VIII: A Night on the Town

ndy and Caldera were sitting in a posh Midtown bar a few
Ablocks north of Grand Central Terminal. The happy-hour
crowd began to trickle in, and Caldera took off his jacket and put it
on an empty seat between them.

“Joanna is joining us,” he said.

Andy felt a tingle up his spine. “I heard she and Misha broke up,”
he said.

“That’s why I invited her.” Caldera grinned.

“You're not her type,” Andy scoftfed with a heavy feeling.

“Why not? She laughs at my jokes.”

“She laughs at everybody’s jokes.”

“Are you jealous?”

“Like I said, she’s out of your league.”

“Remember that time years ago we went to the Modern?” Caldera
said. “I knew right then and there she was going to go far, that girl.
She’s got what it takes.”

Oh, Andy remembered it.
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That day, years ago, he had taken his summer analysts—Joanna,
Scotty, and two other Wharton grads, Brett and Kyle, for dinner to
celebrate the completion of a big project. They went to the Modern,
a trendy dining spot for the Midtown finance crowd at the Museum
of Modern Art. Somehow Caldera was there too; he had an innate
ability to sniff out the happenings all over town and show up at the
right place at the right time.

Caldera was dressed in a well-tailored striped suit with a pink car-
nation stuck through the lapel’s buttonhole. There was a certain pres-
ence about him. As he moved through the dining room, glad-hand-
ing patrons and staff, he seemed to generate a power field that bent
the space and cleared a path just for him.

Caldera scouted the room. He spotted Andy sitting at the table
surrounded by the younglings and invited himself to the feast, send-
ing the waiter to get an extra chair. Andy was in the middle of ex-
plaining the inner workings of a swap contract to the four analysts,
and they diligently listened with somber expressions, taking careful
bites of mushroom risotto, but when Caldera showed up with a the-
atrical “Hey, look who’s here!”
“What'’s this?” Caldera asked with a cringe, pointing at a half-full

yell, their faces lit up.

bottle of white wine resting in the nearby silver bucket. He called the
waiter and ordered three more bottles without looking at the wine
list. “So.” He rubbed his palms. “What have you been working on?”
Caldera addressed the question to no one in particular, but then
stared at Joanna.

“Today we finished a big project on prepayment penalties,” Joan-
na replied with the crispness of an overachiever. “Basically, we con-
solidated a bunch of various data sheets into one database and then
stratified the resulting data—"

“What’s your name, young lady?”” Caldera interrupted her with a
beaming smile.

“Joanna.”

“Joanna, dear.” He put his hand on her wrist. “And how exactly

will this exercise impact your P&L?”
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Joanna paused. “I guess it’s somewhat removed from the business
side of things, but—"

“Stop harassing my team.” Andy came to her rescue. “Joanna has
a bright future in the industry.”

The wine that Caldera ordered had loosened him and the ana-
lysts. For the next fifteen minutes, he rambled about how he was once
nearly shot by a well-known CEO on a hunting trip and dropped
names of celebrities with whom he was doing business.

Pleased with the effect his tales had on the young bankers, who
listened to him in awe, Caldera leaned over to Joanna as if to share a
secret and then declared loudly enough for others to hear: “TI’ll let you
in on a secret, Joanna. Mr. Sylvain won't tell you this, but if you want
to succeed in this business, you have to understand that the things
that you do off the trading floor are just as important as the things
that you do on the floor.”

Andy rolled his eyes, but Joanna listened with interest.

“Are you in consulting?” she asked.

“I wear many hats,” Caldera said with a satisfied, enigmatic smile.
“But everything I do is rooted in a simple philosophy. It’s so simple
that I had it tattooed on my back.”

Not this again, Andy thought.

“What does it say?” Scotty asked as if on cue.

“Wanna see?”

“You mean right here?”

“Of course not! That would be awfully inappropriate. In the bath-
room.” He eyed Joanna. “It’s coed here. How very convenient!” His
eyes expanded with glee. Caldera stood up and signaled to the ana-
lysts to follow him. “Your chicklets will be returned to you unmolest-
ed,” he told Andy.

Scotty and two other analysts, drunk and giggling, their guards
down, stood up and followed Caldera to the bathroom. Joanna hesi-
tated and stared at Andy.

“Who is he?” she asked.
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“That’s Doug Caldera. A man about town. A crazy person. But
also someone you should add to your contacts.”

An odd thought occurred to him then. Caldera wasn’t wrong when
he said that off-trading floor experience was important. Joanna, he
realized, faced an impossible choice. She could join Scotty and the
bros and follow Caldera into the bathroom and be exposed to silli-
ness and locker room horseplay. Or she could stay here and miss out
on informal bonding and network-building that was an important
part of a successful career.

If she doesn’t go there now, she will forever be cast as the other, as
a prim, stufly, humorless killjoy. She will not be one of the boys. To-
morrow, and for years ahead, they will be recounting this formative
moment with warm nostalgia and knowing laughter, and she will be
left out. They will be able to pick up the phone and dial Caldera for
some casual insight, and she won’t be. She will grow resentful and
bitter, and her career will suffer. How stupid it all is. If only this world
rewarded one’s smarts and propriety, he thought, and not one’s juve-
nile antics. He thought of Ava and hoped that she would never have
to make such a choice.

Andy sighed as Joanna fidgeted, puzzled and impatient, waiting
for his guidance.

“If you don’t want to feel left out, go see it,” he said. “But Joan-
na,” he added as she stood up. “There will probably be an illegal
substance involved, and he will say you can’t see his tattoo unless you
snort it, but he’s bluffing. You have the option to refuse it. He likes to
brag about that stupid tattoo. He thinks it’s clever.”

“So, you know what it says?”

Andy and Caldera were old college roommates, and Andy had
learned a long time ago what Caldera’s tattoo, connecting his shoul-
der blades like a bridge, said: Who will stop me?

Joanna stood up and went to the bathroom. Scotty, Kyle, and
Brett came back to the table a few minutes later in a sprightly mood,

loud and jostling. Scotty sat down next to Andy and wouldn’t shut
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up about some inane investment idea he’d come up with, and Andy
couldn’t listen to him, his eyes glued on the bathroom door.

Ten long minutes passed before Joanna and Caldera emerged, gid-
dy and wide-eyed, and Andy thought that ten minutes was way too
long for a snort and a show-and-tell. He hated Caldera for it, but he
never asked what had happened there, and Caldera never told.

“Joanna,” Andy said when they all stepped out of the stufly restau-
rant into the cool night. “If Caldera was inappropriate in any way,
you have to let me know. I'll deal with him.”

“Caldera was very funny,” she said.

Two months after she started working for him full time, Joanna got
poached by a different shop, and, Andy guessed, not without Calde-
ra’s help. There were no rules written for that guy.

“If it wasn’t for me, she’d probably still be crunching numbers at
your desk,” Caldera said now at the bar, sipping his martini.

“You give me no credit. I had big plans for her,” Andy replied.

“Oh. Excuse me.” Caldera picked an olive from the martini skew-
er and ate it.

The TV above the bar was tuned to CNBC to accommodate the
patrons’ sensibilities. On the screen, a seventyish guy, in a Joker-like
green jacket and a polka-dot bowtie, with thick-framed orange glass-
es, was suffering what looked like a mental breakdown. The TV was
on mute, but he spoke with such animation and a bug-eyed, spitting
intensity, that if Andy had to guess the topic of the segment, he’d pick
the current U.S. monetary policy, an issue once boring and arcane
but now dangerously potent and emotionally charged. Indeed, the
chyron at the bottom read: “Could Yellen kill the markets?”

“Can you believe that guy was once the chief economist at Cubbs
Harding?” Andy said and shook his head. “He used to be this boring
guy. Dressed in sloppy, cheap suits. Wrote about BLS and I'ed data
releases.”

“Yeah. What happened to the guy?”

Andy shrugged. “I guess he wants to be a T'V personality now.”
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“Could you turn it up, please?” Caldera asked the bartender.

The bartender tinkered with the remote.

The former chief economist’s voice was over-the-top cranky, as if
he was doing a bit. “I say what a bunch of baloney. It is total bullcrap.
Nobody talks about moral hazard. Those people should learn the
work ethic by working and not by handouts. Back in my day—"

“He was once sharp,” Andy said. “Why does he have to do this?
He has enough money. He could’ve just retired and become an elder
statesman.”

'53

“I mean holy-moly!” the TV economist continued to rant, his
voice an octave higher. “And let me tell you, Bernanke, Yellen, all
those phonies, they don’t know what they’re doing.”

Caldera caught the bartender’s gaze and signaled to him to mute
the TV. “Maybe he feels he doesn’t have much time left on this earth,
and this is his last chance to make a splash. He’s like an old male
version of Norma Desmond,” Caldera said. “Obnoxious behavior is
a cry for help, don’t remember who said it. Maybe that fate befalls
us all.”

“We gotta be vigilant not to miss that moment. Retreat from the
scene in time. Recede into obscurity.”

“We have time.” Caldera sniffed and sipped his martini.

“Good evening, gentlemen.”

They heard a playful, singsong murmur. Joanna came from be-
hind and put her arms around both of their shoulders. Andy felt her
warm breath on his neck.

Joanna looked dapper in a pair of a soft, high-waisted, wide-legged
pants that flattered her lean frame, in high-heeled booties and a me-
ticulously tailored, sharp-shouldered Rick Owens leather jacket. Her
long, thick brown hair was swept to one side, exposing a dangling
diamond-encrusted earring shaped like an ace of spades. Long gone
was the yearning, starry-eyed young analyst. There was now a spar-
kly haughtiness about her. If only she’d stayed at my desk back then,
Andy thought.
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Joanna ordered a dry martini. “I know that guy,” she said pointing
at the TV screen. “He was Cubbs Harding’s chief economist way
back when. Cubbs Harding was always a bunch of clowns. Just plain
weirdos. Every time I met someone from Cubbs, they wanted to show
me a card trick. A literal card trick. I think every fucking single one
of them carried a deck of cards with them at all times. It was some
kind of pathology.”

“That’s how they distinguished themselves. It was their internal
culture,” Andy said.

“Yeah, tricksters. They always had some faint veneer of sleaze. I
mean, [ was young then and very impressionable. But the shit they
did, man. I think those decks were stacked.”

“Hey, hey, easy, that’s where Andy learned the ropes,” Caldera
inserted.

“Oh?” Joanna glanced at Andy. “I didn’t know that. You never
told me.”

“I was only there for a short time,” Andy said and paused. “I did
not carry a deck, I assure you.” He held up his hands in a display of
innocence.

“Search ’im, Joanna,” Caldera prompted. “I'm sure it’s in his
pocket somewhere. Tread carefully or he might get excited.”

“You’re such a slimeball,” Andy said.

Caldera giggled. “Let’s go for oysters and champagne,” he said,
sniffing and rubbing his nose.

“Pear] Oyster downtown?” Andy suggested.

“It’s good, butit’s too proletarian,” Caldera said. “You have to wait
in line with everybody else. Let’s just go to Grand Central. They’ll
seat us right away.”

The three of them walked three blocks down to Grand Central
Terminal and then down the ramp to the Oyster Bar—a subterra-
nean gastronomic hotspot for tourists and a waiting area for the
northbound suburbanites. The tourists and the commuters were now

all gone, and the place was half empty.
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Caldera ordered Ipswich clams and, when the dish came, he
couldn’t resist making a lewd comment about their phallic shape.

Joanna rolled her eyes. “You're so penis-centric. It shows a certain
degree of insecurity about your own manhood,” she said, and Andy
silently applauded her observation.

“Don’t be such a prude, dear,” Caldera said. “And just so you
know, I have no reason whatsoever to be insecure.”

Joanna slurped a meaty Bluepoint oyster from a shell and took a
sip of the sparkling wine. “You have an unhealthy fixation,” she said.
“It’s a sign of deeper problems. I remember when I was in elemen-
tary school, we had a flasher. You know, an exhibitionist. He was a
classic case, trench coat and all. I was six or seven. One day we come
out of the school and go to a nearby park to wait for our parents. We
sit on the bench. And there he is, coming out of the bushes, with all
his equipment out in the open. Other girls shrieked and ran, but I
stood there and stared at his junk. It was limp and bluish. It looked
so improbable—not even the limpness of it, but the entire idea, the
questionable functionality of it, the wrinkly accoutrements—it could
not possibly be true.”

“Whoa, whoa, too much information,” Caldera hollered.

“I thought it was some horrible atavism, some abnormality,” Jo-
anna continued. “I thought that this person was, rightly, shunned by
civilized society for possessing such an ugly appendix and that this
was his lot. I laughed with that cruel little girl laughter, and he re-
treated back into the bushes. I think they caught him later. Of course,
mere days later, I learned from my girlfriends that every boy had one
of those. Things were never the same.”

“You learned that when you were seven? A late bloomer.” Caldera
chuckled.

“Caldera was showing his dick to the girls while still in his cradle,”
Andy said. “And, Joanna, I have to commend you for not allowing
this horrible experience to keep you from growing into a functioning,

mentally sound adult.”
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She sighed. “You gotta feel sorry for the guy,” she said thoughtful-
ly. “He wanted others to see his brilliant mind, but that was impossi-
ble, so he showed the world his cock instead.”

“I think you’re right about that,” Caldera said, suddenly placid. “It
was an act of desperation.”

Andy’s phone buzzed with a text message.

“It’s Lauren,” he said. “She wants to go out.”

“Tell her to come here,” Caldera said.

“She wants to go to the Boom Boom Room. Why don’t we all go?”
Andy said and looked at Joanna.

“It’s not what it used to be. It’s full of degenerates now,” Caldera
said.

“Humor me, would you?”

They took a taxi downtown. Caldera sat in the front passenger
seat, giving instructions to the driver—*“take Fifth down to 13th.”
Andy and Joanna sat in the back. Andy took his phone out and typed:

Stay away from Caldera ©, he’s a lecherous old perv.

Joanna’s phone pinged with a message. Andy glanced at her, and
she got his prompt, looking at her phone. She smiled and quickly
started typing.

Lol, she texted back. I know, he’s fun though.

Just saying.

We’re strictly platonic.

Phew. Andy theatrically mock-wiped his forehead, and Joanna
laughed.

The taxi dropped them off on the corner of 13th Street and Wash-
ington. They met Lauren, dressed in a metallic-colored tunic that slid
off her shoulder, at the Standard Hotel lobby and took the elevator
upstairs to the club.

With an oily smile, Caldera exchanged a few words with the club
hostess then turned around and gave Andy a thumbs-up. The host-
ess, a young model in a short white dress, ushered them inside the

sparkly, loud, glamorous pandemonium. The low bass waves of a
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monotonous two-note dance tune with a heavily synthesized female
vocal thumped against Andy’s skin and ears. As they barged their
way through the jungle of warm, gyrating bodies, Lauren was saying
something to him, but he couldn’t hear it, and he didn’t want to ask
her to repeat herself. He just nodded along and smiled. He saw that
Caldera was shouting something into Joanna’s ear, and she listened
and smiled in the same aloof manner.

In the center of the room was an oval-shaped bar with a brassy
funnel like installation in the middle of it. The funnel’s stem served as
the 360-degree liquor shelf, around which the bartenders revolved,
filling patrons’ orders. Its upper end expanded exponentially into
the ceiling, like the mouth of a cosmic vortex that, via a wrinkle in
space-time, siphoned intelligent lifeforms from faraway corners of
the universe and dropped them into this odd Meatpacking District
portal. The lifeforms at the bar and on the dance floor, however,
looked like they had arrived here in a more mundane manner, via
bridge and tunnel. Downstairs, at every parking spot, New Jersey
plates dominated.

The hostess led them to the sunken part of the nightclub, toward
a semicircle of soft, creme-colored banquettes. She removed the Re-
served sign from the glass cocktail table and gave them menus.

They ordered their drinks. Caldera took Joanna’s hand and tried
to usher her toward the dance floor, but she demurred. He stood up
and walked over to Lauren. “Shall we?” He bent himself, like a me-
dieval vassal, in a dramatic bow.

Lauren stood up. “Come on,” she said, trying to entice Andy to
join her and Caldera.

“I know too much to be dancing,” Andy replied.

“What?” Lauren asked, leaning toward him.

“Never mind,” Andy said. “Go enjoy yourself.” He waved his hand.

Lauren and Caldera walked away. Lauren loved to dance and was
good at it. She had a good command of her body and liked to show
off. That’s why Lauren liked nightclubs, Andy thought. On the one
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hand she got to act like she was still twenty, like she still possessed
a blithe spirit of youth, and on the other hand a discotheque was a
perfect communication vehicle for someone who can’t and doesn’t
want to express herself verbally. Here, amidst the strobe lights and
deafening beats, she was in her element. She could prove something
to the world with her moves and her fashion. Lauren’s interest in
making movies had to come from the same handicap. Images don’t
need explaining. Is there a nuance in the plight of refugees? It’s peo-
ple fleeing for their lives. Who could possibly criticize her work? It’s
so black and white that it’s criticism-proof.

Andy and Joanna sat on opposite sides of the low table, in an awk-
ward lull. He gazed outside the window, where, in the distance, Jer-
sey City flickered across the dark ribbon of the Hudson River. The
waitress brought their drinks. Andy took his glass and moved to the
banquette next to Joanna.

“What happened with you and Misha?” Andy asked, leaning clos-
er to her ear.

“Oh, he told you,” she said, stirring the ice cubes in her glass.
“He’s a bit brooding. He lacks a fun gene. Typical Russian.”

“Ha, he 1s.”

“The funny thing is, he wasn’t always like this. When he was still
running the credit desk, he’d call me up at like 3 p.m. on a Friday
and we would decide on a random trip and be on a plane by 6 p.m.
Those were the days.”

“And then he made thirty million and became a bum,” Andy said.

“Yeah,” Joanna said. “Ironic, isn’t it?”

Lauren and Caldera came back from the dance floor. Caldera’s
face was flushed. He plopped onto the banquette.

“Oof. Someone should make a movie about us,” Caldera shouted,
fanning himself with the menu.

Andy looked at Lauren. “Maybe Lauren will. Once she finishes
her documentary.”

“I’ll look into it,” Lauren said. “I gotta have a script though.”



92 THE HERMIT

“We’ll help you write it,” Caldera said.

“What we do is not cinematic,” said Andy.

Caldera sighed. “Yeah. Unfortunately. Not cinematic but still
breathtaking. For someone who knows what’s going on, it’s a thriller,
like The Bourne Identity. It’s art, what we do. And who cares if no one
understands it? We can make it just for us. Show it at conferences and
at panels. It will be a niche production for a niche audience.”

“Are you a filmmaker?” Joanna asked Lauren.

“Yes.”

“What kind of movies do you make?”

“I'm working on a documentary now.”

“How exciting. What is it about?”

“Syrian refugees.”

“Wow,” Joanna exclaimed and looked at Andy. “And here we are,
jerking off bid lists,” she said ruefully.

Andy pressed his lips in silent agreement.

Lauren gave Joanna her business card, and Joanna looked at it
with a well-practiced show of fascination.

“Yep,” Andy said. “Lauren is a Renaissance woman. She does a
lot of things.”

Lauren kissed him on the cheek.

“Call me,” she said to Joanna. “Let’s have lunch.”

Rain had washed over the city’s streets while they were inside. The
asphalt shimmered, steam rose out of the manholes, and the other-
wise potent smell of sidewalk trash was temporarily impaired by the
metallic freshness of the ozone-rich air.

Lauren exhaled. “What an amazing city! It just fills me with ...
energy. It’s so ...” She grasped at air, looking for a word. “It captures
you whole. Mind and body. It makes me feel like I'm on the verge of
something big.”

They hailed a cab. As they made their way up Tenth Avenue,
Andy stared at the gleaming, blurry streetlights that reflected on the

uneven patchy surface of the pavement and thought that, while naive
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and starry-eyed, Lauren’s sentiment had some validity. There was a
centripetal force in this city. It conscripted everyone into a willing,
adoring bondage. He remembered the painting at the gallery that
depicted New York City cradled in the bosom of a lustful, Lilith-
like spirit. If the city was a woman, then Lauren embodied it. The
same sexual energy underpinning every interaction, the same fran-
tic vacillations between fleeting extremes, the same restlessness, the
same confusion. The same unending quest for relevance, for a new
thrill, new activity, new lover, but never a satisfaction, never a con-
clusion. The same grandeur of ideas and mediocrity of execution.
The same impatience and hostility toward those who question the
place’s circular algorithm, its purposes and methods, as if those ques-
tions would threaten one’s own delicate truce with the city. This lack
of anchor, this denial of a firm footing, had to be a feature designed
by the nameless architects of the megapolis to maintain its pull, to
perpetuate its mythology.

“It’s our safe space,” Andy said, noting that his usual excitement
about the city had somehow devolved into a dull resignation. “It

keeps us busy.”



