taught in this room had informed and sustained him throughout his years, and these confirmatory sounds gave him reassurance that he'd tangibly transferred it, hopefully, to enlighten and buoy his students’ lives.

      Michael looked exhausted for his thirty-two years, and his rough-hewn face betrayed his time absorbing whipping winds, driving rains, horizontal snow, and extreme cold, which contrasted markedly with a pair of warm hazel-green eyes emitting a generous gentility.

      Michael commanded his class. That was beyond question. He achieved his stature with leadership and respect, not title or position. His work attire—perfectly faded blue jeans, rumpled blue button-down oxford shirt, tan corduroy sports jacket with brown elbow patches, and tortoise shell reading glasses dangling on a black nylon retainer around his neck—imparted a sense of security to his students, bolstering their confirmation that they were indeed receiving that classic liberal arts education for which they were all going into deep debt.

      “The first, ‘The Ethic of Ultimate Ends,’ asks only what is the goal, completely disregarding all pertinent questions pertaining to the vehicle or instruments used to obtain said goal. In doing so, it conveniently relieves the individual of any culpability for any and all actions taken and their ensuing ramifications. Essentially, the end justifies the means.”

      Michael paused to allow his students' recordings to again stabilize in synchronicity. He waited momentarily, then resumed the race.

      “However, ‘The Ethic of Responsibility’ demands careful consideration of not only the objective but a thoughtful examination of the technique used to garner the desired goal.

      

      Weber said:

      
        
        ‘It is immensely moving when a mature man—no matter whether old or young in years—is aware of a responsibility for the consequences of his conduct, and really feels such responsibility with heart and soul. He then acts by following an ethic of responsibility, and somewhere he reaches the point where he says,

        

        Here I stand; I can do no other.’ ’’

      

      

      A loud knock on the wooden door interrupted Michael and diverted the class's collective attention.

      The faculty's aged personal secretary, Beatrice, held up a shaking liver-spotted hand to the door's square glass window to display for him an oversized Post-it Note.

      Michael glanced at the small yellowed vertical pane centered in the door jamb.

      Somberly Beatrice bowed her head.

      Michael silently nodded his acknowledgment, then smiled back and tried to relieve Beatrice of her burden.
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      Jacqueline stared through a collection of dark smudges that obscured the glass pane out toward the distant blackened woods, oblivious to the shapely silhouette she cut in the minimal illumination.

      Northern Maine's night darkness is nearly impenetrable, and the tarnished brass and green glass banker’s lamp on the wooden shelf above her barely managed to carve through. Its narrow beam focused a sharp swath of incandescent light that traversed mounds of papers piled high on the rustic cherry-wood rolltop she worked at.

      Jacqueline exuded a raw, undomesticated sexuality barely contained by the ill-fitting red plaid flannel pajamas giving way to a figure fuller than prescribed. Her too-long rich black hair cascaded down the center of her back with a sheen of ocean water shimmering at night. Her absence of makeup disclosed frayed facial features accessorized solely with a smoldering Salem cigarette held in the corner of her upturned mouth.

      The office's faded wooden barrister file cabinets spilled with their contents under an old cork tack board displaying twenty-year-old notes.

      In the corner opposite, a black cast-iron potbelly stove enclosed a warm amber glow from a haphazard pile of assorted blazing wood chunks and office papers. Sadly, its familiar and soothing aroma was corrupted by Jacqueline's menthol exhaust.

      Jacqueline exhaled another small cloud of whitish smoke, swiveled her chair away from the window, and returned her attention to the work at hand, furiously jerking the lever of an antiquated Remington Rand adding machine with her right hand as she cradled the diminishing cigarette with her left. Her rhythm interrupted only long enough to make numerical notations in a large spiral-bound ledger with an old leaking fountain pen.

      Little Michael, Jacqueline's eleven-year-old son, appeared silently in the office's doorway, visibly uncomfortable with his current attire.

      “Mom? Mom?” the boy asked with delicacy in his gentle attempt to divert Jacqueline's attention. “Look.”

      Little Michael displayed for his mother a too-small blue blazer worn over too-long patched gray flannel pants. The boy completed his ensemble with a wrinkled blue oxford shirt accompanied by dull cracked penny loafers.

      Jacqueline extinguished her current by dropping it into her mostly empty Moxie glass soda bottle and grabbed another out of a crumpled green-and-white soft pack.

      “What?”

      “Jacket's too short,” pointed out Little Michael.

      Jacqueline looked the boy up and down quickly, then swiveled her chair back to face the ledger.

      “Make do. Bed. Now.”

      Little Michael intrinsically understood the conversation was over. The eleven-year-old dropped his head in defeat and sheepishly left the office, careful to keep his footsteps as silent as he could manage against the creaking wood floor.

      Jacqueline struck a wooden match across the rolltop and ignited her new smoke, taking deep full inhalations. She tossed the burning match into the open woodstove, then returned her gaze to the distant tree line.

      Jacqueline had been staring out into those darkened woods since the age of ten.

      She'd posed questions to them, peering out through the sliding windows of her parents' vinyl-sided trailer every night of her adolescence.

      She'd projected her dreams toward them through the industrial plate glass of elementary, middle, and high school classrooms.

      She'd surveilled them for any sort of sign, any kind of indication, any illusory portent through square latched school bus windows as she endured endless monotonous morning and evening commutes, throughout all seasons, throughout all weather.

      Jacqueline had waited and Jacqueline had watched.

      She'd wished, hoped, even prayed for a response, one with a wisdom she believed only the old-growth trees could provide. An answer with guidance, with direction, with a manifest trailhead for the path she was meant to follow, something, anything, to lead her the hell out of here, out of this life, and to somewhere and something else.
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      The glass elevator doors silently slid open and Jack stepped out into the reception area of Caisson East Investments LLC., Wall Street world headquarters. The top floor office space was deserted this time of night save a skeleton cleaning crew working the graveyard shift.

      Four men in white coveralls and two women in white aprons, the same plastic nameplates with the same color-schemed logos secured over their left pectorals, barely looked away from their assigned tasks to take a disinterested group notice of his entrance, then quickly returned to vacuuming and carpet cleaning, floor buffing and dusting, trash collecting, and the labor-intensive removing of multitudes of sealed fifty-gallon contractor bags corpulent with fresh strip-cut paper shreds.

      Jack's corporate home was a study in modernity as per the Board of Trustees’ wishes. The roundtable had convened and then engaged a world-renowned interior design firm, which the table then demanded be staffed with partners' spouses, ex-spouses, and future ex-spouses. This incestuous collection collectively came to the unanimous decision that the most creative idea they could come up with was to run directly with the firm's tagline, “CEI, Transparent Transactions.”

      Against sage professional advice they proceeded to design every element for transparency: glass walls, glass desks, glass floors, glass elevator doors, even glass bathroom fixtures. It was a fair bit of irony considering how many members of this love-interest design team originated from clandestine affairs. Only the structural bearing supports weren't fashioned in glass, for safety reasons, and this cuckold creative team attempted to fight that point by taking an offensive legal posture with their architecture firm, their architect, the New York City Planning Board, even the New York City Building Inspectors.

      The most glaring and direct result of their strict adherence to concept was that the interior ambiance of the open space office was infiltrated by a noxious haze of yellow-and-green fluorescence that spilled off the Brooklyn Bridge uncontrollably and indiscriminately into and throughout the environs whenever the bridge illumination was lit. That meant the disconcerting apparition appeared every early morning, every late afternoon, every evening, and during all storms.

      Jack had been at the firm when this all came about, a recent new hire having just passed his Series 7 by the skin of his teeth with the help of a tall brunette who worked in compliance and “tutored” him evenings. Jack had been on the job for about six months, caged every day in a plastic rabbit hutch cubicle on the spartan one-floor office Caisson East had started out in on Sixth Avenue in the 40s, an unimpressive address in an unknown building.

      Jack had been nervous about his tenure at the time. He'd been recruited and landed the job based on his college athletics and had not really been sure of his ability to perform in this new arena or this new environment. He was convinced his days in the profession and the firm were numbered.

      He'd spent his first Manhattan weekends haunting the oversized Strand Bookstore down on East
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