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CHAPTER 1

When Worlds Collide

I arrived at the gallery early, nervous and excited. Shine was coming into my world.

For five years, ever since arriving in New York City in 1997, I had been trying to understand the city’s underground economy, the little-known world of shadows where people hid income, broke laws, and found an endless number of creative ways to make a buck. The technical term for my vocation is “ethnographer,” which is a fancy word for a sociologist who spends a great deal of time watching people in their everyday situations—hanging out, to be precise, as opposed to using a survey or asking questions like a journalist. I was committed to the idea that time itself made a difference. Time to see the things that people might ordinarily hide, to hear them say the things they might ordinarily be ashamed of, to give them the sense of safety they need to reveal the things they fear, to build up bonds of trust. Ten years with Chicago’s crack gang became the subject of my previous book, Gang Leader for a Day.

Now the challenge was the same: I needed a way in.

That was Shine. An accomplished Harlem crack dealer when I first met him, he’d been trying to expand into new markets as the crack business slowed. That meant going to Midtown and Wall Street, the Village and the Upper East Side. As I followed his adventures across society’s boundaries, I met a huge variety of people making a living outside the margins of the legal world—prostitutes, pimps, madams, adult filmmakers, immigrant wranglers, and a thousand varieties of middlemen taking their little piece of the action. Sometimes this became a formal study, as when I got a grant to research street markets in Harlem or interviewed more than 150 prostitutes as part of a collaboration with the Urban Justice Center, and sometimes I came away with little more than a tantalizing sense that things connected in ways I could not yet see. But the most fascinating and moving development of all was when Shine began meeting people I knew in my normal life—when the crossing of boundaries went from “interesting subject” to painful reality.

The party was already jumping when I arrived. Inside the big white loft, lumber and scrap metal and giant wrecking balls seemed to be strewn about aimlessly. It looked like an abandoned construction site, not art, although it’s possible that a decade of researching crime and poverty had made me a bad audience for this sort of thing.

Across the room, I saw Shine’s cousin Evalina. I had known her for a few years. In my study of illegal economies, Evalina always seemed to pop up in surprising places. Short but voluptuous and always full of zesty energy, she had worked for Shine in high school, then ran away to the West Coast to find herself. After getting arrested for car theft and shoplifting, she finally came back to New York, where Shine let her sell cocaine again on the condition that she go back to school. Eventually she’d found her way to photography and then sculpture. She had a piece in tonight’s show. I was beginning to think it might not be a bad idea to start following her adventures too.

“Isn’t this exciting?” she said, coming up to me. “Don’t you love all this crazy stuff?”

“Uh, yeah, exciting,” I said. “Congratulations on getting into the show.”

She smiled and seemed very happy, but I couldn’t help thinking that she was trying a little bit too hard. Like me, she stood out in this sea of white faces. I knew from Shine that she was smitten with the art world of Soho and Chelsea and someday hoped to own a gallery of her own. In the meantime he was letting her keep 30 percent of every sale that she could make downtown. Evalina loved being able to accommodate her fabulous new friends, but she wasn’t always so smart about getting their money up front. This was, in fact, one of the principal reasons Shine was coming to the gallery tonight. If he was going to survive in this new territory, he told me, he was going to have to find a way to make these damn artists pay up.

There he was now, standing in the doorway in his jeans, hoodie, and white high-top sneakers. He paused to scan the horizon, as any salesman would. He looked confident, tall, handsome—and completely out of place.

With three people of color in the room, this was now officially the most “integrated” gathering I’d ever seen in Soho.

Shine hesitated for a moment. Maybe it was a moment’s doubt; I can’t be sure. Then he strolled up to a clump of wrecking balls that floated in midair courtesy of invisible strings. Painted a sickly green and black, they were big enough for a large man to hide behind.

I slid up next to him. “Some strange stuff.”

“Really? You think so?”

I rolled my eyes.

He thought for a moment, looking at the huge floating balls. “I think they’re cool.”

In the last five years, I had seen him nurse his bruised knuckles after a beatdown, care for a troubled relative, convince young men to take on the risks of the crack trade, and everything in between. Few things he could do would surprise me. But this surprised me. Was he putting me on? “Really? You think that thing is cool?”

He nodded. “Could be a disease or just some soap bubbles—you know, like the kind you used to blow when you were a little kid.”

Smiling, he warmed to the idea. “It could make you happy, or it could kill you. Yeah, this shit’s cool. This dude gets it.”

I felt a little bit annoyed. The big Harlem drug kingpin also had to be the master of this alien place? But I stifled the feeling. I had been at Shine’s side when he began to make his first forays out of Harlem down to the bars of Wall Street and Soho. I knew how much courage it took, how much careful strategic analysis, how much vision. I had known a lot of drug dealers and none had ever been so eager to cross boundaries. If you looked at it in a certain way, Shine was an ambitious young American chasing a dream and fighting hard to overcome a mountain of obstacles. Instead of being annoyed, I should have been making notes about his adaptive genius.

Shine was not the only urban explorer I was watching, however. From various perches in the underground economy and among the wealthy young, I could see the forces of globalization and urban development transforming every New York neighborhood. In Hell’s Kitchen, Rudy Giuliani’s ambitious cleanup had brought in tourist dollars and whirlwind gentrification. In Midtown, multinational corporations were building new headquarters. On Wall Street, the financial services sector was booming with an energy that seemed almost manic. All over the city, middle- and upper-class people were beginning a historic migration back from the suburbs. All of this was visible to the naked eye and much celebrated in the media. But people in the underground were on the move too, and these equally enormous changes seemed to be happening without comment or notice. The waves of gentrification sent thousands of underclass strivers in search of their own new markets and new places to work. From South Asian porn store managers and Nigerian taxi drivers in Hell’s Kitchen to ambitious Latina street prostitutes on the Lower East Side and even high-end call girls on the Upper East Side, the rapid change roiling this global city was creating new winners and new losers as far as the eye could see.

The turbulence hinted of the economic bubble and crash to come, but much of it seemed hard to pin down. The vast invisible continent of America’s subterranean economy was shifting in a way that seemed to portend some great change, and the outcome was anybody’s guess.

In this context, Shine’s encounter with modern art felt like a sign. I was no longer in a Midwestern city where boundaries and borders of both social groups and neighborhoods were durable, unlikely to change no matter what forces threatened them. Chicago celebrated itself for being a “city of neighborhoods,” which meant that it was also a place of systematic social and racial segregation. This had good points and bad points. Everyone had their hood and people took pride in both protecting their turf and becoming involved. Even the underground economy was local. Whether it was for babysitting, drugs, or a loan, most people in Chicago did their under-the-table deals with neighbors. It was almost inconceivable for one of my ghetto crews to cross paths with my economic peers in Hyde Park or the University of Chicago. A popular local catchphrase said it all: “Don’t make no waves, don’t back no losers.” I had assumed that was how all cities worked. But now the stability of Chicago was behind me, at a time when the stability of the rest of America seemed increasingly shaky too. Maybe New York was pointing at America’s future.

But where was it pointing, exactly?

A new world of permeable borders beckoned. The idea of bricolage kept coming to me, the art of combining fragments of existing things to make a new order. Maybe I was beginning to see the outlines of a new pattern myself, a fresh take on how the criminal underworld interacts with the mainstream world to make the world of the future.

At that moment, with Shine and I still standing in front of the giant green-and-black balls, I heard a woman’s voice call out from the middle of the room. “Hey! Sudhir!”

It was Analise, a woman I knew from the elite subculture of wealthy young New Yorkers, many recent graduates of Harvard and Yale, who were taking over their parents’ charitable foundations. She was brunette tonight, slender and lovely in that elegant offhand way that seems to come naturally to rich young women.

For a moment, my brain shut down. Once, when I was doing an interview with a street prostitute in a seedy bar in Hell’s Kitchen, a pair of my students wandered in the door. An awkward hello followed before I could ditch them and get back to the interview. Another time, during a study of sex workers in strip bars, I saw a couple of former students, one working as a stripper and the other as a bartender. For me, there was no shame in those encounters. Hanging out in bars and strip clubs is my job.

But this was Analise, America’s daughter.

Here I should explain. Everyone comes to his work with a given perspective, and mine begins with that Indian-American kid growing up in California. I was fascinated with everything American, from the grandchildren of Southern black slaves who’d ended up in Chicago projects to the South Asian immigrant cab drivers making it in New York the way the Italians and Irish had done before them. Born to a family that could trace its roots back to the Pilgrims, Analise was as American as they come. She was one of the fortune-kissed beautiful people born to private foundations and charity balls, to horses and private schools, to summers in Maine and skiing in Switzerland. Each time I saw her, she always seemed like a new person, full of mad adventures and intense emotions. If she also had the disconcerting habit of treating bartenders and taxicab drivers like her personal valets, it was hard to dislike her for it—her elitism had no malice. It was innate. That’s what fascinated me.

Now I was worried. In the previous six months I had seen Analise at a party and another gallery opening, and both times she had taken me aside and talked to me with the manic enthusiasm and frequent sniffles I had come to associate with heavy cocaine users. That was bad enough, something I hoped would not last forever. But tonight I was in the company of one of Harlem’s leading cocaine dealers, and I really didn’t want to be responsible for handing America’s daughter the perfect drug connection.

I took a quick look around, didn’t see Shine anywhere near, felt relief. Analise was coming over to me, smiling and spilling a drink in her hand.

“Wow, didn’t expect to see you here,” she said. “You know the Carter One?”

“The who?”

They were twins, she said, Carter One and Carter Two. Carter One was her friend Mindy. “Their family owns the building.” She waved a hand to take in the show. “Cool, no?”

Just at that moment, Shine came around an artwork. “Sorry, man. I didn’t see you,” he said.

I stood there for what felt like an hour. Should I introduce them? I wondered.

Analise figured it out before I could muster myself. She held out her hand. “You’re Sudhir’s friend? I’m Analise.”

“Shine,” he said.

They grinned at each other as if something very amusing was happening. Shine had heard me talk about how fascinated I was by the world of privileged white kids, and though I’d never mentioned Shine specifically, Analise knew I was interested in the lives of high-level drug traffickers who were adjusting to changes in the market for crack cocaine. Although I still hadn’t committed to a formal study, I had been exploring the idea of drawing a contrast between the neighborhood gangs who sold drugs in Chicago and the independents like Shine who moved around New York. Now she seemed to be studying him with avid interest, following his eyes to a large nostalgic photograph of a house and backyard. I hoped she wouldn’t ask him to talk about black people or how it “felt” to grow up as a thug. Analise wasn’t usually that insensitive—on the contrary, she had a basic kindness that I found touching—but with her eyes so bugged out and her energy crackling, my mind was racing ahead to the worst possibilities.

“That picture is awful, don’t you think?” Analise said, turning her body away from me and toward Shine.

“He should have taken it from the inside,” Shine said.

She seemed surprised. “Why do you say that?”

“Because of the title. What I Saw.”

She chuckled. “Yeah, but it still sucks.”

“I didn’t say it was good.”

They began looking at the art together, stopping at a large furry doll. “That’s sexy.”

“I’d buy her,” Shine affirmed. I saw cheap fur glued to a beanbag. What they saw, I had no idea.

Already, they were a conspiracy of two. I felt about as useful as a plant in the corner.

Turning her attention to some pink puffballs by the same artist, Analise laughed. “She hasn’t gotten laid in a while.”

“I think she’s just unhappy,” Shine said.

I felt compelled to object. What supported their instant mutual conclusion that the artist was a woman? As far as I could see, nothing beyond clichéd assumptions about the color pink. “How do you know it’s a girl?” I demanded.

“Of course it’s a girl,” Analise said.

“It’s no dude,” Shine agreed.

Their confidence defeated me. How had they formed such a rapid alliance? Were they performing for me?

Before they could move to the next masterpiece, Evalina appeared. “You guys made it!” She reached out and gave Shine a big kiss and squeezed my hand, then turned to Analise. “Oh, hi. We saw each other in the hallway.”

Analise nodded a routine hello and then caught herself, doing a big double take. “Oh, yes,” she said. “You’re Taylor’s friend.”

As their eyes met, a look passed between them and Evalina nodded silent confirmation to the question in Analise’s eyes: yes, she was that friend. A connection had been made.

But Analise would want to go to the source. Now the only question was, how long would it take her to figure out who was supplying Evalina?

I made an excuse and headed for the bar, letting the three of them wander off together. I was feeling more and more uneasy. I wasn’t actively facilitating Shine’s drug trafficking, and God knows I had no ability to control Analise. But as I watched them drift from sculpture to sculpture, chatting away with sudden intimacy, I scoured my memory. Had I ever said anything to Analise that would make Shine feel I had betrayed his trust? Had there been anything that would make Analise feel she’d been an unwitting object of study? Worse, had I put my thumb on the scale and distorted reality? Or was this chance meeting the reality I should document? After all, we were standing in an art gallery bought with trust fund dollars by Upper East Side blue bloods (with the help of thousands of dollars from the city’s burgeoning art development fund), displaying creative works by black and white hipsters with varying degrees of art education and social background, attended by a mix of Wall Street tyros and nightclub kids and trustafarians and even a few aspiring buppies from Harlem who had just come in, a place that just happened to serve as the perfect new market for a pair of crack dealers trying to reinvent themselves by heading south of Ninety-sixth Street. What more did I need?

Half an hour later, Shine came over to the bar. We were invited to Analise’s party tomorrow night, he said.

“Got some new business? A new client perhaps?” I asked.

I’d meant it to come out like a detached sociological inquiry, but even I heard the tone of judgment in my voice.

Shine just looked at me, then shook his head slowly to display his lack of concern for whatever qualms or jealousy I might be feeling. He was a businessman and that was that. He never apologized for it. “Got to, man. You know that.”

We shook hands good-bye. He patted my back absentmindedly and crossed to the door. Though he was a large man, something stoic and contained gave him a compact look.

Just before he reached for the door, he found Evalina in the crowd and gave her a nod. In a decade of studying the drug trade, I had seen the exact same gesture at least two hundred times. Shine never carried drugs himself. Soon, the nod said, he would send a courier to drop off a package.

I scanned the room myself and found Analise in the crowd. She was watching Shine too.

I spent the next day back at the university. Though I would usually spend my time at my desk reading journals or preparing for a class, I sometimes ventured to an editing room to pursue my latest experiment, documentary filmmaking. I was finishing up a film about the last days of a Chicago housing project before the city tore it down.

But even as I worked in my office and the editing suite, I was distracted by the previous evening’s events. I didn’t know how to feel about the whole thing. On one level, I should be happy that Shine and Analise had crossed paths. What a documentary that would make! Or I could start collecting data for an unusually provocative study. But I hadn’t met Analise as a sociologist meets interview subjects. I’d met her at a wine tasting at Harvard when I felt completely out of my element and she reached out to me and helped me feel at home. I was hesitant to put her under the microscope. I felt more as if I should protect her. If I went to her party with Shine, at least I could monitor his interactions with Analise and add a whiff of normative expectations. She was unlikely to ask him if he could provide her with cocaine in my presence.

But Shine called at the last minute to tell me he was going to be late, so I should just meet him there.

I showed up around eleven. Analise had rented a Chelsea gallery and decorated it with six-foot mirrors leaning up against the wall, white tablecloths with a faint hint of violet embroidery, a few antique chairs, wine flutes with gold leaf, and art deco champagne coupes from the 1930s. The women were smartly dressed, the men fashionably scruffy. Everyone was shouting; everyone had a drink in hand.

Through the crowd I caught a glimpse of Evalina, her solid little frame vacuum-packed into a black dress. Standing at her side was Brittany, an exceptionally beautiful young woman who had been one of Analise’s classmates in college. A glamorous shipwreck, Brittany had recently decided to capitalize on her good looks by letting wealthy men take her out to dinner at New York’s most famous restaurants. At least she could eat well, she said. But stepping so close to the invisible line must have set her mind to work. The last time I’d seen her, at a party on the Upper East Side, she amused herself by asking me about men’s desires: Do you like perfume? Lingerie? What kind of lingerie? Role playing? What kind of role playing? Should I learn to talk about sports?

Please don’t learn to talk about sports, I told her.

Now she was waving a cigarette at me and pointing at the back door. I made my way through the crowd and down a small metal stairway and found Evalina and Brittany standing with the smokers on a small patio. A small vial of coke appeared and Brittany dropped a few white flakes on her gold shoes. “I’m such a spaz,” she said.

Analise came down the stairs and tottered up to us on alpine heels. “Oh, my God—I’ve been running around like a crazy person,” she said, pulling a cigarette out of her tiny nightclub purse.

Without a word, Brittany handed her the vial of cocaine.

“Thank you, Lord.”

For me, it was an uncomfortable moment. Although Analise had not been especially secretive about getting high in the past, we had both chosen to pretend that nothing unusual was happening. Either she assumed I was too straight or she wanted to keep our relationship in a zone of normalcy.

Analise handed the vial back to Brittany. “Are we getting together tomorrow?” she asked.

“Can’t. Going up to Boston. Don’t forget, you have to call the hotel.”

“Damn it. I’m sorry. This party sucked everything else out of my brain.”

Lighting fresh cigarettes, they talked logistics about some kind of social event: trains, taxis, timetables. My mind drifted to Shine. This was supposed to be a working night for me, not a social affair, wasn’t it? Where was he? Was he coming? Had he delegated tonight’s drug deals to Evalina and forgotten to tell me?

There was also a slim but real possibility that Shine had taken Analise home last night and given her the drugs to bring tonight. I could see the headline now: “Upscale Drug Ring Linked to Columbia Professor.”

I didn’t want to think about that.

When I returned to the conversation, I had missed too much.

“He’s how old?” Brittany asked.

“Not that old,” Analise answered.

“Dinner? Or just—?”

“No, dinner.”

“I’m tired of dinner.”

“So just drink. That should help.”

What were they talking about? It didn’t sound good. Analise noticed my curiosity and held forth the vial. “You want some?”

“No,” I said, sharply—too sharply.

Analise gave me a curious look and I just shook my head, already turning to walk away. This was out of my hands now. I could call and try to convince him not to sell drugs to Analise, but I was pretty sure I knew what he would say. “She’s over twenty-one.” That was his usual answer in situations like that. So I just said good-bye and walked outside. The night air was cold, sharp with the approaching winter. There were no cabs. The nearest subway was fifteen minutes away.

I started walking.

Even then, all I could see was an awkward situation. Whatever hopes I might have had about documenting the collision of worlds began to blow away in that cold autumn wind. I’d have to find another way to chart the connections the global city forged among disparate social types.

But the next night, the third night running, Analise called and said she was in trouble and didn’t want to go home—her boyfriend had beat her up. Could she come spend the night in my spare room?

I said yes without hesitation. Then I wondered why she’d called me instead of Brittany or another girlfriend.

Half an hour later she was on my doorstep with an overnight bag. This time she wore no makeup, not even lipstick, and no adornments except a few loose bracelets on her arm. Her shoes squeaked on my floor as she passed through my front door. She looked small and vulnerable, wet from the rain.

We stood a few feet apart. This was the first time we’d seen each other outside of a public social gathering, I realized. We usually managed to sneak to a quiet corner for a private conversation, but we had never been alone before. Neither of us knew exactly how to greet each other.

Without thinking about it, I moved forward and gave her a hug. I could hear her struggling to hold back tears.

“Thank you,” she said.

I suggested we get her to a hospital.

“I’m fine. He just grabbed me a lot.”

What about going to the police?

“Definitely not.”

What she wanted, she said, was a drink. She didn’t drink, but right now she wanted a drink.

Maybe that’s not such a good idea, I thought. But I held my tongue. I mixed two vodka tonics and put one in her hand. As soon as she took the first sip, she began talking.

“J.B. stole my money! I never, ever thought he would do that. I mean, almost anything else I would believe, but not that.”

J.B. was short for “Junebug,” her nickname for the wealthy young blue blood, heir to a family fortune, she had been dating since college. As far as I was able to see, he was an amiable young man with a single distinction: he absolutely loved flaunting his wad, throwing it at bartenders in thick sandwiches and slipping folds of twenties through the windows of taxis. Once he rented an art gallery for a party and pasted hundreds of twenty- and fifty-dollar bills on the walls. I remember thinking this seemed rather gauche behavior for someone from the hereditary elite, but then I was born into an ethnic caste of Indian Brahmans (the “Alladi”) that had its own distinct dialect. They tended to think everything was gauche.

“But the guy is a millionaire!” I said. “A multimillionaire. How much did he take?”

“About thirty thousand dollars—this time. I think he stole fifty thousand before that. Maybe more, I’m not sure.”

She had been hiding the money in her apartment and didn’t notice it missing until now, she said. When she confronted him, he said she was stupid for leaving so much money lying around, so he was going to invest it in something with a higher rate of return.

This raised a number of immediate questions in my mind:

a) Where did she get all that money?

b) Why didn’t she put it in a bank?

c) Why didn’t she count it?

d) Where was it now?

I was afraid to ask. The vodka now seemed like a very good idea.

Six months earlier, Analise had confided to me that she’d angered her parents by refusing to be a good socialite and get married and pursue a life of fashion and charity. She preferred traveling in India and looking at art. She’d even told them she was thinking of starting some kind of business of her own, which was most assuredly not proper behavior for a young woman of leisure. They’d threatened to cut her out of the family estate. That night, by the third vodka tonic, she revealed her deepest fear about this possibly impending disinheritance, which was that it might destroy her relationship with Junebug. Or, as she put it: “Who the fuck wants to marry a poor piece of shit!”

At the time, it was hard to imagine a mind-set that equated failure to collect a hereditary fortune with being unmarriageable. But that night in my apartment, the more she cried, the less I felt I had any standard to judge.

I ventured a technical question. “What kind of investment?”

“He said he needed to get some work done on some new projects.”

This was J.B.’s weakness. He took pride in discovering new talent. He would find directors fresh out of NYU and tell them he’d finance their genius movie idea. They’d spend weeks drawing up elaborate plans for cast and crew and platform media releases. Alas, his trust fund never quite matched his needs. When his parents refused to offset the difference, J.B. concocted a scheme with his parents’ chauffeur to fake an injury and collect on the payment. When that fell through, he stole from Analise.

As Analise told this story, all I could think was that Junebug the heir was really just another black marketer scamming away in the underground economy, no different from the West African hotel clerks who touted illegal fun to tourists or the Latina prostitutes standing on Midtown street corners. His entire filmmaking operation was off the books and financed with money he’d siphoned from his trust funds using shady methods right at the edge of the law. How funny would it be if I did a study comparing J.B.’s film business to Shine’s drug business? My mind drifted to a conversation I’d had with a faculty member at the University of Chicago right at the beginning of my academic career. “I want to study the suburbs,” I’d said. He looked at me as if he’d seen a bug. “They’re white and middle class,” he’d said. “What’s there to study?”

But Analise was in no condition to see the humor. “I knew from the start he was ripping me off,” she was saying. “But I always thought he’d fess up, you know? Just hit rock bottom and promise to pay it back. But there was always more coke, and more drinking, and more fighting.”

I said I was sorry, and realized I meant it.

“Now I’ll be all alone,” she said.

She reached for the box of Kleenex on the table. “Sudhir, I want to tell you something. I don’t really trust a lot of people with this …”

At that moment, I felt a tingle up my neck. Analise wanted to confess, to share, to make me see her in the round and recognize her hidden qualities. I had been at this exact point so many times before. Waiting for moments like this is my job, basically. They are a wonderful gift of trust from one person to another. All I had to do was receive her message in the calm, detached, professional way I usually did. But after a decade of listening to Chicago’s underworld and nearly half that time in New York, I still found it hard to listen to these confessions, and this one felt especially hard. I wasn’t prepared for this from someone successful, someone who didn’t need to be crossing into the underworld—someone I knew.

She didn’t seem to notice my dismay at all. “There are a lot of people whose money he took,” she continued. “I wish it was just mine, but he has other people’s money.”

That sent me reeling in another direction. Other people’s money? This answered Question A but raised a few more:

e) What other people?

f) Why did she have their money?

g) What were they likely to do when they found out their money was gone?

A lot more of the alphabet was still to come, I feared.

Analise ducked her head, looking shy for a moment. “Do you remember what I told you about Brittany?”

I assumed she meant about her dating rich men. Or maybe something with drugs, which would make more sense to me—I had trouble seeing Brittany as anybody’s courtesan.

“Yes, of course,” I said. “I hope she’s having more success—or maybe not!”

“Well, I guess I should’ve told you more about her.”

“Like I said, you don’t have to—”

“I manage her.”

I went silent as I considered various possible interpretations of the word “manage.” The previous night’s conversation about Boston came back and I remembered Brittany saying she was tired of dinner. And I remembered what Analise had said back.

“And a bunch of other girls,” Analise added.

“Wow. Okay,” I said. I felt a crazy impulse to just get up and leave the room, until I remembered I was in my own home. “That’s great!”

Trying to act casual, I practically shouted the words.

“It’s not fucking great,” Analise said. “Please don’t treat me like an idiot.”

“No, I mean—not great but just, you know, great for you if that’s, you know—”

She cut into my babble with force. “I make good money. Money that J.B. fucking stole. And I keep some of their cash because they don’t feel safe keeping it at home. Which J.B. also stole.”

With that, the whole story came out. She didn’t get started managing women like Brittany through planning or ambition, she said. It’s just that everyone else was so incompetent. Brittany would offer to pay for the hotel room—at the St. Regis! Her friends were worse. They’d pay for town cars, they’d pay for dinner, even supply a little free cocaine. The men were totally taking advantage of them. In no time at all, Analise had doubled their earnings. It was organizational skills like everything else, scheduling and getting people paid, simple stuff really. But success attracted other clients and one day Analise woke up and realized she was running a business, just as she’d told her parents she would. And a fairly substantial one. “I’m good at it,” she said with a shrug. “What can I say?”

I didn’t know how to respond. I was still in a state of shock.

“I feel like I’m helping people,” she added.

Those exact words I had heard many times before. Criminals always try to frame their actions in some high-minded way. Sex workers tell me they are “therapists” offering a quasi-medical service. Drug dealers say they are taking money away from the bad elements in their community. And even though all my training and personal inclinations discouraged judgment, it was disturbing to hear the same words—the same rationalization exactly—from Analise. I couldn’t resist the response that blurted out. “That’s what they all say.”

She seemed surprised that I’d challenged her so bluntly. She thought about it for a moment, then shrugged. “I guess I like the thrill of it,” she admitted.

Finally, I felt my professional side start to stir. If we were going to go down this road, she was going to have to take me a little more seriously. “Listen, you know I study this stuff,” I began, using my best college professor voice. “I don’t judge the others, and I won’t judge you.”

She nodded.

“But you’re a—”

I didn’t want to say “pimp” or “madam.” I paused to gather my thoughts.

“You’re a broker. That’s different.”

“You say ’different’ in a judgmental way. You just said you weren’t going to judge me.”

“I mean different like more dangerous. I don’t think you have any idea what you’re getting into, or how vulnerable you are.” I knew I was hemming and hawing and that judgment was underneath it. Most of the time, I just took in whatever craziness people told me about their lives. But I had seen terrible things happen in this world. Over and over, I’d seen people who were basically good acting savagely in the name of money and fear and respect. I kept coming back to the difference in our relationship. Maybe Analise was something short of a true friend, but she wasn’t a research subject either. Should I take out my notebook or conduct an intervention? I didn’t know.

“What I’m doing is not like what Brittany is doing,” she said. “If I was doing that, forget it. My friends, my reputation, my whole world would be over. But this is different. I’m just a manager.”

What psychological mechanism, I wondered, persuades an intelligent, sophisticated person to believe in superhero powers of invisibility and invincibility? I was both fascinated and outraged. “This whole world is dangerous! You think you can keep it a secret? You really think Brittany isn’t telling anyone?”

She thought for a moment, then shrugged sheepishly. “Well, maybe. But I’ll deny deny deny.”

Was she really stumbling into this so thoughtlessly? Should I keep listening to these foolish rationalizations? Or should I be the good friend who shocks her back into clear-eyed thought? After all, I was a student of this world. I knew more than I ever wanted to know about its pitfalls and tragedies. The least I could do was give her some idea of the trouble she was getting into.

“Can I tell you the number one thing the ’brokers’ I know worry about? It’s not the police.”

She shrugged her shoulders.

“It’s the image. The idea that they use drugs and violence to maintain their hold over confused young girls who were probably sexually abused by uncles and fathers. That’s what makes it okay to send them to jail for a long time. I mean, weren’t you sharing cocaine with Brittany last night? Imagine how that would sound in court.”

“That’s fucking crazy!” Analise yelled, throwing herself back on the couch so hard she spilled her vodka. “You’ve seen Brittany! Like I have to force drugs on her so she’ll obey my evil wishes.”

“I don’t think that ’like I have to force drugs on her’ is going to be an effective defense in court,” I said.

Calmer now, I went into professional sociologist mode. The need to put Analise’s activities into an analytic frame took over. “How many women do you manage?”

From my voice, you’d think I had a clipboard and a number 2 pencil.

Analise’s eyes widened. She wasn’t expecting specific questions. But I have found that specific and even minutely detailed questions actually relax people, grounding their confessions in scientific objectivity.

“Five,” she answered. “Sometimes six or seven. But five on a regular basis.”

“Okay, five,” I said. Pondering the other people I knew in her line of work and all the activities I had entered into little boxes and charts over the last few years, I began running the numbers in my head. “So you’re pulling in, I’d say, at least five thousand dollars per week. At least. But I figure that probably five weeks won’t be profitable because you’ll be on vacation or whatever, so I’d say you’ll earn about a hundred thousand dollars a year on this. And you’re probably laundering it through Max, yes?”

Max was her family lawyer. I knew him from some foundation work. Her expression showed me I had scored a direct hit.

“So you’re evading currency laws and tax laws and banking six figures and you’re telling me you’ve never even nudged any one of your five young employees to work extra or keep working or—what was it you told Brittany yesterday? ’So just drink’?”

“That’s an awful thing to say,” Analise said.

“I’m sorry, but you’re a ’broker.’ That’s what brokers do.”

“That really hurts, Sudhir.”

“Think about it, Analise. Have you had that conversation yet, the one where one of the women says she wants to stop? You’d lose twenty thousand dollars a year. Are you sure you won’t try to talk her into sticking it out just a little bit longer? ’Just one more time’? What if Junebug says he’ll leave you if you don’t give him money to buy an amazing script he found?”

The vodka was making me belligerent. She ducked her head and I continued.

“I know this shit, Analise. One night something bad happens in some fucked-up hotel and they come crying to you and you talk them down. You calm them. You may even call the dude and calm him because you don’t want him to be a threat and you’re the perfect broker-manager-psychiatrist who thinks of everything and covers all the bases. And you feel great! Because you did it! You came through! They needed you and you got the job done! And you got paid! And maybe you even got the client to pay you extra to keep things out of the press, because, well … that’s just how good you are.”

By then, Analise was crying. When I noticed, I felt awful. The poor thing just got beat up by her boyfriend and here I was haranguing her. “I’m sorry,” I said. “That was really uncalled-for.”

“You’re right,” she said. “I’m a pimp.”

“No! I got carried away. You took me by surprise.”

“But I like this job,” she said. “I like helping these girls. I am helping them.”

Suddenly she lifted her head up and started to laugh. “And okay, no, I am not Mother Teresa. I do like the thrill of it. I do. I like crime.”

The truth was, Analise probably was helping them. In the high-paid world of New York prostitution, I had learned, the majority of “brokers” were women who “age out” by moving from selling their bodies to managing or “helping” others who did. And all the ones I had met were, like Analise, white and fairly well educated. They played a variety of roles, from consigliere to confidante. The best helped their women find doctors and lawyers and helped them manage their money—for a fee, of course—by laundering it and setting up legitimate bank accounts. They offered counsel in times of trouble and got them out of jail with a call to a friendly cop. Eventually, some even helped them exit the sex trade for marriage or a comfortable retirement. As much as I could have sat there describing this underground sorority, I mostly wanted Analise to see the dark side too.

But this was a good place to stop. I suggested she get some sleep.

She looked up at me with a shy expression. “Will you keep on talking to me about this stuff? Not tonight, but sometime. It feels good to talk about it, and nobody else understands.”

This made me feel very strange. Again, listening to intimate confessions is my job. Trust is an emotion I’ve spent a lifetime learning to encourage. But on this night something was off. In my teaching and writing, I would often repeat with confidence a statement that now strikes me as downright reckless: The poor live in the same world as you and me, and it’s the job of the sociologist to demonstrate these relationships. Now Analise was teaching me an uncomfortable truth. In real life, I did seem to feel more comfortable studying people of a lower economic and educational level. I hated admitting it. It hurt to admit it. But it was true. I had been trained to fit people into boxes, to draw lines between drug dealer and sex worker and rich kid and socialite. In fact, the entire premise of academic sociology is that each individual has his own little world and economy that can be studied and charted out, so the smart thing to do, in order to document social roles, is find people who are not changing.

My own background was hobbling me too. Like it or not, as a “Chicago sociologist” I had internalized the idea that the Chicago style of urban living was universal: that people stayed in neighborhoods segregated by race and class, blacks with blacks and whites with whites, poor separated from rich, and their children living in the same way, the patterns passed down through generations. Now that was a setting handmade for a sociologist. All an eager, aspiring young ethnographer had to do was hang out long enough for the locals to let you into their lives. Shine had been telling me since our very first meeting to get a car and drive around the city and get a feeling for the immensity of it—the huge variety of communities and peoples and neighborhoods—but I’d dismissed it as the usual boilerplate advice people give tourists. The truth was, despite all my own concerns about the transition from Chicago and my tentative steps into the rich variety of worlds contained in the city of New York, broad and shallow was just not my style. I really did believe in immersion. Find a place, hang out, get to know the people, and keep coming back. But Shine kept pushing me. “You need to move around more, you understand? I keep telling you, but you don’t listen.” Now I was realizing that Shine and Analise were teaching me the same thing. So were many of the other New Yorkers I had met and studied. They were all pointing me away from the idea of static, unchanging lives to the themes of movement and change. Instead of drawing boundaries, they were crossing them. Instead of looking for places to anchor their work, they were constantly pulling their anchors up and putting them down elsewhere, wherever a new opportunity arose. My challenge was similar. New York was different and it needed its own kind of sociology. It required new concepts beyond neighborhood and a new method of immersion that wasn’t fixed in place. These people were on the move. That was the defining fact about them, and their true community seemed to be the sum of all the relationships they were forging, the many social ties that they formed as they crossed the terrain of the city. So losing the notion of geographic areas as primordial urban units of socialization was my first step.

But what did it mean to frame “community” as a network? Especially in the underground economy, a dangerous place by definition, where patterns of life were fragile and elusive? And these New Yorkers were moving not just in physical space; they were also reaching beyond their preordained lot in life. Capturing this might mean setting aside other equally tried-and-true sociological principles, such as Where we come from defines who we are or Education is the key predictor of success. Those truisms weren’t going to explain why a crack dealer was going to art shows or why the daughter of a wealthy financier was moonlighting as a madam. I was watching entrepreneurship in its truest and fullest sense, risk taking for both material gain and personal transformation. Since New York’s underground economy gave its residents a chance to reinvent themselves across worlds—since it was the chance encounter across predictable boundaries that could bring people like Shine and Analise more dollars or stature—I needed a sociology built less on neighborhoods and more on the networks anthropologist Clifford Geertz called “webs of significance.” By watching the underground economy’s hidden strivers, I could record a form of social mobility that had little to do with college degrees or handshakes at corporate boardrooms. And though the pursuits of the underground were the timeless essence of New York, money and success, they also spoke to what the city was becoming in the twenty-first century: global in feel and increasingly fast paced, its people endlessly shuttling across familiar social landscapes and tribal boundaries as they wove new patterns in the world. This was the future being made, and I was there to document it.

My excitement began to rise.

At the same time, so did a queasy feeling. None of these ideas felt solid or certain or quantifiable on a spreadsheet in any way. They felt like quickened breaths, much like the ones I took when Analise told me about her new profession. I wasn’t in formal research mode
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