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Risk, and risk alone, determines the degree to which returns will be above or below average...
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In the town of Greenwich, Connecticut, office buildings rarely betray the power of the players inside. Consistent with that principle, a man who privately called himself The Mean had chosen to occupy the second floor of a modest four-story brick building within easy walking distance of both Putnam and Greenwich Avenues. The former was a major thoroughfare, two lanes in either direction. The latter, which locals simply called The Avenue, was a one-way street on a steep hill between Putnam and the railroad tracks. Lined with tony shops and expensive restaurants, it furnished a promenade for people who drove Maybachs and Ferraris, Bentleys and Land Rovers. At two key intersections, traffic cops policed both moving cars and pedestrians, who often received tickets for jaywalking.
If Manhattan’s streets, crowded and chaotic, resembled a grotesque Hieronymus Bosch painting, the neat roads of Greenwich—just thirty miles away—were a delicate Vermeer, calm and ordered.

The Mean didn’t do metaphors. He lived a life of numbers and exactitude, oblivious to all that he considered superfluous. He paid no attention to food or cars and little attention to the bespoke suits that he wore more out of habit than from any sense of style. Today he had his jacket off with his vest fully buttoned, no tie, and wore black suede shoes, contrary to advice from his Paul Stuart tailor and the girl behind the accessories counter of Richards department store. On his right wrist, a Patek Philippe Chronograph Manual watch with a brown lizard band poked out from the french cuff. Collectors would know that the watch had cost more than two hundred thousand dollars. For his part, The Mean rarely thought of it, and when he did so he considered the expense no more than a curiosity.

Every trader on the floor that day also knew the price of the watch and the suit and the cufflinks and the shoes. They knew the price of every car that crammed The Avenue and of half the real estate in the town’s back country, where hedge fund moguls built great residences as monuments to their own genius.

The Mean never worried about any of that. He cared only that traders in this room knew the price of everything within their purview. If they faltered, The Mean surely would not. He walked among them in the open-plan trading floor and peered over their shoulders: two dozen men and women whose jobs involved shaving a microgram of copper from every penny that crossed their screens.

And what crossed their screens each second were a great deal of pennies. Trillions, in fact.

At this moment the gross number of pennies didn’t concern The Mean. It was only background noise, like the white paint on the walls and the stained paper coffee cups strewn about nearby workspaces. Between groups of desks and on the perimeter, giant tanks of colorful fish and live coral divided the office. There were eighty-one varieties of fish inside and thirteen varieties of coral—six hundred and fifteen organisms in all. That wasn’t a number The Mean needed to know, but he had chosen to track it because the fish inside those tanks fascinated him. They seemed to be flitting about aimlessly, but if you studied them carefully you learned that their behavior comported to a set of rules most of the time. To know those rules was to know the school’s next move.

Insight must be married to discipline.

The exact time of day was another important data point for The Mean. It was now thirteen minutes to four. He might have consulted his chronograph, but he could read the time by the corner of every Bloomberg terminal in the room and by a row of plain dial clocks on the wall: New York—London—Hong Kong—Tokyo. In addition to knowing the price of everything traders always knew how much time remained before markets opened or closed. And in addition to these two bits of information, one other set of figures preoccupied them: the number of shares of specific holdings within their portfolios.

Now, thirteen minutes before the closing bell in New York, The Mean began to indicate the exact moment each trader would close out his or her position. He looked over the shoulder of a beautiful young brunette in a pinstriped business suit. The frill of a satin bra highlighted her cleavage, but The Mean didn’t process that any more than he processed her hair or her striking beauty or the perfume she always wore. He ran an index finger along the edge at the top of her computer terminal, back and forth, back and forth, while he watched shares measured in hundredths change values within fractions of a second. When he saw what he wanted, he flicked his middle finger upon her terminal, making a faint ticking sound. She immediately picked up her phone and began working her keyboard. When you were trading hundreds of millions of dollars a day, you didn’t trust computers alone.

The Mean calmly walked up behind a middle-aged man on the other side of the coral reef divider. This trader had been with The Mean for a long time—eleven years—which had made him prematurely gray but very rich. The Mean ran his index finger back and forth on the edge of the man’s terminal and flicked.

Phone picked up. Keyboard tapped. Another set of positions began to close.

And so it went. Approach. Rub-rub. Flick. With thirty seconds to spare, the last trader closed the last position. By four o’clock, The Mean’s operation appeared to have settled for the day and those who traded for him in the New York markets believed that the firm rested on solid financial footing.

But The Mean and his partner knew better. Only they knew that their trading operation flirted every moment with oblivion.
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PART I: LONG


All investment returns—whether from common stocks or exceptional diamonds—are dependent, to varying degrees, on future events.

— Burton G. Malkiel, A Random Walk Down Wall Street
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Two hours into his visit to Somset Lake, Georgia, Antwon Meeps felt on top of the world.
They sat on a scrap of field grass around a pair of old tables with formica pieces cracked off of them. What remained on the tabletop looked to Antwon like the silhouettes of states on an unidentifiable map. The exposed wood had turned black with mildew, and the chairs were no better. They’d been chrome once but their shine had gone to rust. The remains of the cushioned seats managed to be slippery and lumpy at the same time, so that once you settled your ass into a comfortable spot, you kept it there. And when you had to adjust, you never gave up your point of contact, just tilted the chair onto one or two legs like you were riding a bronc in slow motion.

The guy across from Antwon was a high school dropout with bad teeth, said to be the fastest man in south Georgia. Who said? Fast Man did. And that afternoon no one argued.

Yet there were other points to be made. Antwon gripped the back of his chair and lifted his feet off the ground, hanging on two chair legs. He ended the impromptu demonstration and reported, “Coach says balance is the key to everything.”

Fast Man—real name Dewine or Demint, something like that—considered Coach Shoog Clay’s advice, courtesy of Antwon Meeps, then squinted and nodded.

The way he did that made Antwon sit up on the broken chair and raise his shoulders to emphasize every one of his two hundred and fifteen pounds. If he had to catch Fast Man between here and the road, Antwon figured he could do it, but it would take a lot to make him bother.

There was something delicious about the overall situation: no one around older than twenty and no pressure to move along. Even the temperature felt mellow, Antwon thought. It could have been cool this time of year, but everyone wore t-shirts. Bright sun warmed the backs of their necks, and the pink flowers of nearby oleander bushes hung in the still air like wilted crepe paper. He knew oleander because Grandma was always showing him pictures back home. It wouldn’t grow in the north and she missed it.

Antwon’s cousin Randall sat forward and shuffled a sticky deck of cards. They’d been playing Texas Hold ‘Em for hours using bottle caps as tender. Nobody cared about the bottle caps, but Antwon couldn’t stand a game where people don’t keep score. They called him Flash because he was star running back for Harriet Tubman High School back in the Bronx, where he’d concluded the Beacons’ championship season with a forty-six yard run from scrimmage. Although that had been weeks ago and miles away, Antwon still wore the glow.

He believed he’d earned this week, lolling about with Randall and seven of his friends behind the social club, telling tales, eating chips and sandwiches, and taking turns snapping cards. Their position overlooked a weedy parking lot that served Lucky’s, the convenience store in front. Now and then, someone on the way from picking up a container of milk or a box of spuds sauntered over to bump knuckles and to chat. Just now a woman and her daughter emerged from the store carrying a paper sack.

“Hey, Wanda!”

Fast Man waved her over. She had dark shiny skin and wore shorts and a tube top. The whitish residue of deodorant scalloped the edges of her underarms. Her daughter, maybe fourteen or fifteen, hung back with her arms braided across her stomach, chewing gum in a camisole with spaghetti straps. Wanda directed her attention to the young man who’d shouted.

“Don’t you have school, Dewine?”

So Dewine was the name. Fast Man. Guess his feet moved quicker than his lips, because he didn’t say anything back at Wanda. For that fleeting moment Antwon felt responsible for protecting them all from accusations of vagrancy. “It’s Christmas in two days,” he explained.

“That right?” Wanda pouted. “Don’t feel like it.”

Dewine ignored Antwon’s defense and raked his eyes over the daughter. He finally had a line. “Is it the weather or is that steam coming from the heat you two’s throwing off?”

“And what are you gonna do about that, school boy?”

“Hush up. You know I’m done.”

“Dropped out?”

“I’m working now. We should hang some time.”

“You can’t afford me.”

“No? How much you charging now?”

Four of the boys cracked up and the other five pretended to.

Wanda shook her head with a gleaming white smile. “That’s funny, Dewine. If I was charging, you couldn’t afford that neither.”

The words were harsh but they came out sultry and she took her time retreating. The daughter, for her part, gave the boys a long look as she climbed into the passenger seat of a tattered Buick. It took Wanda three tries to get the engine to turn over.

Randall shook his head. “Practically old enough to be your mother, Dewine. You into cougars now?”

“Take that action for myself any day it’s offered, even if it ain’t maybe. That daughter of hers, too.”

“The girl? She underage.”

“She’s ready. You see how she’s looking? She wanted some of Flash here.”

The suggestion made Antwon flush. He called for a card to change the subject, but the game was melting away.

Dewine stood up and stretched. “Three o’clock and this sun has me thirsty. Who wants a nip of something?”

They all nodded and reached into their pockets.

“I’ll take a water,” Antwon said, producing two dollars.

“You won’t!” Randall laughed.

“Coach says water is every athlete’s best friend.”

“Could be,” Dewine said. “For my money there’s a bunch of things I’d put ahead of that. I mean, water?”

Two guys, Victor and Terrell, headed for the store. Since the card game had nearly expired of inertia, they were back before the next hand had finished, plopping forty-ounce bottles of Country Club onto the center of each table.

Buck, the other person at Antwon’s table, seized the bottle of malt liquor around the neck with one plump hand and took a long series of gulps. He wiped his mouth with his wrist and slid the bottle over in front of Antwon, who passed it straight to Randall.

“What?” his cousin said. “You really not drinking?”

“Coach—”

“Coach?! Season’s over, ain’t it?” Randall lifted the bottle to his lips, tilted his head back and emptied all but four inches without pausing for breath. He looked damned refreshed, Antwon thought.

Someone put another bottle on the table and Dewine twisted off the top, brought the opening to his lips and practically made love to it. He ran his fingers over the glass. “Pretty good candidate for a real best friend, you ask me.”

Antwon couldn’t take the implied insult to Coach Clay, who had proved through action that he was right about everything this past year, even if this fool would never see that. “What do you know? You quit track and field.”

Randall finished his bottle and tossed it into the oleander. It clattered; there must be others in there. He ran his tongue over one canine. “Chill out, boys. This is a time for celebration, not arguing.”

Paulie, who was mottled from that disease Michael Jackson had and tried to hide it under a scraggly beard, rose from a neighboring table and called, “Ante up!” They knew he didn’t mean the poker game. He straightened their crumpled dollars as he took long strides back toward the general store.

Buck had barely uttered a word all day. He let out a belch and looked at Antwon as if he’d just landed from the sky. “You want some, dontcha? You didn’t come down all this way to bore shit out of us with what some coach told you to do or not.”

Antwon had been drinking alcohol since he was twelve, but he’d given it up every school year since making varsity and rarely got drunk even in summer. Now, since he’d practically turned it into a matter of principle, he forced himself to tamp down the growing temptation. He shook his head at Buck and lifted his eyebrows.

“Whatever,” Randall said, frowning. “That’s my cousin’s business. So long as he’s ponying up we’re all even.”

Dewine leaned toward Antwon. “Why are you paying, anyhow?”

“I was hoping for a water. I guess I’ll have to get it myself.”

Buck waved the bottle of Country Club. “That ain’t it. You think you’re paying for your entertainment, huh.” He reflected. “College next year?”

“Hell, yes. Sports scholarship.”

“You think they don’t drink in college, them boys?”

“Coach says—”

“Coach! Bet he didn’t tell you this here malt is ninety percent water.”
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By six o’clock, the town of Somset Lake had grown so quiet that the buzz of three lonely streetlights competed with the crickets. Randall’s mother, Antwon’s Aunt Marsha, had sent word that she and the girls would be off shopping at the mall an hour’s ride north, back by midnight. With no school tomorrow, Randall and Antwon could fend for themselves for supper.
They ate stale disks of pizza that had been kept warm all day under a lamp at Lucky’s convenience store, followed by fistfuls of pork rinds and Tastykake Kreamies. They washed it all down with gallons of malt liquor. Then Antwon and Randall and four remaining friends moved their festivities inside the social club, which was no more than a back storage room for castaway fixtures from Lucky’s.

In ten hours they’d scarcely moved twenty-five yards, but they’d graduated from cards to foosball and bumper pool. An old boom box, propped on the windowsill, pounded out a Snoop Dogg CD, set on repeat.

Buck’s older brother manned Lucky’s solo that night, and Buck kept coming and going through the one-person bathroom that connected the two areas. Antwon sensed that Buck’s brother didn’t appreciate the help that Buck offered, probably because he was visibly drunk, which was why he never lasted on the working side for more than a few minutes.

Dewine watched Buck disappear through the bathroom for a fourth time and rested his hand on a warped and dusty retail gondola. He peered behind it, where an old cot stood jammed into one corner. “There’s a case of Jack around here somewhere.”

He grabbed hold of a shelf, which buckled when he tugged on it.

“Hey, careful there,” Buck said, returning sideways through the tight bathroom and closing the door behind him. He turned down the music a little.

Dewine used his knee to slide the gondola along the floor, producing a screeching noise. He ducked under the cot and dragged forth a case of Jack Daniels liters, a third of which stood empty. Dewine pulled out two full bottles, hesitated, tucked one bottle under his left arm, and withdrew a third. Then he slid the case back home with his toe, sat on the cot, twisted off one cap, filled it and took a shot.

The musty odor of the old mattress, giving up its stale dust, hit Antwon’s nostrils before the smell of the bourbon did. He coughed as Dewine passed out the square bottles. Coughed again when he took his first shot.

There were no chairs, so they sat on the floor and the bumper pool table. Antwon had decided hours ago to yield fully to temptation. It amazed him that the Jack burned his throat less with each gulp, like the way exercise got easier the more you did it.

When they’d consumed a bottle and two-thirds, Buck got up and went through the bathroom door again to check on his brother.

The others rose, too, turning up the music and seizing the pool cues. Antwon was beginning to feel that he needed the stick just to stand straight. He took another swig of Jack anyway.

They played for a while, swapping turns and keeping count of the number of balls sunk, then re-racking and continuing the running score. Then Dewine and Paulie got into a dispute about who was ahead, and Dewine hit a shot in anger that sent the cue ball airborne. Buck caught it knee high just as he came through the bathroom door again.

“Hey, fellas. Look who I found.”

Emerging from behind him were Wanda and her daughter. They were dressed the same as this afternoon, but Antwon now allowed himself to study them in a different way. Wanda’s tube-top didn’t leave much to the imagination and her shorts revealed a cleft between her legs. In the dim light, the daughter looked older than she had earlier. Her camisole clung to her tiny breasts and the thighs under her short skirt revealed perfectly smooth skin. She held a chilled bottle of Yahoo in her left hand. It was sweating, and Antwon, with the focus of a drunk, watched a single drop of water roll down the neck, fall through the air, and bead on the dusty floor.

Buck said, “They always wanted to know what was back here, they said. Here it is, ladies: the official Lucky’s Main Street Social Club and Lounge.” He grinned and Wanda’s daughter giggled.

Paulie held out a bottle of Jack, and Wanda needed no convincing. She took a long pull, suppressed a grimace, then followed it with a longer one.

While this was happening, Dewine let out a low yelp. He eased himself behind the two females, closed the bathroom door and slid the foosball table flush against it.

Antwon hungered for any interaction with the girl. He said, “Let me open that for you,” took the Yahoo and twisted off the cap. When he passed it back to her, he accepted the bottle of Jack from Paulie and made a big show of downing his next shot.

“Started with water.” Dewine humphed. “Now an expert.” He approached Wanda with his hands out. “What about you?”

“What about me what?”

“You like Jack?”

“Who doesn’t?”

“What else turns you on?”

“Gimme some more and I’ll tell you.”

She set down her grocery sack and took two more swigs of the bourbon. They passed it around once again, but Antwon pretended to be looking off. The truth was, his head had begun to spin. He felt like he was losing control, tried to rein it in, and failed. He raked his eyes over the girl and touched her on the arm, just to feel her young heat. She wasn’t that much younger than he’d been two or three years ago, he reasoned. Two years meant nothing.

Wanda said, “Got any more of that?” The bottles were all empty.

“Sure do, for you, sugar,” Randall said. “This way.”

“I’ll get it,” Paulie said. “Come on, Wanda, I’ll show you.”

Randall and Paulie went together toward the gondola, Wanda following out of curiosity, like she might find Aladdin’s cave back there. Dewine stepped up behind her and put his hands on her hips, as if he needed the leverage to peer over her shoulder. She rolled her eyes, but he didn’t see that or chose to ignore it. He’d gone into his own zone. He pressed in closer.

“Mom,” the girl said.

“Right here, baby. Just a minute.”

They had another two bottles of Jack out and Wanda took another pull. She said something Antwon didn’t hear, something to be funny, and attempted to take a step back toward the center of the room, but the three boys had her trapped. She pushed harder and Dewine lowered a shoulder into her, blocked her with a forearm across her ribs.

“If I’m buying,” he said, “let’s see the goods in exchange.”

“I told you,” Wanda said, slapping his arm away. “Out of your price range.”

She tried again to brush him aside, but he had her by the shirt. Dewine tugged and the tank top came down and Antwon saw one of Wanda’s breasts flop out, exposing a large dark nipple. Shelving hid the other half of her.

“Hey, asshole!” she said.

Dewine backed her toward the cot and she fell backward, hitting her head against the wall. Randall and Paulie, pretending to help, began groping at her.

Antwon took a step toward them, drawling, “Hey. Easy now.” But Randall and his friends ignored him. It had become a full-on wrestling match back there, Wanda issuing expletives and slapping at the boys, whose hands now descended upon her like a school of piranhas relentlessly nipping their prey.

The sound came of a seam ripping, Antwon figured her shorts. Jesus. Dewine had his pants open and the other two were holding her down.

Wanda’s daughter made for the cot and, on impulse, Antwon caught her arm and yanked her out the door, her bottle of Yahoo hitting the floor. “Let’s go for a walk.”

“My momma!”

“You don’t want to see that.”

“Momma!” She turned to him in the dark. “Why don’t you do something? Are you gonna rape me, too?”

“They’re not raping her. They’re just having fun. Let’s take a walk.”

They heard Wanda screaming now. Her voice came to them through the walls and cracked windows.

Antwon still had a grip of the girl’s wrist. “Tell me your name.”

“Becka,” she conceded.

“Becka, can I buy you another drink? You dropped yours.”

“You’re not gonna help her?”

“Look. They’re my friends in there. She’s a grown-up. She shoulda known what she was getting into...”

They stood in the shadow of the building. The whites of Becka’s eyes reflected the streetlights.

“Look it!” Antwon said.

He grabbed Becka by the other wrist and dragged her to the edge of the woods. She might have yelled, but she didn’t. Antwon wasn’t worrying about how it looked, in any case. He thought of her mother in there, flat on her back, Randall and his friends running a train on her. It made him dizzy. He let go Becka’s wrist as they reached the oleander, leaned through the bushes, and puked into a sea of discarded bottles.
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When school was in session, Coach Shoog Clay worked himself out in the weight room alongside his players. But during holiday breaks like the one today, his two-room garden apartment sufficed.
Shoog pulled open the bedroom blinds and let the morning sun pour fully in. His apartment faced due east and the misshapen slats of the blinds couldn’t compete with that low-slung ball of fire. If you overslept your alarm and the noise of the street didn’t get you up, the sun’s harsh rays eventually would.

His eyes shot open at precisely 7:17 a.m., although he could barely read the alarm clock for the glare. Still in his boxers and ribbed wife-beater, he did several squat-pushup-leg-thrust series, followed by three two-minute wall sits, enough leg lifts to make his lower abdominals cramp, and triceps push-ups that ended in muscle failure. He finished it off with a plank that he sustained until his hip flexors trembled so badly that he collapsed on his face laughing.

After brushing his teeth, Shoog pulled on a pair of jeans and a winter coat. His once blond hair, now graying, stood uncombed and he was unshaven and still sweating when he walked into his favorite coffee shop, Sal’s, and took a seat toward the back, where he could read yesterday’s New York Post unmolested and listen to the morning news on a television that faced the kitchen pass-through.

Miguel, the owner of Sal’s, cracked a roll of nickels against an edge of the cash drawer and clattered them into the coin cup. “What’ll it be, Shoog?”

“Triple soy non-fat crunchy granola screw-top lat-tay with an extra shoelace, hold the aglets.”

“This ain’t Starbucks. Therefore...the usual?”

“Vacation special.”

“So you want your egg sandwich on a plate today?”

“That’s what I said, Miguel. Eating in, no hurry. The coffee fresh?”

“I just put on another pot. Give it a minute.”

“You’re a prince.”

“It’s you, Coach. You know how to get the best out of everyone.”

“Aw, shut up. Just before winter break half the student body was blowing smoke up my ass. Which reminds me.”

He reached into a coat pocket and extracted a pile of envelopes, most addressed to Shoog. He found the one on which he’d written Miguel’s name, leaned forward and flipped it across the empty restaurant like a frisbee. Miguel missed the catch and the envelope skimmed the counter and landed atop a pastry box. He snatched it up and wiped his free hand on his apron.

“Para mí?”

“No. The other Miguel.”

Shoog looked down and sorted his remaining envelopes by size. Some had been sent through the mail and others delivered by the hands of his students. He slid a thumb under the back flap of one just as he heard Miguel slit his open with a knife.

Picture of a dove holding an olive branch in its beak in the middle of a wreath. One word below: Noël. Inside only an illegible signature and, in parentheses, “Romero’s mother.” That was strange, because Romero’s mother was known to be AWOL. Harriet Tubman High School’s wiry star receiver lived with his great aunt, the nearest relative that social workers could identify with any means of financial support. Maybe she’d adopted him now or maybe she only meant to establish the pecking order.

“What the hell’s the matter with you, Shoog?” Miguel came out from behind the counter, waving the envelope.

“What?” Shoog tucked all the mail back into his coat pocket.

“A gift card? You can’t do this. You’re my customer, not the other way around.”

Miguel tried pushing the card back at Shoog, who stood up and raised his open palms in mock self defense. “It’s just Kohl’s. I had an extra, must’ve miscounted.”

“What am I supposed to do with this?”

“Twenty bucks. I dunno. Buy yourself a new apron or something.”

“You bastard.” Miguel broke into a smile and they embraced. “Breakfast’s on me. Vacation special. No tipping.” He hesitated. “Ain’t you gonna open them other cards?”

Shoog shook his head. “I like to string it out. Gives me something to look forward to with the season behind me.”

“You’re too much. Any money in there?”

“I doubt it. If I worked up in Scarsdale, maybe.”

Miguel retreated back to his counter, poked his head inside the kitchen and spoke to the griddle man, Luis.

“Extra bacon,” Shoog heard.

“Not for me!” he called back to them, patting his paunch. He was solid rock somewhere down there, but the crust was five inches of blubber.

A few minutes later, Shoog watched Miguel pour his steaming coffee into a large porcelain mug just as a couple of young men in do-rags walked in, bouncing off their toes. Miguel was in the process of placing the mug on the counter as they crowded in front of him. One slapped a handgun down on its side, rattling the plexiglas screen that guarded the muffins and empanadas.

“The money!”

Miguel retreated a step and threw up his hands.

“The money! The money!”

With a long reach, Miguel rang open the drawer at the same moment that Luis stepped into the kitchen doorway from his workspace. He found the gun pointed at him.

“Freeze, chef!” The guy with the gun looked jumpy as his partner reached around and grabbed a fistful of cash.

Shoog had eased the newspaper to his right hip when the gun hit the counter. They were paying him no mind, just a harmless guy waiting for his breakfast. He was a big man, though—a linebacker once—with quick feet. Without giving it a thought he popped from his seat and rushed them. Shoving the open Post into the face of the gunman, he snatched up the coffee mug and flung the hot liquid right into the other’s eyes. He grabbed the wrist of the gunman as Miguel and Luis ducked, but no shot went off.

The gunman let go and both men behind the counter straightened up. Shoog, to his surprise, found the gun in his hand. He threw it through the kitchen door, where it skittered across the floor, and a wrestling match began, three on two.

One guy slipped out of his coat and got away, but they had the gunman pressed to the floor. Luis saw a beat cop pass and ran out the door and flagged him down.

In a minute they had the bad guy in cuffs and Luis dropped to his hands and knees, retrieving the gun from his kitchen.

“Sonavabitch!” Miguel said, as another cop showed up, report pad in hand. “My friend here did the whole thing with a newspaper and a cup a coffee!”

The cop turned to Shoog.

“Just a guess,” the coach said, bending and picking up some fallen dollar bills, “...those guys don’t do this every day.”

A moment later, Luis emerged from the kitchen, holding the pistol by the barrel with a dish towel. He handed it gingerly to the nearest cop.

“Burned them damn eggs, Shoog. Gotta start again.”
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Miranda Sark had her cell phone out when Shoog arrived at school for his last meeting of the year. She pressed it to her ear while staring into space with quiet fury.
Shoog felt his own phone vibrate in his back pocket. Miranda. He held it up and waved it at her.

“You’re late.”

“I got held up.”

“Shoog!” She rolled her eyes, speechless. The soft ends of her hair, the color of barley, rested on the collar of a brown silk shirt. Her black wool skirt ended below the knee, and her shoes had heels. Furthermore, she was wearing more makeup than usual.

“You look beautiful. You clean up well.”

“You— Tuck your shirt in, at least.”

He had put on a tie and such, per her instructions, along with his finest dress sneakers, in an attempt to look—if not sharp exactly—like he was trying, at least. But his outdated slacks, the waistband of which settled below his paunch, resisted the notion.

Miranda turned and sprung into a crisp walk down the hall. “Eleven o’clock sharp, Emily said. You know how she is.”

Emily Tang was the school principal. They privately called her Emily Enema because she gave it to everyone up the ass. The fact that Miranda now used the woman’s proper name was a measure of how anxious she felt.

Shoog glanced at the time on his phone. “Ten minutes never killed anyone.”

“Says you. We both know how she is with her damned navy training. This isn’t a high school to her, it’s a battleship. A submarine, more like—and she’s got a death grip on the periscope.”

“She’s always been wound a little tight. I wouldn’t take it personally.”

“Shut up. I once heard that in Catholic seminaries they ring the bell every twenty minutes during meditation: sit, stand, kneel. You drop whatever you’re doing and change your position. She must get pictures like that in her head every time the school bell rings. You know this, Shoog. Emily should’ve been a mother superior, not a public school principal.”

“Well, she’s here now.”

“And on the warpath.” Miranda’s lips were like down pillows. She plumped the lower one. “And we’re late, which makes me look bad as your boss. She’ll suspect whose fault it is, too, which makes me seem incompetent, suggests I can’t keep you in line.”

“I’m sorry, Mandy. I really did get held up. Or Sal’s did. Armed robbery.”

They rounded the corner and stopped at the entrance to the administrative suite. She whispered, “You were there?”

“Having a leisurely breakfast. Forced me to intervene and then I had to stick around to give my side to the cops. Could be in the papers tomorrow if somebody talks.”

“Holy crap. Everyone’s okay? You’re okay?”

He smiled. “Never better.”

They came to the desk of Principal Tang’s assistant, Penny, who waved them right through with a sympathetic wince.

Miranda started right in. “Ms. Tang, my apologies. I was caught up on a phone call with a concerned parent. One of my softball players. Marginal grades.”

Shoog liked that Miranda was lying to cover for him. He loved her a lot and this made him love her all the more.

Unfortunately, she wasn’t any good at it. Emily Enema looked down her nose with practiced skepticism. She was a dark-skinned Asian-American, chubby with a round face and permed hair that fell over her temples in tight curlicues. Behind her big oak desk hung pictures of Saturday Evening Post images, probably dating from the last time any New York public school principal had a budget for decorating.

Shoog sat upright in his chair, sneakers on the floor. His hands closed over the ends of the armrests as if to brace himself for flight. He interrupted Miranda. “It was my fault, too. Car trouble. I’m sorry. I know your time is valuable.”

Miranda broke off her own excuses and gave Shoog a resigned look. Together they fell into silence.

Tang had a manila folder lying before her on the desk. The tab said, “Clay, Jonathan (’98)”—1998 being the year that Shoog had been hired, in this very room, by Tang’s predecessor. The folder also had some color-coded stripes on it that Shoog didn’t understand. He suspected that one of them indicated he was a male and that another told Tang at a glance that he held tenure. The other codes—who knew?—maybe said he threw right-handed, liked the female gender, and lived alone. The woman was nothing if not well organized.

“Ms. Stone, please come in here.”

Penny entered, closed the door and sat off to the side, legs crossed, stenographer’s pad poised on her bony knee.

Tang nodded and spoke the time and date, as if she were conducting a deposition. Then she said, “Let’s get started with your mid-year review, Mr. Clay.”

Shoog forced a smile, on one level hating Tang’s formality but on another level accustomed to it by now. She was famous for ruling by intimidation and innuendo, but Shoog considered himself a solid citizen who had brought great acclaim to the school with his six football championships. Deep down, not much bothered him. When he worried at all he figured that he had fans in high places and tenure and the protections afforded to all civil servants. 

“First of all, congratulations on another championship.”

“Unprecedented,” Miranda added.

Tang backed her off with an insincere smile. “Your performance in physical education classes has been consistent, if not stellar. I want to acknowledge”—she turned to Penny—“that I know it’s hard to keep it together with the equipment shortage. Ms. Sark, in her own review, promised to work extra hard to do better next year, perhaps re-budgeting some professional development funds, which we can do unless Tweed”—the old Tweed Courthouse, Board of Education headquarters—“decides to put a special emphasis on fitness re-training next year or that sort of thing.”

“I’m sure we can scrape by. With enough motivation, a person can get ripped just using his body, the floor and a nearby wall.”

“And motivation is your specialty, isn’t it?” Tang opened Shoog’s folder and fingered a small folded card with a picture of Santa on it dunking a basketball.

Miranda sat forward and pressed her knees together. “Shoog takes kids who ordinarily wouldn’t leave bed for class and gets them here with near perfect attendance.”

Tang gave a curt nod. She lifted the card from the folder and spread it open with the fingers of one hand, revealing a plastic Kohl’s gift card. “Is bribery one of your proven techniques, Mr. Clay?”

“How’d you get that, Emily?”

“Abeeku Rawlings threw it down in the hall. Maybe it wasn’t enough incentive for him.”

“It’s twenty bucks...all I can afford. Not incentive, either, just a Christmas gift. He threw it down, you say?”

“Threw it, dropped it—what’s the difference?—treated it with enough consideration not to hold onto it.”

“With all due respect,” Miranda piped up, “I doubt that. Anyone can lose something now and then. It’s not necessarily a sign of contempt.”

“No. But it’s not a sign of respect, either. More to the point, I have expressly forbidden faculty giving gifts to the students. Or don’t you think that rule applies to football coaches.”

“Is that a question?” Shoog asked.

“Not really, no. It’s a statement. I won’t have my rules flaunted, not by anyone. I’ve put a warning into your file.”

“Ms. Tang,” Miranda began, “I’m sorry this happened. I thought Shoog—uh, Mr. Clay—and I had been through this and things were clear.” She gave him a withering look.

Shoog fondled the tip of his tie. “In the scheme of things, Emily, I didn’t think a few gift cards mattered much to your policy. They matter to the kids a lot, though. Mostly they use them to buy some small clothing items for themselves or for their families. Last year, Ralph Diaz bought underwear with his, so he could stop wearing his older brother’s hand-me-downs. The brother suffers from fetal alcohol syndrome and wets the bed. That doesn’t leave this room, I hope.” Shoog looked over at Penny, who felt his eyes upon her and stopped writing.

Tang directed her attention at Miranda. “He’s right, on one level, that this is a small thing, but it’s a symptom of something larger, a program at risk of slipping out of control. In my experience, these things are best nipped in the bud.”

“It will be,” Miranda said weakly.

There was a pause as Tang waved Penny from the room and had her close the door.

“Something much bigger,” she said, “is the matter of the football program’s funding. This so-called anonymous donor—I want the name.”

“I can’t.” Shoog frowned.

“You will.”

“I don’t know who it is. The funds, as you know, wash through the Board of Ed.”

“It’s all on the up and up,” Miranda added. “The donor is vetted for conflicts of interest and all that.”

Tang closed her eyes. “This year we had to cut the budget in half for library books, eliminate some electives, curtail discretionary spending. Yet the football program skates along and this donor doesn’t contribute a nickel toward the general well-being of the school, not even to the rest of the phys ed program. I’d like to make a personal appeal to this person at the least, on behalf of the other programs.”

“I don’t know,” Shoog said. “He’s guarded his privacy pretty jealously until now.”

“You’re sure you don’t know his name?”

Miranda shook her head. “We swear, Ms. Tang. Why don’t you try Tweed?”

“I have. No luck.”

Shoog dropped his tie and readjusted himself in the chair. “It’s a tough thing. We should be grateful to have this individual, and clearly he doesn’t wish to be known. Does it really make sense to rock the boat?”

“That’s for me to judge, Mr. Clay. Desperate times call for desperate measures. I have a whole school to run, not just a football program. I’m asking you firmly to get me the name. The football program is secondary to my students’ education.”

“You kidding, Emily? Have you checked the grades of my football players? They’re above average by every measure.”

“Acknowledged, Mr. Clay, but they’re one percent of the student body. What about the rest? Maybe your donor can be made to care, and I don’t seem to have the power to get his name myself right now. But, notwithstanding the adulation that seems to follow you everywhere, I can remind you that a football program in New York City is a privilege, not a right.”

“You’re not saying—”

“Get me the name, Mr. Clay.”
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The faculty area of Harriet Tubman High School’s Physical Education department was a large cinderblock room situated on the ground floor between the gymnasium and a hallway that led to the asphalt schoolyard. Eight desks with file drawers formed an aisle up the center, and the main wall was dominated by school banners and minor plaques hung in haphazard fashion, the major trophies residing in a display case by the main door to the gym. There were two rooms with glass windows on one side of the central room, the first used as a faculty lounge. Farthest from the door sat Miranda’s office, where she and Shoog retreated after their browbeating from Principal Emily Tang.
Miranda gave Shoog the once-over. His shirttail had liberated itself from his pants again.

He opened his collar and loosened his tie. “I’m starting to get the impression that Emily Enema really doesn’t like me.”

“Shh. Someone might overhear.”

“There’s no one around, although I suppose she could be hiding behind a desk, hoping to catch me blabbing the name of the donor. She never cared that much before. Don’t ask me what’s got into her.”

“That part’s easy. She’s jealous of you, Shoog. Your success threatens her.”

“But she has to know I’m not power-hungry. She offered me the department head four years ago and I deferred it to you.”

“That wasn’t altruism. That was to get me into the sack.”

“What a crude way to put it. I’d say it was a demonstration of my affection.”

“It worked, too.”

“Took awhile. That was a long year. Now what do I owe you for covering for me with Emily Enema, dinner at my place?”

“Can’t. No sitter for Zach tonight and I promised we’d finish trimming the tree.”

“You want help?”

“Sure, Shoog. I also want you to stop calling Tang by her first name, which you know she detests. And I also want you to tell her the name of your donor.”

“How can I do that when I don’t know? Hundred grand a year—you know we couldn’t even buy cleats for the team without that donation, let alone the uniforms and equipment. Plus it covers the buses and the medical staff for games.”

But Miranda wasn’t buying. “I know what the donation covers. This donor comes through your brother, doesn’t he? Get your brother to tell you.”

Shoog’s brother Freddie ran a hedge fund. He was a math whiz with a Ph.D. in astrophysics who’d abandoned academia while still in his twenties. A lifelong bachelor, he wasn’t real big on communication. Whenever Shoog thought deeply about him, he wondered whether he’d have been diagnosed today on the autism spectrum. At the least he was a man who spent a great deal of time off in his own head. Shoog threw up his hands. “Okay, I’ll call him if that will make you happy. It’ll be delicate, though. You know how my brother is.”

“Which is why you never should have let it come to this. She tells you to stop with the gift cards, why can’t you just stop with the gift cards?”

“It ain’t right, that’s why. And you know it, too, Mandy. How do you begrudge those kids twenty bucks for Kohl’s, I want to know.”

“I don’t.”

“So don’t make me.”

“What I’m saying, Shoog, is that there are consequences. The little thing got under her skin and now she has a full-blown rash.”

“Sounds painful. Maybe she needs some lotion.”

“Stop messing around. She has it in for you and I’m in the middle. I got a kid to feed so I’m not quitting, but I don’t need any more misery than I already have with a boss like that. It’s different for you, Shoog. She darkens your door, what, twice a semester? I have to see her a couple of times a week.”

“Yeah, well, she’s got that periscope focused on me now, apparently. Did I hear what I think I heard in there? Cancel the most successful big-city football program in the nation? What would those kids do?”

Miranda rose from the edge of her desk and began pacing the small office, ruminating aloud. “You know what I think? I think she went up the hierarchy looking for this guy’s name and got slapped down. Maybe someone said something nice about you in the same conversation, too, which she thought made her look bad. It’s all about self-esteem with her, and her budget’s under fire—not that everyone’s isn’t. But so she’s viewing you as a guy who’s taking her down a peg and she sees you undermining her further by flaunting it with these gift cards.”

“Enough with the gift cards, for Christ sake! I’ll get the name from Freddie. It has to be one of his Wall Street buddies. I’ll squeeze it out of him, give him the older brother treatment if I have to.”

She was still pacing. Shoog stood and stopped her, took her by the shoulders, and looked into her eyes, which were hazel flecked with gold. “Tonight, right? I’ll bring dinner.” He paused, a thought drifting into him. “Say, don’t you have to pick up Zach?”

Miranda looked at her watch. “Oh, shoot!”

She pecked him on the lips and left.
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On December 27th at ten o’clock in the morning, Antwon found himself riding shotgun in his aunt’s white Toyota Camry, his cousin Randall behind the wheel. It felt like a dream—had for the past few days—Antwon being steered around by a force field like in one of those Star Trek movies or something.
His small valise full of dirty clothes rested on the back seat. He was wearing torn jeans and a t-shirt that he knew smelled a little ripe, the one Coach Clay had given all of them at the ceremony celebrating their great season. On top of that he wore his Tubman High sweatshirt, and on top of the sweatshirt a new windbreaker his aunt had given him two days ago, navy blue with striped cuffs. Though the weather had cooled some, all those layers made him warm. He rolled down the window and squinched his bloodshot eyes in the fresh air.

On the floor by his feet, a thin plastic shopping bag flapped in the breeze, thrumming like a little motor. It was full of fried chicken and Christmas cookies—a care package, his aunt had called it. She’d looked at him quizzically for the duration of the holiday, seeing something in his face that she interpreted as homesickness or, at least, worry for his grandmother back in the Bronx, who never travelled anymore. His aunt was right about the homesickness, he guessed, because he found himself wishing that he’d never come, which would have spared him a whole heap of soul searching.

Antwon had his bus ticket in his back pocket and just enough cash left for a few bottled drinks and the subway fare home from the Port Authority, where he’d arrive tomorrow in New York, according to the schedule. It would be a long trip from Georgia—twenty two hours with three rest stops—and he had nothing to do but listen to his iPod while the battery lasted, to sleep and to think. It was the last part that scared him. He’d just as soon forget the whole week and its dark stain.

He and Randall hadn’t been alone together since that night at the social club, what with the whirlwind of holiday events, people coming and going from Aunt Martha’s house. They’d exchanged a few glances now and then, some at mealtimes across the table and some when all the kids were hanging out in front of the television or throwing horseshoes in the yard. Those glances showed they shared a secret, but beyond that Antwon had trouble interpreting what Randall was trying to communicate.

“We got a spare fifteen minutes,” Randall said, turning up the radio. “I’ll stop at Lucky’s so you can get some Country Club for the journey.”

Antwon looked out at the passing trees. They had a completely different texture from the ones in the Bronx. “Can’t drink on the bus. Back to the soft stuff. Besides, I’m underage by, like, three years.”

“Right. Get a pop then.”

“I don’t want to go near that place again.”

“What’re you talking about, Antwon? Was she that bad?”

“Who?”

“Becka. Wanda’s daughter. You popped her cherry, didn’t you?”

Antwon let it drift back to him unbidden. With his face still buried in the oleander she’d come up behind him, her small breath on the back of his arm. When he flinched at that and his stomach began to spasm again she slipped a hand up the back of his neck to the top of his head, comforting him. She ran her sharp fingernails through his hair, massaging his scalp, and he closed his eyes and relished it for a few moments. Then, with his hands still clutching the oleander stems, he wiped his mouth on his shoulder.

Her touch fell away when he turned, his arms dropping to his sides. They were close to one another but he took a small step forward anyway. She shuffled backward and he stepped again and she shuffled backward again to match him until her butt came to rest on the edge of one of the tables where he and the other guys had played cards. She stopped there, making no further effort to retreat.

“I can still run,” she said.

Antwon answered, “I’m faster,” just as he always did when someone challenged him that way. They both knew it was true. He had nothing to prove on that score.

Becka looked over her shoulder at the social club and back. No more sound came from there, no cries, but it might have been because they were too far away.

“I’ll let you do me if we can go help my mother right after.”

Antwon let his chin drop and looked up where her eyes should be, trying to find them in the shadows. Becka took it as a nod.

Then she crossed her arms in front of her chest, her fingers resting lightly on the balls of her shoulders. Antwon couldn’t see too well, but the way it came back to him now it was each of her index fingers barely reaching the spaghetti straps. In one motion she brought those straps across the balls of her shoulders and the camisole slid down to her waist. He took a step closer and saw her brace herself, shying toward the light cast from the parking lot. Her nipples were small chocolate rosebuds and he sensed his hands rising from his hips of their own accord, as they did when a football came his way but slower.

At that moment, together they heard a sound from the social club, perhaps the screech of a rusty screen-door spring or the creak of a loose floorboard. Antwon became aware of the sound of hip-hop blasting through the night air. Snoop Dogg. He turned toward it. When he turned back, Becka had her mouth half open. Her lower lip glistened with spittle, reflecting the distant streetlight.

Something had shifted in Antwon then. Maybe he figured the noise meant that the guys were done with Wanda. Anyway, the moment of lust and indecision had passed. He snuck a last peek at her breasts and said, “Put on your clothes and go home.”

Now Randall brought the Camry to a stop on the street across from Lucky’s. The day was overcast with deep gray clouds gathering to the west over unmoving treetops. They watched a laborer hold the front door for an old lady pulling a wire cart full of brown paper grocery bags.

Randall said, “The other night. Not like we planned it, but we had to share while you got Becka all to yourself. Tell me you didn’t waste that fine shit.”

Antwon faced his cousin, his mischievous smile, his yellow teeth. Randall at that moment disgusted him.

“No,” he said, “uh uh. Didn’t waste nothing.”
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The bus sat at the curb when they pulled up, main door open and luggage compartments thrown wide, the old redneck driver holding a cell phone to his ear. The stop occupied the edge of a Wal-Mart parking lot along a busy commercial strip. There was a small freestanding building with a waiting room and ticket booths and some cars gathered around, including a police cruiser, its occupant paying nobody any mind.
“This is it,” Randall said, leaving the motor running.

“Yeah.” Antwon grabbed his care package and his valise.

They knuckle-bumped and wished each other a happy New Year.

“Take care yourself,” Randall said.

Antwon felt his cousin’s eyes upon him as he handed his ticket to the uniformed woman standing by the bus door, climbed the steps, nodded to the driver, and proceeded up the aisle. He found a window seat near the middle, facing away from where Randall had dropped him off, slung the valise into the overhead rack and balanced his plastic bag on the left armrest. As soon as he’d settled in he touched his temple to the wall of the bus, which felt cool, then closed his eyes and let his neck relax. Even counting the year his mother had disappeared and sold the kids’ presents for a fix, Antwon decided this was the worst Christmas ever. He might just keep his eyes closed for all twenty-two hours. He was that eager to put it behind him.

The bus door hissed closed and Antwon waited for the sound of the gears kicking in. There was no one in his row, an old man clipping his nails in the seat behind him, someone off center in front rustling newspapers, plus that almost physical sense of anticipation one always feels when a bus is about to leave the station.

Then Antwon heard the doors open again. Someone said, “There he is,” and Antwon opened his eyes to see a pair of police officers coming at him. The second one, over the shoulder of the first, said, “Antwon Meeps?” And before Antwon could answer with more than a tilt of his head the first one said, “You’re under arrest.”

Somehow Antwon knew that reaching for his care package would lead to more trouble, so he left it. The cops didn’t have their guns drawn or anything, but they looked nervous. He stepped into the aisle and they sandwiched Antwon between them. For reasons unknown to him, an image of his grandmother showing pictures of oleander came into Antwon’s head, and he thought of her loaning him the valise and thought to say, “My bag.” The cops came up short, and the lankier one, who was now behind him, asked, “Which one is it?”

Antwon went to grab it and the cop swatted his hand away, took it down and held it over his head. “Go,” he said.

They walked him ten feet from the bus and told him to get down on
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