
        
            
                
            
        

    
Black Canyons

Lena White and Marqus Black

This book is copyright © 2024 Lena White and Marqus Black. All rights reserved

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Cover characters are models. Images are licensed from depositphotos.com

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

It's the dawn of the Dot-Com bubble and people are dying.

Beautiful ex-cop turned financial analyst Jeri Jameson is handed two assignments by her boss, Charles Revell, the secretive but notorious financier and hedge fund manager who runs the predatory Black Canyon Fund.

Revell orders Jeri to help track down the revenge-crazed fanatic who has threatened to kill him, and he assigns her team of analysts to probe Mor-Research, the high-flying tech company founded and run by her ex-lover, the tech entrepreneur and millionaire, Derek Morgan.

Jeri's dual investigations lead her from the trading floors of Wall Street to the high-tech boardrooms of the corporate elite, from the back alleys of Boulder to the ski slopes of Aspen.
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Prologue

She stared at the ceiling, exhausted, glistening in the moonlight.  The night air drifted down the mountainside and through the wide windows, chilling her, but she made no move for the blanket.  The breeze was crisp and dry and carried the scent of the ponderosa pines that covered the ridge beyond the meadow.  She shivered with pleasure under the deliciously cool kiss of the soft wind.

It’s only been two months, she reminded herself, two glorious months.  The sex had started out great and then…  Tonight was beyond words.  Earth shattering.  She never dreamed.

And yet…  She tried not to think about it but that was impossible.  One cold, hard fact was absolutely unavoidable – she was being used.  There had been no attempt to hide it – she knew she was being used, a means to an end.  That fact alone should have enraged her but it instead had the opposite effect, heightening the erotic pleasure.

A means to an end, but an end that suited her – that was the key.  She too wanted him dead, for very different reasons, but what did that matter.  As soon as the idea was advanced, she knew she was in.  Aside from the obvious advantages, it felt right.  In a peculiar way the idea of him lying there, cold and stiff in a pool of his own blood, warmed her soul.

Once the goal was established they focused on the planning.  She quickly noticed that every time they discussed the plan, they wound up in bed.  Not that they needed an excuse, but it became almost involuntary, Pavlovian, an erotic auto-suggestion that never failed.  And as the day approached when they put the plan into action, against all expectations, against all reason, the sex got even better.

Today was that day.  It was just a few small steps – a stolen itinerary, a precisely reserved seat on a particular flight, a phone call.  But it was a start, and the fact that it had begun took the sex to another level.  Of course, the fact remained that she hated the plan itself.  She was on board for the goal, but she found the method to be needlessly dangerous.  The risk of being caught, a risk not unfamiliar to her, was huge.

From the start she tried to steer the strategy in another direction, any direction, but she could not.  She wasn’t used to having no influence, and it stung.  Truth be told, they never really discussed anything – it was always much more a lecture than a discussion.  She was little more than a sounding board; one not afforded the luxury of an opinion.  She wondered if the act of being ignored, virtually dismissed, enhanced her pleasure.  No, that’s absurd.  Ridiculous.  That’s precisely why she wanted him dead.  Well, one of the reasons.

Her lack of influence was troubling from another standpoint – she doubted the plan would work.  Too complicated, too many moving parts.  She spoke without moving, quietly.  “Why do you have to – ?”

“Don’t start.”

She sighed.  “I still don’t like it.”

“So you’ve said.”

So she’d said.  She knew it was pointless, but against her better judgement, almost against her will, she persisted.  “Why do you have to telegraph it?  Why don’t you just kill him?  Better yet, we could have the job done.  I know some people…”

Silence.

She rolled onto her side.  “I don’t want…”

“I don’t give a damn what you want.  This is the way we’re going to do it.”

“Why?  What’s the point?”

“It gets me close.  He’ll never see it coming.”

“But you’ve said all along you want him to see it coming, you want him to sweat.”

“Oh, he’ll see it coming, just not from me.  Not until the end.”

“What if you screw things up?  We already have people in position, ready to go.”

“Look, you want me to kill them too?  Is that what it’s going to take to convince you I’m serious?”

“What do you know about killing?”

A long silence.  Finally, “What do you know about me?”


Chapter 1

May, 1994

Jagged rock flashed inches from Jeri Jameson’s face as she fell toward the river three hundred feet below her.  She skidded off the canyon wall, and prepared for the inevitable.

The belaying line snapped taut.  The harness bit into her thighs and she slammed against the wall, her left hip and shoulder taking the brunt of the collision.  She bounced up and away from the granite face, dangling by the thread of her lifeline.  As she swung back toward the wall, she extended her hands and feet, and landed on the slick, hard stone like a fly on a pane of glass.

“Damn.”

Jeri found a foothold on the sheer surface.  She checked her limbs and her equipment – the damage was limited to a scrape on her knee, and her climbing tools were still attached to her belt.

A voice drifted up the canyon wall.  “You okay?”

“I'm fine,” Jeri shouted down to Derek Morgan.  He stood at the base of the vertical wall of the canyon, gripping the other end of her lifeline.

“We should call it a day,” Derek said.

“Yeah, great idea.”

Jeri worked her way back up the wall to the anchor that had checked her fall.  She unhooked the line from the anchor, then pulled a knife from her belt and pried the wedged chockstone from the crevice in the granite.  After freeing the chock, she slowly retraced the path she had taken up the rock face and arrived back at the base of the vertical wall where Morgan was waiting.

“What happened?” Morgan asked as he coiled the belaying line.

“Slippery fingers.  I should have chalked up again before I tried the last traverse.”

“Do you want to rest for a while before we head back to Denver?”

“Sounds good.”  Jeri propped herself against the warm canyon wall and closed her eyes to the bright afternoon sun.  She knew there was more work to do before the day was done, but for the moment weariness overtook her.

The canyon had two distinct climbing profiles.  Below them was a steep boulder field that rose up 200 feet from the river to the base of the wall – above them was the sheer granite face that had just defeated her.  The climb down the boulder field would be easier than the technical climb on the wall, but it would still take effort.  She was content to rest while Morgan stowed the equipment.

The sky was cloudless.  The sun was approaching the west rim of the canyon, but for the moment they sat in the full heat of the late afternoon.  A hot, dry breeze blew dust at them and the grit clung to the perspiration on Jeri’s arms and neck.  She took a long drink and held the bottle against her forehead, almost longing for one of the afternoon thunderstorms that were common in the Colorado Rockies in June.  Almost.

Morgan finished packing up the equipment and sat next to her.  “So, how’s the new job?” he asked.

She gave him a sidelong look.  “The new job?  I’ve been there a year.”

He nodded and gave her a small, sheepish grin.  “Okay, it’s not new anymore.  How’s it been going?  You’re with Charlie Revell’s big mutual fund, right?”

“Hedge fund. Black Canyon is a hedge fund.”

“Of course, how could I forget?  Like it?”

“I’m still with them.”

Morgan took a swig of water.  “You’re not going to make this easy, are you?”

“It’s your party, Derek.  Why don’t you tell me why we’re here?  Why I’m here.”

She saw Morgan look away toward the far wall of the canyon, squinting into the sun.  “Gonna make me spell it out, huh?  You always were a ball-buster, Jeri. You know that?”

She kept her eyes on him and said nothing.

“Okay, it’s pretty simple.  I miss you.  We were good, and I’ve missed that.”  He looked at her.  She tried not to smile, but it was inevitable.  He smiled back.  “If you’re trying to make this even harder than I thought it would be, it’s working.”

Now Jeri turned to admire the view.  She watched a pair of hawks trace lazy circles in the hot, dry air above the river.  “We’ve all been through hard times, Derek.  It’s been a long year.”

“Yes, it has,” he said.

She turned back to Morgan and for the first time today, she considered him.  He had not changed much at all.  His perpetually and carefully tousled blond hair was showing a bit of gray at the edges, the crease in his cheek was a tad deeper, and there was a line or two she didn’t remember around his eyes, his ridiculously deep blue Sundance eyes…

“We’ll see, Derek.  We’ll see.”

They watched the hawks.  The two birds of prey banked and wheeled on the gusts of wind, toying with each other in the wide expanse of the canyon.  One suddenly dove toward the water and dipped its talons into the current but came up empty.  The other flew off into a small cut in the sheer rock wall where an ancient feeder stream had carved another smaller canyon.  The fisher hawk followed.

Morgan picked up a small stone and tossed it into the boulders below them.  “Did your fund get caught up in the foreign currency mess?” he asked.  “You gonna survive?”

“We’re fine.  We don’t do futures, we’re strictly a stock shop.”  She stood and stretched, readying herself for the trek back to the cars.  “Matter of fact, it’s a bit of a coincidence you called.  I’ve just been assigned to look at the switch-builders.”

Morgan joined her in limbering for the climb down the boulder field.  “So I’ll be seeing you on a professional basis as well?”

“Mor-Research is on our list.”

“I wondered if the mighty Black Canyon Fund would ever get around to looking at me.  What the use of living in the same town as a guru like Charlie Revell if he never takes an interest in your company?”

Jeri hoisted the pack onto her shoulders and started down toward the river.  “Don’t believe everything you read in the Journal, Derek.  Charlie pays a top New York PR outfit big bucks to make him look like a folksy good old boy, but he’s tough as nails when it comes to high flyers like you.  If he buys into your company, you might find it’s not easy living with him.”

Derek Morgan flashed a dazzling smile at her.  “Then I’ll just have to count on you to look out for me, Jeri.”    


Chapter 2

Monday morning, Jeri parked her white Jeep Cherokee in her usual spot in the garage on First Avenue in the Cherry Creek district southeast of downtown Denver.  After a short walk in the bright sunshine of a cool Colorado summer morning, she entered the two-story structure that served as headquarters for Black Canyon.  The unpretentious building was on the outskirts of the shopping and business center and was adorned by a modest sign bearing the name of the fund.  She greeted the receptionist as she went through the small lobby, passed the elevator, and jogged up the stairs.

Jeri unlocked her office door and tossed her purse and gym bag on the floor under her desk.  Sunlight flooded through the window.  Although her desktop was organized and uncluttered, the floor was covered with stacks of annual reports, research summaries, and printouts.  A parched potted plant sat on the credenza amid more stacks of paper.  The office was small and the furniture inexpensive, which mattered little to her.  When she was in the office, her focus was either on the computer screen or the phone.  Other than the plant, the only touch she had brought to the place was an early Bev Doolittle print depicting three Native American braves wearing a camouflage of wolf skins and riding bareback on horses galloping toward an unseen prey.  Above them, three ethereal wolves raced toward the same prey.  She had admired the print for years but never had the means to buy one.  After Revell offered her the analyst job, the art gallery was her first stop.         

Jeri switched on her computer to check the early action on bond futures before the stock exchanges opened for trading.  While the computer was booting up, she removed her suit jacket and hung it on the back of her chair.  She sat down and took off the running shoes she wore for the walk to the office and slipped on a pair of high-heeled pumps.

“Why are bonds down?” she yelled through her open door to the traders who sat in the large bullpen outside her office.

“Cost of employment was a blow-out,” a voice called out from the trading floor. “Two points above consensus.”

Jeri walked out of her office and stood behind one of the traders, Al Brolin.  “How’s Europe closing?” she asked him as she read over his shoulder.  Brolin, like all of the fund’s traders, sat before a bank of computer screens filled with price quotes, charts, and scrolling news headlines.

“They got creamed again, just like Japan.  We’re going to get sliced, diced, and julienned.”  Brolin abruptly stood up and shouted across the bullpen, “Goldman just posted an offer on Paley.  Looks like they’re puking it up.”

 “I’ve got Goldman covered,” a voice answered.

“I thought we were done buying Paley,”  Jeri said, puzzled.

“We were, but they just pre-announced,” Brolin responded.  “Earnings are gonna fall short.”

“Again?”  Jeri’s stomach turned over.

“Again,” Brolin said.

“How bad?”

“Blood bath.  Stock’s going to open down another three points.”

“And we were already underwater by that much, right?”  Hang on.  Don’t get sick right here on Brolin’s Bloomberg.

“At least.”

“Damn.  God damn.”  Jeri looked out over the trading floor with unseeing eyes.  Based largely on her work and her recommendation, Revell had bought millions of shares of Paley Systemware.  Jeri had convinced herself that Paley, after a miserable year in which the stock got hammered, would begin an upturn in business in the current fiscal quarter.  She argued passionately for the purchase over the objections of others in the organization.  This was the deal that was going to make her a player and set her apart from the pack.  This was supposed to be the next step for her, but now it looked bad.  Why did she push so hard?  Why didn’t she listen to the little voice, the one that always urged caution?

Brolin turned and looked at Jeri, bringing her back.  “Did you hear about Tom Kendall?”

“Sandstrum’s CEO?”  Sandstrum Distribution, a wholesaler of computer components, was the subject of a recent report written by Jeri’s research team.  The company filed for bankruptcy protection last week after its stock price collapsed.  Revell had sold the stock short and cleared a huge profit for Black Canyon.

“The news just hit the wire.  He ate his gun last night.”

Jeri was stunned.  “What?  Tom committed suicide?”

“Apparently.  Did you know him?”                                                                                

“Yeah, I met him … I can’t believe it.  He wasn’t the type.”

“Tanking the family business can really fuck up your day,” Brolin said as he turned and punched a button on his phone console.

 Jeri walked back to her office and closed the door.  She pulled out her notes from the Sandstrum project and phoned Larry Tuttle, Sandstrum’s chief financial officer, and Tom Kendall’s right-hand man.  She was not surprised to hear he was out of the office and left her condolences with his secretary.

Jeri felt a pang of guilt as she hung up the phone.  Although she had only met Kendall once during her visits to Sandstrum headquarters in Dallas, she met with Tuttle often and had gotten to know him fairly well.  Larry Tuttle was a bespectacled, fastidious Boston Brahmin who seemed out of his element in Texas, but he was a capable executive and he was fiercely loyal to Kendall and the company.  During her research on Sandstrum Distribution Jeri learned that although the company had struggled for years, Kendall and Tuttle succeeded in turning the business around.  Sandstrum stock had risen from five dollars a share into the mid-teens in the prior year, and Jeri’s research team had recommended Revell buy Sandstrum stock for a continuation of the turnaround.  Revell surprised them all and sold the stock short.  She acknowledged that as owner and manager of Black Canyon, Revell was free to use his staff’s research any way he chose, but the Sandstrum trade was the first time he had ignored a recommendation from Jeri’s team.  The trade left Jeri too embarrassed to call Tuttle, especially after Sandstrum's stock plummeted to a new low.  She remembered the discomfort she felt at the time, and Kendall’s suicide renewed and intensified her distress.

Jeri’s door opened and Carol Swenson, president of the Black Canyon Fund, walked into her office.  Well into her fifties and still attractive, Swenson was lean and angular with a hip but unflattering short hairdo.  She was, as usual, aggressively well-dressed in a severely cut gray suit and assiduously well-preserved, professionally sculpted, and lacquered.

“I need to meet with you and Clay in my office.”

“What time?”

“Right now.”

“What about the team meeting?”

“It will have to wait.”

Jeri stood.  Swenson seemed unusually abrupt, even for her.  “What is it, Carol?”

“We have a problem.”

“What happened?”

“I’ll fill you in at the meeting.”

As Swenson strode away, Jeri headed across the trading floor toward the executive suite of offices used by Revell and Swenson.  She was the first to arrive but Swenson and Clay Mathis, Jeri’s research partner, soon joined her.

“Saturday morning,” Swenson began abruptly, “Charlie received a phone call at home, from someone who did not identify himself and whose voice he didn’t recognize.  According to Charlie the caller said, and I quote, ‘You better watch your back, Chuck, because I’m gonna stick a knife it, a real one.  I’m gonna enjoy watching you die.’  Before Charlie could respond, he hung up.”

They sat quietly, taking in his words.  Finally, Jeri broke the silence.  “Did Charlie trace the call?”

“No.  You know Charlie, he wasn’t even aware you could do that.”

“He probably still has a rotary phone,” Mathis commented.

“Did he call the police or the phone company?” Jeri persisted.

“No.” Swenson looked away.  “He didn’t take the call seriously.  When I heard about the call this morning, I notified the police.”

“Who caught the case?” Jeri asked.

“A detective by the name of Neff.  Do you know him?”

“No,” Jeri said, “doesn’t ring a bell.”

Mathis cleared his throat.  “What do you want us to do?”

“Work with the police,” Swenson answered.  “They asked if we had any idea who might have made the call.  I think that it makes sense to focus on two groups – former employees of the fund who might hold a grudge, and executives of companies that Black Canyon’s been involved with on the short side.  I’ve already arranged to go over the personnel records of former employees, and I would like the two of you to examine the trading records of the fund for the last several years.”

Jeri nodded her agreement.  “Are you aware of the news about Tom Kendall?”

Swenson nodded.  “I just heard, but I don’t see any connection between Kendall and this call.”

Jeri kept quiet.  Do you think it’s just a coincidence that the CEO of a bankrupt company we shorted committed suicide the day after Revell’s life was threatened? she wondered.

Swenson read her face.  “We didn’t publicize our position, and there were dozens of short-sale specialists active in Sandstrum long before we got to them.  I don’t see any connection.”

Jeri continued, “Well, at a minimum I think security measures should be taken both at the office and at Charlie’s house.”

“What kind of security measures?”

“Standard precautions – surveillance measures, bodyguard.”

Swenson frowned.  “Charlie won’t go for that.  He thinks this whole thing is a joke.”

Mathis turned to Jeri and arched an eyebrow.

“Okay, I’m confused,” Jeri said to Swenson.  “Why isn’t he taking this seriously?  He’s not interested in protection, or even precautions?”

Swenson looked at her and shrugged.  “I can’t explain it.  He didn’t want to bring the police into it, either.  And believe me, he made that quite clear this morning after I reported it.”

Mathis nodded and closed his notebook.  “Safe to assume we’re going to press on with an investigation, whether the purported victim is interested or not.”

Swenson nodded and stood up.  “That’s exactly right.”

As they filed out the door and walked back toward the trading floor, Jeri turned to Swenson.  “Carol, you’ve known Charlie a long time.  What’s with him?  This threat could be serious.”

Carol Swenson was a 20-year veteran of Black Canyon.  A CPA by training, she had started in the fund’s accounting department and worked her way up to the number two position in the organization.  Swenson kept her eyes focused on the floor in front of her as she answered.

“Charlie can be very stubborn, and reckless, especially when it comes to his personal safety.  He was nearly killed in an avalanche in Canada.”

“Really?  When?”

“Decades ago.  It was before I knew him, before he started Black Canyon.  He was one of the pioneers of helicopter skiing, long before they started using radio locators.  Three members of his group were killed, including his father-in-law, but Charlie was back at it a few weeks later.”

Jeri looked at Swenson with surprise.  “I didn’t know he was married.”

“He was once.  Apparently, it didn’t last very long.”

As they arrived at Jeri’s office Swenson continued on toward the large conference room.  Jeri checked the quote on Paley – the stock still was not open for trading, a bad sign – and started gathering her notes as Mathis looked out at the world outside her office.

“Well, sunshine,” he said as he turned and gave her a sympathetic, gap-toothed grin, “our grillin’s about to commence.  Ready to face the fire?”

Jeri smiled back ruefully at the lanky, freckled redhead.  Mathis had come to the Black Canyon Fund three years ago, after fifteen years as a financial reporter at the Nashville Tennessean.  His open, unpretentious manner gave him an uncanny ability to solicit valuable information from a variety of sources.  His easy charm also appealed to a wide variety of female companions, leading to the dissolution of three marriages.

“Yeah, this is going to be fun.  Phil’s going to be ballistic about Paley.”

“Well, don’t let that gomer get to you.  All the same, next time you might consider a more circumspect stance, especially if I’m not firmly on your side.”

“Thanks.  I assume you heard the particulars about Kendall.”

Mathis nodded.  “I did – it’s all over the office.  A tragedy, no other word for it.”

“Did you ever meet him?” she asked.

“No, I just spoke with him once on the phone.  You met him though, didn’t you?”

“Yeah, I spent a couple of hours with him at his office.  He seemed so centered, a real salt-of-the-earth type.  I can’t believe he let the business get to him like that.”

After a final glance at the quote screen on her computer, she stacked her notes and joined Mathis for the short walk to the main conference room.

“You know,” Mathis said, “you may think I failed to notice how adroitly you sidestepped my inquiry last week, but you’d be wrong.”

“Clay, what are you talking about?”

“Just before we wrapped up on Friday, I asked how you landed Mor-Research as a client when you were with Parker Griffith.”

Jeri smiled at him.  “Hard work, Clay.  Nothing but hard work.”

Mathis smiled back.  “Darlin’, I’m sure you worked your tail off.  That must have been quite a coup, a client like Derek Morgan.  Quite the feather in your cap.”

“Well, if you must know,” she said in a stage whisper, “when I first met Derek, he was flat broke.  At that point, Mor-Research was mostly a daydream.  He barely had a business plan.”

“And now the poor ole boy is worth, what, half a billion?”

“Is it that much?”

“Sure is.  And I imagine he owes a great deal of his success to your wise counsel.”

Jeri laughed.  “Oh, I think he would disagree with that assessment, and rightly so.”

“But I do recall an article in The Denver Post about your key role in landing the initial public offering of Mor-Research stock.  Pretty unusual for a lowly retail stockbroker to outmaneuver all those high-falutin investment bankers that were undoubtedly courting Mr. Morgan.”

“And just what are you implying, Clay?”

Mathis raised his hands in gentle protest.  “Not a thing, girl.  Not a thing.”

They arrived at the conference room and Mathis opened the door for Jeri with a gallant flourish, and she nodded and smiled as she entered the room.  It was an efficient, elegant space.  A floor-to-ceiling window looked out over the tree-lined streets of Cherry Creek, and in the center of the room a large, mahogany conference table was surrounded by a dozen leather chairs.  At the head of the table, more mahogany was shaped into a set of wall-length curved doors, which fronted a state-of-the-art video-conferencing center, various audiovisual aids, and a whiteboard wired to a computer terminal.  The rest of the research team was already seated around the table as Jeri and Mathis entered the room.

Ben Amsler, Black Canyon’s research director, sat at the head of the table.  A massive man with thick arms and huge hands, Amsler looked impassively at Phil Groda, the fund’s technology analyst seated to his left.

Groda was in full voice.  “Screw the bear market, I want to know if Jameson’s going to be covering our lost bonuses this quarter.”  With dark, thinning hair and a seemingly permanent scowl, Groda projected cynicism as prima fascia evidence of a formidable intellect.  Having spent many years in Silicon Valley, he never tired of lording his technological expertise over his colleagues.  The fact that his career was littered with stints at three failed start-ups and a couple of declining high-tech dinosaurs did nothing to suppress his ego or his opinions.

Amsler gave him a weary sigh.  “Jury’s still out on Paley, Phil.  As I recall, you didn’t argue all that strenuously against Jeri’s recommendation.”

“That’s the last time I let a former stockbroker talk me into a half-assed idea.”

“Phil,” Jeri said in a voice dripping with sweetness, “St. Peter himself couldn’t talk you into heaven if you had your mind made up to go to hell.”  She and Mathis sat down at the opposite side of the conference table.

At that moment, Charlie Revell ambled into the conference room.                                 “Morning, everybody,” he said with a smile.  Dressed in shirtsleeves and with his tie loose around his opened collar, Revell looked more like a shoe salesman to Jeri than a hedge fund manager.  She returned his smile, genuinely fond of him, but she also felt the disheveled clothes and wire-rimmed glasses were part of a calculated image.  

Revell pulled a stubby pencil from his shirt pocket.  “Any additional information since the report was compiled?”  The overview of the computer networking industry which Jeri and Mathis had spent the prior two weeks preparing had been delivered to Revell late Friday afternoon.  From the overview, Revell would select one company for comprehensive analysis.

Jeri gave Revell the latest revisions on the data as he scribbled notes on the already dog-eared report.  Wall Street’s analysts began revising the data contained in the report before the market opened this Monday morning, necessitating Jeri’s verbal update.

Revell took notes as Jeri spoke and then settled into a contemplative silence.  Jeri glanced at her colleagues, then gazed out the window at the streams of commuters arriving for work in the surrounding buildings.

“Any thoughts?” Revell said to the group.  A discussion ensued, at times heated, as to the relative merits of the various companies in the network equipment industry.

At last, Revell glanced at Jeri.  “Jeri, have you stayed in touch with any of your former clients at Mor-Research?”

Jeri found Revell’s mention of Mor-Research made her uneasy, which surprised her.  “I haven’t spoken to Ted Barinsky or Phil Erker since I left Parker Griffith.”  Jeri paused briefly, deciding how to phrase the rest of her response.  “I did talk with Derek Morgan last week, but we didn’t discuss the business.”

“What was your impression of Morgan’s state of mind?”  Revell looked at her with intensity.                 

Jeri hesitated, wondering why her opinion of Morgan’s mental health mattered to Revell.  She shifted in her chair and hoped her discomfort was not obvious to the group.  “Morgan seemed upbeat, no different than when he was a client.”

Revell rolled up the report, stuck the pencil back into his pocket, and made eye contact with each member of the team.  “I want a full report on Mor-Research in two weeks.  Jeri’s contacts with the company should reduce the time normally needed to complete the assignment.  Any questions?”  Before anyone could answer, Revell stood up and left the room.


Chapter 3

Mathis sat on a stack of reports in Jeri’s office.  They had spent the morning planning their strategy for the Mor-Research project, deciding which suppliers and customers to contact as they gathered information about sales trends and product demand.  The process included everything from interviews with employees and former employees of the company to conversations with the trucking firms that hauled boxes to and from Mor-Research’s loading docks.

The phone rang, its display panel indicating an internal call.  Jeri punched the speaker button.  “Jeri,” said Carol Swenson’s secretary, “there’s a Detective Neff here to see you.”

“Thanks, Diane, send him up.”  She punched the button a second time.  “You want to sit in on this, Clay?  Shouldn’t take too long.”

Mathis shook his head.  “I’ll get the biscuits rolling over at Morgan’s shop.”  He slipped out of the office before Neff arrived and introduced himself.  Jeri stood to shake the detective’s hand.

“Please, sit down.  Can I get you some coffee?”

Neff declined her offer. Stout and balding, he had heavy, deadened eyes and a pinched mouth.  She recognized the look – the years had taken their toll.  She wondered again if her brother could avoid a similar fate.

He set a stack of computer reports next to the chair and pulled a notepad out of his coat pocket.  “I understand you used to be in law enforcement.”

“Yes,” she said, “years ago, here in Denver.  District Six.”

“How long were you in uniform?”

“I was with the department for six years, the last few months in plain clothes.”

Neff raised an eyebrow.  “You left after making detective?”

“Yeah, I decided it was time to move on.”

“How did you wind up here?”

“While I was with the department I went to night school and got my MBA.  After I gave up my shield, I worked for a bank in San Francisco.  I came back to Denver five years ago and became a stockbroker at Parker Griffith.  I came to the fund last year.”

“What do you do here?”

“Research.  I work with a partner here in Denver.  We study different industries and companies for the fund to invest in.”

Neff took notes as he talked.  “First, I want to get some background information about the nature of your organization.  Then I’d like to go over the fund’s trading records.”

“Sure, what do you need?”                                                                                              

“Well, first off, what exactly is a hedge fund?  I’m familiar with mutual funds, so what’s the difference?”

Jeri paused briefly.  “Mutual funds are generally open to the public – a hedge fund is private.  You have to be invited in and you have to meet some stringent financial requirements to invest with the fund.”

“So a hedge fund’s client list is pretty exclusive?”

“Very.  And sophisticated.”

“Why is that?”

“Because hedge fund managers can do things that mutual funds managers can’t.”

“Such as?”

“Leverage is a big difference.  A mutual funds manager is generally not allowed to borrow money to leverage the fund’s investments.  Hedge fund managers keep their portfolios heavily leveraged.”

“All the time?”

“Most of the time.”

“Why is that?”

“Leverage increases the return, and hedge fund managers are paid to perform.  Mutual funds just charge investors a set percentage of the assets in the fund, but hedge fund operators also get a cut of the profits that the hedge fund generates.  You can make money a lot faster if you leverage the portfolio.”

“You can also lose money faster, right?”

“Yes, of course.  It works both ways.”

“Okay, what other differences are there?”

“Well, hedge fund managers have the ability and the willingness to sell short when they trade stocks, commodities, and options. Black Canyon trades stocks almost exclusively.”

Neff looked up from the yellow pad.  “Okay, I’ve heard of short-selling, but why don’t you make sure I’m not kidding myself.”

Jeri took a breath.  “Short-selling is a way to profit when a stock’s price goes down.  A short sale is when you sell stock you don’t own, stock that’s been borrowed from a broker.  You sell the borrowed stock at today’s price and then at some later date, you try to buy the stock back at a lower price.  You keep the difference between what you sold it for and what it cost you to buy it back.”

Neff nodded and went back to taking notes.  “It sounds somewhat disreputable.  I thought the point of the stock market was to make money as prices go up.”

“Most of the time we make money by owning stock and benefiting from rising prices.  Selling short is just a strategy we use occasionally when we find a stock that appears to be overvalued.”

Neff shifted in his chair and continued writing.  Jeri assumed he was unconvinced, but she was used to the prejudice against selling stocks short from her years at Parker Griffith.

“Okay, so hedge fund managers can sell stocks short.  I would imagine this practice would tend to annoy some people.”

“Yes, it does.  Executives at companies that are targeted by short-sellers get very annoyed.  They take it personally.”

“Do they take it personally enough to do something about it?”

“Some of them do.  Several companies that have been targeted by short-sellers have fought back.”

“How do they fight back?”

“It usually comes down to a public relations battle.  The targeted company’s executives condemn the short-sellers as vile and underhanded, while the short-sellers bad-mouth the company’s management as inept and self-serving.  There’s a lot of mud-slinging in the business press and the grapevine among traders and money managers.”

“You’ve never heard of anything more than that, no threats of bodily harm, no physical intimidation?”

Jeri paused to consider what Neff was suggesting and the image of Tom Kendall with a gun in his mouth came back to her.  But Kendall killed himself, she thought, he didn’t threaten anyone.  “I’ve never heard of anything like that.”

“But it’s possible.”

“Yes,” she said quietly.  “I guess it is.”

Neff reached for the sheaf of computer printouts he had carried into the office.  “These are the trading records for the Black Canyon fund going back to 1991.  Ms. Swenson said you had some ideas.”

“My thought was to look at the short sales that worked out in a big way.”

“Meaning what?”

“The short sales that the fund made a bunch of money on.  That would indicate a dramatic decline in the price of the stock.”

“Revell ever do anything to piss someone off?”

“Not that I’ve seen since I’ve been here,” Jeri said as she paged through the printout, “and I don’t remember reading about Black Canyon taking a stance on a stock they were short when I was a broker.  But we’re a big player, and it’s hard for us to cover our tracks.  Sometimes we don’t try very hard to hide what we’re doing in a given stock.  If the word gets out that we’re shorting, I’m sure it gets back to the company.”  She turned to Neff.  “The market makers for NASDAQ stocks often get pretty close to the management of the companies they trade.  And we short NASDAQ stocks most of the time.”

“Is that by design?” Neff asked.

“Not really, you just tend to find younger, less seasoned companies on NASDAQ than on the New York.”

“Well, anyway,” Neff said, “if the fund is shorting a stock heavily, the company is likely to find out.  And if the stock price goes down a lot, the company is likely to blame the fund?”

“Not always,” Jeri said.  “Most of the time a stock goes down because something went wrong with the business, something completely unrelated to the market.  But once in a while, a rumor can knock a stock down.  Rumors that get blamed on short-sellers.”

Neff rubbed the back of his neck.  “Sandstrum Distributing had an actual business problem, they didn’t get hit by a rumor.”

“No, they didn’t,” Jeri admitted.

“So we should look at the companies that fit that profile, don’t you think?”

“It’s a place to start.”  As the detective hoisted himself out of the chair Jeri stood up and extended a hand.

Neff shook her hand.  “I’ll be in touch.”


Chapter 4

Jeri was nearly finished fine-tuning a spreadsheet that projected Mor-Research’s revenue stream for the fiscal quarter when a knock on her door broke her concentration.  Before she had a chance to respond, the door opened and Mathis leaned into her office.

“What’s up, buttercup?” he said with an exaggerated Tennessee drawl.

“You tell me, Clay,” Jeri said with a smile.  “You came to me.”

“Truer words were never spoken.”  Mathis slipped into the office and closed the door.  “I hope you can find it in you to forgive the intrusion, but I wanted to run something by you.”

Jeri leaned back in her chair and folded her hands in her lap.  “Have a seat.  What’s on your mind?”

“I’ve been chasing down all of the pointy-head potentates over at Mor-Research in R&D, and I keep getting the same story about their fancy new switch.  I guess when it’s all said and done, this thing is supposed to do everything but milk the cow.”

Jeri reached for a stack of press releases on her desk.  “Yeah, the ME-1000,” she said as she pulled out a single sheet of paper.  “I’ve been reading about it.  What’s the problem?”

“Not a thing, according to the boys in the lab.  Development of the switch is coming right along, and everything is just fine.  Well, I can’t put my finger on any one thing, but I just get a feeling when I’m talking to these boys that I’m being fed a line.  Like they’re all singing from the same hymnal if you know what I mean.”

“You think they’re hiding something?”

“I do get that feeling.  You think you can dig past the topsoil and see what’s crawling around underneath the surface?”

“Yeah, I can do that.”

Mathis stood to leave, then paused.  “Jeri, we need to be right on this one.”

“I know, Clay.  I know.”  She said, nodding.  “Clay, why don’t you talk to Jack?”

Mathis gave her a weak smile.  “Jeri, my daddy always told me, ‘If you can’t take it like a man, don’t play with the big boys.’  I’m a big boy, Jeri.  I can take care of it without intervention from the constabulary.  But let’s be right on this one all the same.  That will make my life so very much easier.”

As Mathis walked away, she decided to call Ted Barinsky, Mor-Research’s Chief Financial Officer.  During the underwriting of Mor-Research’s initial public offering, Jeri established relationships and opened brokerage accounts with several of the top executives at the company.  Although she had worked with Barinsky for just a short time before she left Parker Griffith, she developed a good rapport with Morgan’s new CFO.  She hoped, as she dialed the phone, that he would be willing to talk about the new switch.  After an exchange of pleasantries, she came to the point.

“Ted, can you shed any light on the development of the ME-1000?”

Barinsky took his time.  “Well, as far as I know, Jeri, we will ship the product on schedule.  Why do you ask?”

She filled him in on the nature of her interest in the company.  “So you’re saying that the prototype works?”

Again Barinsky was slow to answer.  “I’m not very well versed in the technical aspect of the product, Jeri, so I really shouldn’t comment on that.  But it is my understanding that we will meet the deadline outlined in the press release.”

Jeri frowned – it was obvious this conversation was going nowhere.  With his background, she knew it was useless trying to get any more information out of Barinsky than he was willing to divulge on the first attempt.  She sent her regards to Barinsky’s wife and clicked off.

Jeri pulled out the file containing all of the financial reports available on the company and the last three months of press releases.  After two fruitless hours of picking over them looking for any mention of problems with the development of the new switch, she walked to Phil Groda’s office.  She recounted Mathis’ suspicions and the conversation she had with the Mor-Research executive.

“What they’re trying to do is not what I would call revolutionary, but I wouldn’t be surprised if they’ve run into some potholes,” Groda said.  “If they do pull it off, though, it will boost them to the top of their peer group for the foreseeable future.”

“Is it a quantum leap from what’s currently available?”

“No, I wouldn’t say that,” he said with a hint of condescension.  “It’s more of an incremental advance from the current technology.  Everybody in the industry is trying to increase the speed of the data flow on the network, and from what I’ve read of their specs for the ME-1000, this will put them ahead of the competition for a while.”

“So if it works, and they ship the first orders on time, they stay ahead of the crowd for, what, a year?”

“At the very least.”  Condescension with a chaser of impatience.  “Maybe 18 months, which in the networking business is an eternity.  And because their switch is faster than everybody else’s, they get to charge more for it, fattening up the bottom line.”

“And if the switch doesn’t work, or they don’t start shipping on time?”

“Then somebody else comes up with the next generation of switches.  This is something that will happen, it’s just a matter of who gets it done.  The networking industry needs to keep improving the components of the network, to handle the increase in data flow, which is skyrocketing.  It’s a high-tech Malthusian problem.”

“How so?”  Here it comes.

Groda rolled his eyes and sighed theatrically.  “We’re adding to the capacity of networks at an arithmetic rate, but the demand for additional capacity is growing geometrically.”

“Jeri, phone,” Diane shouted from her desk across the trading floor.  Jeri thanked Groda and walked to her office.  As she passed Diane’s desk, she asked who was on the line.

“A Mr. Tuttle, with Sandstrum Distributing.”

Jeri’s pulse rate spiked upward as the image of Tom Kendall with a gun in his mouth flashed through her mind.  She hurried into her office and closed the door.

“Larry, thanks for calling me back.  I was so sorry to hear about Tom?”

“Really?  I’m surprised to hear you say that, seeing as you put the gun in his hand.”

“What?”  Jeri’s throat tightened.

“I’ve been doing some thinking about you and I’ve come to a couple of conclusions.  We had no problems until you and your pack of vultures showed up, and then the roof caved in on us.”

“What are you talking about, Larry?”

“Business here was just fine until you and your gang started nosing around.  A few weeks after your so-called fact-finding expedition, our bank pulled the plug on our financing, not only killing the line of credit we were counting on to clean up our balance sheet but calling our inventory loans as well.  Once the press got hold of that, suppliers started demanding full payment in advance of shipping, and nobody could survive in this business under those conditions.  We’re looking at Chapter Eleven.”

Jeri’s thoughts swirled as she tried desperately to recall the details of the Sandstrum deal.  “The bank pulled your loans, not us.  Why do you think we had anything to do with that?”

“I’ve been doing some checking, and I think we got smeared.  The bank had no reason to pull the rug out from under us, but they did.  We had no problems until you showed up, and the whole thing collapsed in a matter of weeks for no reason.  And I found out from one of the market makers that you guys started shorting our stock hand over fist the week the bank rolled over on us.  You did this, I’m not sure exactly how, but you did this.”

Jeri knew there were several plausible explanations, but the reservations she had at the time of the deal gnawed at her.  She had thought Sandstrum looked like a reasonably good investment at the conclusion of their research, and the recommendation the team made to Revell had been to buy the stock.  She was surprised when he decided to short the stock, and she was even more surprised when the strategy worked.  At the time she credited Revell with a combination of sharp instincts and good luck, but even then the whole deal smelled like three-day-old fish.

“I still think your problems started with the bank,” she said weakly.

“Well, I think you pulled some strings at the bank.”

“Larry, we don’t even know what bank you use.”

“Yeah, sure.  I was on great terms with the president for years, and a month after you showed up, he wouldn’t return my calls.  And then he puts out the word to his pals that we’re no good, that we’re cooking our books.  Nothing I can prove, but I know it happened.

“Look, the reason I called is to tell you that I know what you and the rest of your sharks have done.  A good man is dead and a promising company has been ruined and you’re responsible.  I’ll never be able to prove anything, but I know what happened.”  She heard him slam the phone in its cradle.


Chapter 5

The Nevada sun beat down on Ted Barinsky.  Mor-Research’s chief financial officer jostled his way down the Las Vegas strip toward the convention center through the hoards of gamblers mingled with a throng of conventioneers in town for the latest Tech-Con convention.  Computer technicians, software salesmen, securities analysts, and financial reporters flooded the extravagant casinos and seedy strip joints as the town hosted the world’s largest and most important computer convention.  Every summer for more than two decades the people of the high-tech industries gathered in the unbearable heat of the Nevada desert to check out the latest in hardware, software, and sin.

Barinsky fought his way across the flow of pedestrians using his briefcase as a wedge to move through the crowd and toward the street.  He used his height to its full advantage and peered across the surface of the sea of pedestrians.  When he saw that the entire strip was jammed to a near standstill, he regretted his decision to walk to the convention center.  His suit clung to his tall, lean frame and his sandy-brown hair darkened with sweat. What a way to go to a meeting, he thought, especially one that just might save the company.

Barinsky hated this annual convention, loathed Las Vegas and cursed Morgan for insisting he attend.  He was grateful he had managed to avoid the Tech-Con circus for most of his 32 years in the technology industry.  His previous visits were limited to the early years of the convention when both Tech-Con and Vegas had been smaller and less insane.  Now he found everything about the convention and the city was beyond reason.  There were too many exhibitors, too many products, and too many garish casinos with exploding volcanoes and sinking pirate ships; the whole spectacle offended his sensibilities.

Everything considered, the day was going poorly.  A delay at Denver International Airport caused his flight to Las Vegas to arrive late.  He had planned to check into his hotel and spend an hour preparing for the meeting.  As it was, he had arrived in Las Vegas with no time to spare.  It appeared certain he would arrive late to the convention center.

Barinsky was on edge about the meeting before the delay – this was more than a typical presentation to prospective customers.  He knew that Morgan had spared no expense in preparing the exhibit for Tech-Con for the express purpose of impressing the participants at today’s meeting.  Morgan desperately needed to impress them.

Mor-Research was secretly struggling to launch a new product.  Morgan and his top engineers were working on a lightning-fast computer network switch that would put Mor-Research far ahead of its competition – if the device lived up to expectations.  Morgan had promised customers and the financial community that the new switch was twice as fast as the top product on the market, and that the switch would be shipped on schedule.  He had not revealed that the switch was still mired with design problems.  Morgan was used to winning when the odds were against him, but in this instance Barinsky felt he had gone too far and had promised something he might not be able to deliver.  Morgan was pushing his research team and himself to the breaking point, but as the delivery deadline approached, the new switch was still inoperable.

Barinsky knew the deadline could be pushed back, but the impact of delaying shipment of the new switch would be devastating for the company.  Wall Street was merciless in punishing companies that failed to deliver on schedule.  The current price of Mor-Research stock was holding in the mid-thirties, despite a weak stock market, largely because of the expected future revenues from the new switch.  If the switch was delayed, the analysts’ forecasts for next year would plummet.  So would the price of the stock.

Morgan’s best hope for shipping the new switch on schedule was a small private company called Paradise Solutions which specialized in developing advanced software programs for the networking industry.  After meeting with the owners of Paradise Solutions and seeing first hand what they had already developed, Morgan realized the small San Diego-based outfit held the answer to the problems he could not solve in his own lab.  Barinsky and Morgan were meeting today with Paradise Solutions’ owners to discuss the possibility of a friendly acquisition of Paradise by Mor-Research.

Barinsky cut through the river of pedestrians to the entrance to the conference center, soaked with perspiration and flushed from the heat.  The cold blast from the center’s air-conditioners and the noise from the sprawl of exhibits jarred him as he entered the hall.  He made his way past the largest exhibits, astonished at the size and scope of the most ostentatious displays.  Giant screens, enormous loud-speakers, and wrap-around staging assaulted his senses and numbed his brain.  The gaudy extravagance of Tech-Con nearly matched the garish excess of Las Vegas.  He hated this place.

“Ted, where the hell have you been?”  Morgan was standing at the back of the Mor-Research exhibit chatting with two other members of his senior management team who were also in town for the meeting.

“The plane was delayed.  Didn’t Mary get a hold of you?”

“She called, but she said you’d be here half an hour ago.  We need to go over the flow-of-funds statement one more time before Wood gets here.  I want to make sure there are no holes in this offer.  We can’t afford any delays.”

Morgan was dressed in his usual business attire, which consisted of a plain white golf shirt and khaki trousers and he stood in stark contrast to Barinsky and the other vice-presidents who wore suits.  During their planning discussions in Denver, Barinsky had tried to convince Morgan that a meeting of this magnitude required more formal attire than a golf shirt, but even then Barinsky knew his advice would probably be ignored.

“What’s the stock doing?” asked Phil Erker, Mor’s head of manufacturing.  “Last I heard, the market was getting killed again.”

The price of Mor-Research stock, always on the executives’ minds due to its impact on their personal net worth, was now even more important.  It represented the currency they would use to purchase Paradise Solutions, which was owned by the co-founders, Richard Wood and Mimi Glickman.  Morgan and Barinsky planned to offer shares of Mor-Research stock to the Paradise owners in exchange for their private stock in Paradise Solutions.  Mor-Research would thereby gain control of the software they needed to complete the design of their troublesome new switch.  Wood and Glickman would convert their holdings in Paradise, which represented the vast majority of their net worth, into shares of Mor-Research.  In converting their Paradise holdings to Mor stock, which was traded on the New York Stock Exchange, Wood and Glickman gained liquidity and the ability to diversify.  To Barinsky, the plan seemed equitable.

Barinsky opened his briefcase and pulled out what looked like a transistor radio.  The device produced, via an FM radio frequency, a continuous read-out of stock prices from the floor of the New York Stock Exchange.  Only last month Mor-Research had made the jump to the Big Board from the OTC market.

“Last trade was 35 1/4, down ¾,” Barinsky said to the group.  “The Dow is down 192 points.”  Mor-Research had gone public a year ago at $15 a share.  After peaking in the spring at $44 a share, the stock was being dragged down by a steep decline in the high tech sector of the market.  Every downtick in the price of Mor-Research would cost them money when they purchased Paradise Solutions.  If Mor’s stock price plummeted, it would kill the deal and the long-term prospects for the entire company.  Both Morgan and Barinsky wanted to finalize the deal to forestall any problems caused by a bear market, now being predicted by a few Wall Street analysts.

“Anything lately from the Ax?” Morgan asked while looking at his shoes.  Barinsky knew the question was directed at him.  Sandy Taylor was Wall Street’s most influential analyst, or the Ax, for the computer networking industry.

“I haven’t heard from Sandy since the last conference call,” Barinsky answered.  “I don’t think he has any idea what we’re trying to do here.”

“Keep it that way,” Morgan cautioned.  “If the word gets out before the deal is done, we’re history.”

Barinsky knew that if rumors surfaced about his attempts to buy a software company, questions would arise regarding Mor-Research’s ability to ship the new switch on schedule.  In the stock market, if there was any trace of concern about a technology company’s business, mutual fund managers would sell the stock first and ask questions later.  This massive selling of a technology company’s stock could cripple the company before they had an opportunity to react to the rumor.  Barinsky also knew that in addition to balancing the books, an important function of his job was to safeguard against an outbreak of panic by managing the analysts which followed the company.  In Morgan’s opinion, this was his chief financial officer’s most important function.

Barinsky turned to Morgan.  “I did get a call from Jeri Jameson.  She asked about the ME-1000.”

Morgan’s looked stunned.  “What did she say?”

“She asked how the development was coming along.  She didn’t quite indicate she knew of any problems, but she did seem to have some suspicions.”

Morgan rolled his eyes.  “What the hell is she doing nosing around?  You didn’t give her anything?”

“Nothing.  I told her we would ship on time.”

“If she calls again, tell her to call me.  I’ll take care of Jeri.”

Morgan folded his arm across his chest and looked at the ceiling of the convention center, seemingly lost in thought.  Barinsky and the other executives waited.

“What can we do to juice the stock?”  Morgan said at last.  He had put the question to his CFO.  “This goddamn correction is killing us and I want it to stop.”

Barinsky looked at Morgan.  “What are you suggesting?”

“I want to ship everything we can before we closeout the quarter.  I want to stop paying bills, ordering equipment, hiring, you name it.  What’s the consensus for the second quarter, 21 cents?  I want to beat it and I want to beat it big.”

Barinsky emphatically shook his head.  “I think that would be a huge mistake.  Once the news of the acquisition got out, our credibility would suffer.  It would be obvious what we were doing, and it would be remembered.”

Barinsky needed to protect his reputation in the financial community – his job was hard enough without having analysts and portfolio managers questioning his motives on every press release.

Morgan moved closer to Barinsky and lowered his voice.  “I don’t give a shit about our credibility.  If we don’t get this deal done, we won’t need to be credible about anything because we’ll be out of business.”

Barinsky remained silent.

“Look,” Morgan said, “I’m going to make an offer right here, today.  I can dazzle the son of a bitch, because I know they’re ready to sell and I don’t want the lawyers and the bankers screwing up the deal.  But if the stock doesn’t hold up, the deal won’t fly.”

“You’re just putting off the inevitable,” Barinsky said.  “If we move everything we can into the second quarter, the third will come in weaker and the stock falls apart then.”

“Yeah, but by then the deal will be done and we survive.”

“Is that fair to Wood and Glickman?” Barinsky persisted.

“As long as we survive, we can make it up to them.  I’ll give them bigger stock option bonuses next year to compensate for any decline.  But without this deal, we’re toast.  Now let’s go over that flow-of-funds statement.”

As they huddled near the back of the Mor-Research exhibit, a hush in their corner of the huge convention hall intruded on Barinsky’s concentration.  When he looked up and glanced around the center, he noticed that most of the conversations had ceased among the largely male population.  Attention was focused on the main corridor of the convention center, but Barinsky’s view was blocked by the back of an exhibit.  The other executives looked up as well as they sensed the change in the atmosphere.  Barinsky finally stepped in front of the booth to see what the crowd was gawking at when, suddenly, he saw her.

A woman walked through the crowd near the entrance of the convention center.  Her walk was slow, with a sensual rhythm that hinted at the confidence of a woman who knew her effect on men.  Her full mane of dark, lustrous hair reached down to the middle of her back and with each step, a few strands caught the air and fluttered gently around her delicate features.  She was breathtakingly beautiful.  An exquisitely tailored dress emphasized her perfect breasts, then narrowed seductively into her slender waist and hugged her thighs.  Every man in the vicinity turned slowly to follow her as she passed down the center of the aisle.

“Damn,” Morgan said.  “Now there’s a woman who knows how to work a room.”

“Amazing,” Spencer said.

“You got that right,” Erker said.

Barinsky said nothing.  As the woman walked toward them, he was surprised to find himself intrigued by her.  After thirty years of marriage, he could not recall the last time a woman’s physical appearance had stirred him like this.  Suddenly, she looked at Barinsky, full into him, with radiant, emerald-colored eyes.  A fleeting smile touched her lips before she looked away and strolled past the exhibit.  His eyes followed her until she turned at the end of the corridor and disappeared from view.  As the discussion of business resumed, Barinsky found it difficult to concentrate on the mundane details of the deal.  Those emerald eyes and the hint of a suggestive smile lingered in his mind.


Chapter 6

Jeri had trouble concentrating on her work after Tuttle’s call, more trouble sleeping that night, and she arrived for work Wednesday morning tired and edgy.  She found Mathis reading a newspaper outside her office.

He eyed her up and down. “Rough night, darlin’?”

“I’ve had better,” she said as she unlocked her office door.  Jeri recounted her conversation with Tuttle as she changed her shoes and switched on her computer.

“Based on that call,” Mathis said, “I’m thinking we might just want to pay Mr. Tuttle a visit.”

“That was my first thought as well, but now I don’t think so.  Tuttle is obviously upset, but the call to Revell was made Saturday morning, and Kendall didn’t kill himself until Sunday.  I don’t see a connection.”

“Unless Kendall made the call.”

“Which is doubtful, since he killed himself the next day.  I guess he could have made the call and then changed his mind, but it doesn’t make much sense.  I can’t see anyone from Sandstrum being involved.”

“What do you make of Tuttle’s accusations?  Is he just overwrought?”

Jeri paused.  Mathis glanced at her and caught her eye before she looked away.  She remained silent.

“So,” Mathis said, “that explains your rough night.”

Jeri looked at her partner.  “I think Tuttle’s version of events is farfetched.  The connection between our research of Sandstrum and the bank calling the company’s loans is coincidental, and he’s jumping to conclusions.”

“But something bothers you about the story, doesn’t it?”

Jeri remained silent.

“You think there’s a possibility Tuttle’s not daft?”

Jeri looked at her computer screen.  She spoke in an even tone.  “When I met with Tuttle, he struck me as a rational man, the quintessential accountant.  He didn’t seem like the type to go for off-the-wall conspiracy theories.  But the idea that Revell and the Black Canyon fund are directly responsible for bankrupting of Sandstrum Distributing and indirectly responsible for Bill Kendall’s suicide is ridiculous.”

*************

Mike Deegan sat motionless at his desk holding the notice in his hand.  He stared blankly at the window.  From his small office in the Denver branch of the brokerage firm of Parker Griffith he could see Pikes Peak on the horizon, but his mind was not on the view.  One of his very best clients was leaving him.  Fifteen years they had work together, and now it was over – no phone call, no explanation, no notice.  Just an order from some on-line discount brokerage firm to ship the account, and make it snappy, thankyouverymuch.

“What the hell are you still doin' here?” boomed Ralph Bennett in a thick Brooklyn accent.  Bennett occupied the office next to Deegan.  “It's four o’clock in the afternoon, for chrissake.  Get your sorry ass outta here.”

Bennett was little more than half Deegan’s size, but as he stood in the doorway with his feet apart and his hands on his narrow hips, he seemed to loom over the office.  Bennett’s habitual smirk grated on Deegan’s nerves more than usual at this moment, but he knew, hell, everybody knew that any attempt to ignore the man would be futile.

“What's up with you?” Bennett pressed him.  “You look like shit.”  Deegan bolted from his chair and reached for the door to stop Bennett from coming into his office and dragging him into a conversation.

“I've got one more call to make before I go home.” Deegan said as he started to close the door.

Bennett retreated, but he put his hand to the door.  “You callin' Jeri Jameson back?  I saw the message on your desk while you were at the Y.”

“Just get out so I can make the call and beat the traffic, will you?”  Although Deegan had long ago gotten used to the lack of privacy in the office, it struck him as ironic that in an industry that went to great lengths to safeguard confidentiality, it was hardly possible to do anything without the entire office knowing about it.

“What's the problem, you got something cookin' there?  You still drooling over JJ, you pathetic slob?”  Bennett was smiling broadly now, knowing he struck a nerve.

“Get out.”  Deegan pushed on Bennett's chest to get him out of the doorway and slammed the door after him.

Although it was more than five years ago, Deegan easily remembered the alert that flew through the office that day Jeri showed up for her interview to become a stockbroker.  He walked through the lobby to sneak a look at her, as did several of the other middle-aged male brokers with too much free time on their hands.  She wore an impeccably tailored, gray pinstriped suit, and her thick chestnut hair framed her intelligent and attractive face.  Jeri radiated a sensual athleticism and outdoor beauty Deegan had seen only in Colorado.  After she was hired at Parker Griffith, all of the unmarried male brokers in the office and a few of the married ones angled for months attempting to gain an advantage in a semi-serious game of pursuit.  Over the years Deegan had seen marriages forged and destroyed in the halls of Parker Griffith, and Jeri was a likely candidate to precipitate either outcome.

Deegan was strictly a spectator in the office’s romantic games.  Eight years older than Jeri, he was married and not interested in straying.  A vestige of his strict Catholic upbringing and his natural clumsiness around beautiful women bolstered his commitment to his marriage.

Jeri tested his resolve, not overtly, but merely by her presence.  After she completed the broker training program, she was assigned a desk outside of Deegan’s office.  Jeri often consulted Deegan during her first year at Parker Griffith, full of the usual rookie questions about the business.  Although he enjoyed the friendship that developed between them, he recognized its potential for trouble.

Deegan dialed the number on the message slip.  A secretary answered on the first ring and he waited while he was connected to Jeri.

“Telephone tag is such fun, isn’t it?”  He could hear her smiling through the phone.  “Are you still playing basketball these days?  I thought by now you’d have outgrown such childishness.”

“What, the only sports fit for adults are the ones that can kill you, like rock climbing?”  Deegan smiled as his depression dissipated.  “So, how are you Jeri?  Been out of town?”

“Yeah, Houston a few weeks ago.  I know all of the maids at the Ritz Carlton on a first name basis.  Pretty soon I'll know their kids' birthdays.”

“I don't suppose you miss the predictable routine of life as a retail broker.”

“Oh yeah, I really miss rushing through lunch at Duffy's with the gang after a couple of hundred cold calls.  Monday morning sales meetings are a close second.”  She laughed.  “So, what’s up?”

“Nothing important, just wanted to touch base.  You busy this afternoon?  I thought we might get together for a drink.”

“Sounds good.  How about the Trinity at five?”

“See you there,” he said.  Just as he started to wonder how he would kill another hour, Bennett burst into his office again.  Deegan rose, glared at the intruder and cursed himself for not locking the door.

“So how is she, stud?  You gonna go through the motions and take her to dinner or just head straight for the sheets?”

Deegan met Bennett at the door.  “Enjoy your weekend, asshole,” he said as he shoved Bennett out of his office.  This time when Deegan closed the door, he locked it.

After her training and passing the licensing exam, Jeri had settled in to the life of a retail broker.  Over the years she built up a respectable book of clients and did clean business, with no hints of shady dealings and no complaints of back-stabbing from other brokers in the office.  Deegan had assumed that Jeri Jameson was destined for a long, comfortable career at Parker Griffith as a reliable, if unspectacular, producer.

Then one day she was gone.  No one in the office was too surprised when a broker left Parker Griffith as other brokerage firms were constantly prospecting the competition in an attempt to lure away proven producers with cash bonuses and the promise of greener pastures.  Of the rookies that made it past the two year hurdle at Parker Griffith with enough of a book to make a comfortable living, two-thirds eventually left to work for brokerages with limited training programs and an appetite for seasoned brokers.  Those brokers who remained at Parker Griffith got used to having a colleague turn into to a competitor overnight.

Jeri, however, did not go to the competition.  Against all odds and industry precedent, she left the retail side of the business that deals with individuals and small companies, the “sell side” of Wall Street, and went to work for an institution, Black Canyon, on the “buy side.”  That Jeri was hired by such an exclusive fund astounded Deegan.  He had heard that every potential employee was interviewed by the founder of Black Canyon, the legendary Charlie Revell.  Deegan had to admit it, he was jealous.  He’d dreamed of making the move to the buy side for years.  The sell side was crumbling around him as full service brokers from Merrill Lynch to sole practitioners found themselves besieged by discount brokers on the internet, no load mutual funds and a bull market that made do-it-yourself investing seem easy and irresistible.  Jeri had found a way out.

Deegan’s concerns about his business gnawed at him, but he decided there was little point in hanging around the office worrying about it.  He was shutting down his quote terminal when the intercom on his phone console crackled to life.

“Mike, I need to talk to you.”

Deegan immediately knew something was wrong as Terrence Hermann, his boss and the manager of the Denver branch of Parker Griffith, rarely called him otherwise.  He was both annoyed at the intrusion and anxious about being summoned for a late meeting, but following orders, he walked to the other side of the building to Hermann’s extravagant corner office.

“What’s up, Terry?”  Although they were meeting for the first time in months, they did not shake hands and Hermann did not get out of his chair.

“Sit down, Mike,” Hermann ordered.  Not a good sign.

Hermann was a man who overflowed, physically if not emotionally, and the glass slab he used for a desk did nothing to hide his bulk.  His gray hair was unkempt and his florid face exposed the ravages of a lifetime of martinis.  As Deegan sat in the chair facing him, Hermann put on his reading glasses and picked up a computer print-out.

“I’ve been going through the productions numbers for the first five months of the year.  The office is doing well. We’ve moved up several places in the national rankings, and we now lead the region.”  The voice was laced with a condescending singsong rhythm.  “The whole firm is ten percent ahead of last year’s pace and we’re almost double that.”  He took his glasses off and looked at Deegan.  “You, however, are down almost twenty percent for the year, and your numbers last year were nothing to write home about.”  He dropped the glasses on his desk and leaned back in his chair.

Deegan looked away from his manager.  He looked out the windows behind Hermann at the panorama of the city skyline and the mountains beyond, the peaks glistening with the traces of a late spring snow fall.  The cry of a police siren drifted up from the street and as the distant wail faded, the sound of ticking from a commemorative company clock on the credenza filled the room.

When Deegan finally spoke he did not look at Hermann but focused on the clock.  “What do you want me to say, Terry?  I’m having a bad year.  I’ll turn it around.”

“You had a bad year last year.  One bad year is a warning sign.  Two bad years back-to-back is a train wreck.”

Deegan looked hard at Hermann.  The manager stared back, his eyes impassive.

“The year isn’t even half over,” Deegan said, looking away.

“Based on your year-to-date numbers, you’re going to have a hard time turning things around.  Do you have any good prospects that might come through for you?”

“I’m working on some things.”

Hermann remained silent, letting the trite words hang in the air.  At last, Deegan shifted in his chair and looked at his boss.

“Make sure some of those things work out, Mike.”

**************

Caught in rush-hour traffic, Jeri crawled north on Speer Boulevard.  By the time she fought her way into downtown Denver and parked her Jeep in an outdoor lot, she was almost an hour late.  Jaywalking through six lanes of grid-locked traffic on Broadway, Jeri calculated it was almost two years since she last had a drink or a meal with Deegan.  In her last year at Parker Griffith she was so busy she rarely ate lunch with anyone but clients.  She was struck by how much she missed the easy camaraderie she shared with Deegan and the other brokers at the office.

The clatter of glasses and the delicious aroma emanating from the kitchen engulfed her as she pulled open the heavy wood and cut glass door of the restaurant.  As she expected, the bar at the Trinity Grill was crowded with suits and cell phones, briefcases and martinis.

“Hey there,” Deegan called to her as she came through the door.  “No chance of holding a stool for you.”  He rose.  “Here, sit down.”

“I’m so sorry I kept you waiting, have you been here the whole time?” she patted his arm as she sat on the bar stool.

“And then some.  I had nothing to do after you called so I came right over.  I was beginning to wonder if you were coming.”

“The phone just would not quit,” she said, motioning to the bartender. “So, how is everybody at the office?  Is George still hanging on?”

Deegan managed a smile.  “Hammond will never retire.  They’ll carry that old cowboy out on a stretcher, his hand still clutching the quote machine.”  The bartender placed a napkin on the bar and a scotch and soda on top of it.

“I’m starved,” Jeri said, “let’s get some dinner.”  She picked up her drink and lead the way to a table in the half-empty dining room.  Deegan followed her and plopped into his chair at a table near the back of the restaurant.  They ordered without looking at the menus.

As Jeri studied Deegan she realized his appearance had changed, and not for the better.  More gray around the temples, more rubber on the tire.  Even his smiling Irish eyes look faded and worn.  He’s just a year older, but it looks like he’s aged a decade.  Must have been a hell of a year. “How are you, Mike?” she said.  “Really.”

“Same old, I guess.  Nothing much changes.”  He leaned toward her as a waitress with a full tray squeezed behind him.  “Sorry about John.”

“Thanks.  Already seems like a long time since the funeral.”

“Pretty sudden, wasn’t it?  Last time I saw him he looked like he’d live forever.”

“No warning at all.  There’d been no history of heart problems on his side of the family, until now.”

An awkward silence settled on them.  Finally, Jeri asked, “So, who’s screwing who at Parker Griffith these days?”

Deegan smiled.  “Financially, physically or metaphorically?”

“You know, I just realized on the way here that I miss you guys.  Can you believe it?”

 “You’re nuts.”  He smiled at her.  “We miss you too.  You still like what you’re doing?”

“Most of the time.  The travel gets tedious, but I like most of my colleagues and the work is challenging.  The pressure to be right is more intense than I ever thought possible.”

“How so?”

“Bonuses.  I make a recommendation that doesn’t pan out and the bonus just evaporates.  It’s not a big deal for me, but my partner…”

“Family man?”

“Yeah, of a sort.  But his family has absolutely no sense of humor, if you know what I mean.”  Deegan gave her a puzzled look.  “Clay has a thing for the ponies.”

“He’s into the mob for gambling debts?”

“I don’t think it’s the Mafia, but I don’t thick it’s the local S&L, either.  He gets antsy as hell when we make a mistake.  Just last month,” she continued as the waitress arrived with their dinner, “I pounded the table for an idea I thought was a lay-up.  Clay and our tech analyst were lukewarm on the deal but I carried the day and Revell loaded up.  Monday they said they’re going to miss their number.”

“So,” Deegan said, “Paley, huh?”

Jeri smiled.  “You still don’t miss a trick, do you?”

“What made you think they were done screwing up?”

“A bunch of little things,” Jeri presented the case for Paley, much as she had to Revell.  Deegan ate and listened in silence as she recounted order rates, pricing considerations, market share and product line extensions.

“You figure they’re stuffing the channel?”

“We checked that out, too.  They don’t have a lot of product in the distribution channel.  Most of their stuff is going out direct these days.”

Deegan played with the salt shaker, rolling it between his thumb and index finger.  He was slouched in his chair, his arm stretched out on the table.  He kept his eyes on the salt shaker as he spoke.  “So what kind of return are you looking for?  Are they going to start a whole new cycle or were you looking for a dead-cat bounce?”

Jeri gave him an exaggerated frown.  “You know I hate that expression.”  A dead-cat bounce was an old Wall Street saying which described the modest rebound a stock often experienced after a significant decline in price.  Even a dead cat would bounce if it fell far enough, but that doesn’t mean it’s come back to life.

“Sorry,” Deegan said.  “So, what did Revell do after the bad news for the quarter?”

Jeri waited to answer until he looked at her.  When at last he did, she held his eyes.  “He doubled down.”  She raised an eyebrow slightly, almost imperceptibly.

Deegan’s gaze stayed locked with hers.  “I appreciate the tip, Jeri.  I could use a good trade right now, so this will help.”  He looked away.  “Actually, it’ll help a lot,” he said softly.

She searched his face for some clue to the deeper unhappiness she sensed, and opened the door to further conversation if he wanted it.  “What’s wrong, Mike?  Has Hermann been getting on you again?”

He rolled his eyes.  “Terry-the-Pirate has been his usual, delightful self.  My numbers are trailing the office by a few percent, so it hasn’t been pleasant, but I’ve been in slumps before.”

She nodded.  “How’s Susan?”  Jeri had met Dr. Susan Walsh, Deegan’s wife, at a Parker Griffith office function.

“Gone.”

“Pardon?”

“She left me.  Packed up and moved to California a couple of months ago.”

“What happened?”

“Nothing.  We were played out.  It’s for the best.”

Jeri was not surprised.  Although they rarely talked about Susan, even when Jeri was still at Parker Griffith, she knew there were problems in the relationship.  Deep problems.  As the busboy cleared the table and they rose to leave, Jeri turned to Deegan.  “Anything I can do?”

Deegan avoided Jeri’s eyes.  “No, I’m okay.  Thanks.”

They pushed through the crowd now waiting at the front door for a table and out into the waning light of the setting sun.  “It was great to see you again, Mike.”

“We should do this more often.”

“I agree. Take care of yourself.”




Chapter 7

Barinsky stowed his overnight bag in the overhead compartment and took his seat in the first-class cabin of the United Airlines 737.  The flight was scheduled to leave in a few minutes for Denver International.  He had called Alice the night before to confirm his arrival, offered once again to take a cab, and was pleased when his wife insisted on driving to the airport to pick him up.

Denver’s new airport, with its gleaming white, canvas-tented terminal sat 15 miles out on the eastern plains of Colorado.  To drive there from the Barinskys’ home in Cherry Hills took only ten minutes longer than the trip to Denver’s old Stapleton Airport.  The press had made such an issue of the distance, however, that it seemed to Barinsky a greater imposition to have Alice pick him up at the new facility.  At least, he thought with a smile, she was driving a new Lincoln Towncar instead of the rickety Ford Galaxy she drove when they were first married.  He didn’t travel often in those days, but whenever he did, and in all the years since, Alice met him at the terminal.

“Would you like something to drink after we take off?” the flight attendant asked him as he settled in for the two hour flight.

“Yes, I believe I would.  A Bloody Mary, please.”  Barinsky rarely drank while flying.  He seldom drank other than socially, for he never acquired the habit of using alcohol for its mind-numbing effect.  Today, however, was a day to celebrate.

The meeting with Richard Wood had been very successful.  The CEO of Paradise Solutions was very impressed by Mor-Research’s technology, and Morgan had correctly assessed the man – he was more a programmer than a businessman.  The deal they offered Wood was evidently more than he expected and he agreed in principal to the buyout immediately.  Barinsky marveled at the informal nature of the proceedings; at DI, a deal of this magnitude would have been tied up in committees for months.  Bankers, lawyers and accountants would have had their fingers all over the deal, and the cost would have been higher as a result of the intrusion.  The new entrepreneur-dominated world of small technology companies took some getting used to, but Barinsky rather liked it.

Most importantly, Wood immediately understood the need for Paradise software in making the new ME-1000 switch operate, and he was quite confident they could provide the necessary programming. Amazingly, thought Barinsky, Wood did not press for a sweeter deal.  Morgan knew just how to approach Wood, getting him to focus on the technology, on the possibilities and the promise, without distractions from lawyers and investment bankers.  Morgan’s performance was masterful.  Barinsky reflected on the new respect he had for the young CEO – that guy is going to make him rich, he smiled to himself.

Just as the flight attendant was preparing to close the door to the aircraft, a voice floated down the gangway from the ticket agent that a late arriving passenger was boarding.  The plane was less than half full, a rare occurrence for any flight in or out of Vegas, and Barinsky noticed there were only two other passengers in the first-class compartment.  He glanced at the entrance as the last passenger walked onto the plane and his pulse quickened.  He immediately recognized her as the woman who had strolled through the Tech-Con convention yesterday.  She was casually dressed in a plain white blouse and dark skirt, but she was unmistakable.  She handed her boarding pass to the attendant and sat down next to him.

Barinsky smiled to himself.  You old fool, he thought, it’s been decades since a woman had this affect on you.  Shaking off the shock of seeing her again, he smiled to her.  She smiled demurely at him, not offering an opportunity for conversation, and she busied herself with stowing her purse and buckling her seat belt.  Barinsky glanced sidelong at her.  She was older than he would have expected, perhaps thirty, her dark hair pulled back with a French comb into a ponytail that reached the middle of her back.  Her skin had the luminescent glow of youth and her complexion was clear and unblemished. He was struck by the contrast between the cool intelligence in her eyes and the stunning sensuality of her mouth. 

Then he realized he was staring and quickly looked away.

The plane roared down the runway and climbed into the clear desert sky.  After they reached cruising altitude and the flight attendant arrived with his drink, Barinsky decided he needed a distraction.  He pulled out his laptop and started reviewing the terms he had discussed for the merger with Morgan.

He contemplated the timing of the announcement, and he knew that this would be a delicate matter with the financial community.  The sooner the deal was announced publicly,  the less pressure he would have from the analysts concerning Mor-Research’s transition to the ME-1000 switches – the announcement might even push Mor-Research’s stock higher.  At the very least it should resist any further decline in a bear market, but he did not want Morgan announcing the deal until they had a formal agreement with Wood and Glickman.  The Paradise owners had to be firmly committed to Mor-Research before the press became aware of the deal.  If there was a premature announcement, or worse, a leak, the investment bankers would flock to Paradise headquarters looking to get Wood and Glickman a sweeter deal and to rake off a fat fee for their troubles.  The cost of the buy-out would soar, and if Morgan lost control of the situation, Paradise could even go to another buyer.  In that case, Mor-Research would be in a tremendous bind as aggressive mutual fund managers would react to the news by selling Mor stock.  A depressed stock price would wipe out any hope that Morgan could sweeten the deal and salvage the merger. Having already arranged a reasonable combination of the two firms and the two technologies, Mor had a significant advantage at this moment over the competition.  They needed to press their advantage and adroitly choreograph events over the next several weeks.  The very survival of the company was at stake.

“Is that a DI-550 laptop you’re using?”  The question came from his neighbor, startling Barinsky back to the present.

“Yes, it is,” he said as he turned to her.  “Are you familiar with this model?”

“I’m considering that very computer when I upgrade.  The old Powerbook I’m using now is ancient, but I was wondering if the 550 is worth the extra money.”  She turned toward Barinsky in her seat and leaned over the computer to study the screen.  He noticed a hint of perfume, and he found himself surprisingly pleased there was a topic for conversation.

“I’ve only had this one for a few weeks, but it seems very reliable.”  They discussed the characteristics of several high-end laptop computer models currently on the market.  She was knowledgeable and articulate, and Barinsky was impressed with her expertise.

“Do you live in Denver?” she asked.

“Yes, I moved back a year and a half ago after too many years away. Are you visiting for the first time?”

“I’ve been there occasionally, for a day or two at a time, but I’ll be staying for a month this trip.  I’m setting up a market research program for a client that has its offices at the Denver Tech Center.  Do you work downtown?”

“No,” Barinsky said.  “Actually, my company is headquartered at the Tech Center as well.  Who are you working with?”

“The Micro Store.  I’ll be working with Jack Draper – he’s head of marketing.  Do you know him?”

“I’m afraid not.  I know where their building is but I’ve never had any contact with anyone at the company.  Is that why you were at Tech-Con?”

“Why, yes.  Did I meet you there?  I’m sorry, but I don’t recall our having met.”

“No, we didn’t meet, I just saw you in the crowd.  My name is Ted Barinsky.”  He reached for one of his business cards.

“Shannon O’Hara, nice to meet you.”  She looked at his card as breakfast arrived.  “I’ve heard of Mor-Research, but I can’t recall what line of business you’re in.” She completed the ritual by handing him one of her cards.  Barinsky gave her a rundown on the network switching business while they ate.

“You mentioned you just moved back to Denver.  Are you new with the company?” Shannon said.

“I joined Mor a year ago, after 31 years with Digital Instruments.  I spent some time in Denver while I was in the service.”

“Oh, so that’s why you’re partial to the DI laptop.  You must have left on good terms if you’re still recommending their products.”  She flashed another dazzling smile at him.

“I left without burning any bridges.  It was just time to seek my fortune, and I wasn’t going to find it at DI.”

“I thought fortune-seeking was the preoccupation of impatient, reckless young men.  You don’t look impatient or reckless.  In fact, you look like the model of propriety and caution.”  She was still smiling warmly, softening the words, but there was a challenging glint in her emerald eyes.

“For a long time, I was just that.  Then I decided it was time for a change,” he said, just a bit defensively.

Years ago, before he met Alice Farnsworth, Barinsky had joined Digital Instruments because it combined the practical but staid field of accounting with the exciting yet unpredictable high tech industry.  Having seen so many companies humbled or destroyed throughout his career, he was grateful for the strength and stability DI had brought to his life.  His rise through the ranks in the financial department had been steady if not quite meteoric, and he had reached a level where his name and reputation were assets, recognizable and respected.

DI had provided a very comfortable lifestyle for Alice and the children, and the transfers to various locations around the country kept the work interesting.  Alice had never complained about the several relocations, and Barinsky felt the kids benefited in the long run from the moves by encouraging them to be gregarious and self-reliant.  Certainly they were showing early signs of success.  Julie had just finished in the top third of her class at Columbia Law, and Chip was ready for his senior year at Stanford, where he excelled in mathematics and computer science.  DI had made it all possible and for that he was grateful.

In the latter stages of his tenure at DI, Barinsky realized the computer industry was changing dramatically – the old ways of doing business were obsolete, and no company had an unassailable position anymore.  Even reliable Digital Instruments had faltered a few years ago, and Barinsky had watched in dismay as the stock lost half its value.  He also realized he was never going to break into the highest ranks of the finance department at DI, so he decided that if he wanted to take one last risk, it must be elsewhere.

With the kids out of the nest, Ted and Alice Barinsky decided it was time to move on.  His reputation was such that headhunters were calling him weekly, trying to entice him to join start-ups and fledgling concerns all over the country.  He had looked at a few offers, but he was concerned that they were too risky, too reliant on vaporware, products that did not yet exist and may never find their way to the marketplace.  He was interested in a company that had sales, gross profit margins, and cash flow, concepts he had grown to know and love at DI.  Let the thirtysomething hotshots take their chances with raw start-up companies, he decided; they still had time to fail once or twice in their careers.  Barinsky felt that at his age, he had only one more shot at the brass ring.  He wanted to make sure he had a darn good opportunity to grab it.  When the offer came from Mor-Research, it didn’t take Derek Morgan long to convince him that his opportunity had arrived.

Shannon continued to look at him for a few seconds.  “And have you found your fortune at Mor-Research, Ted Barinsky?” she said softly.

“Perhaps.”  What a gorgeous smile, he thought.  “Perhaps.”

“Well, let’s have lunch while I’m in town, and you can tell me how Mor-Research is going to make you rich.  I wouldn’t mind being just a little richer myself.”  Preparing to sleep, she settled into her seat and pulled a blanket around her.

“Yes, let’s do that.”  Barinsky felt somewhat unnerved, but slightly euphoric as well.  He had agreed to many business meetings with attractive women over the years and had never given it a thought.  This felt somehow different, less of a business meeting, more of a rendezvous.  That’s ridiculous, he chided himself as the flight attendant took away the breakfast tray.  It’s just lunch.

*******************

As he had been doing for years, Ralph Bennett poked his head into Deegan’s office as lunch time approached.  “Can you break for lunch or are you hell bent on taking over Paley Systemware before the close?”

Deegan had just finished his fifteenth Paley sales pitch.  He stood and stretched, nodded to Bennett, then looked at his quote machine for the latest prices on the stock and the market.  He had decided to trust Jeri’s judgment regarding Paley.  He was still uneasy about the situation, but he was desperate for an idea that would make money for his clients and boost his commissions as well.

All morning, Deegan’s trade confirmations had piled up at the pneumatic tube station located in the wall outside of Deegan’s and Bennett’s offices.  Although the purchases were supposed to be confidential, Bennett bounded out of his chair every time a tube slammed into the Plexiglas compartment, so he saw every confirm notice.  Deegan knew it was a waste of energy to try to keep Bennett from sharing that knowledge with the entire office.

Deegan and Bennett walked to the elevators where they found George Hammond waiting for the rest of the usual lunch group.  Hammond was nearly seventy, and he had outlived much of his clientele, but he was the biggest practical joker in the office.  He had grown bored with the brokerage business years ago and lunch was the highlight of his day.

“Major,” Hammond said with a sly smile, “you look like the cat who swallowed the canary.”  Ever since he discovered the Major Deegan Expressway in New York City, Hammond delighted in using the same name for his friend.  “Ralphie-boy tells me you’ve been trying to corner the market on some high-flyer all morning.  What’s gotten into you, young man?  You know how I disapprove of this kind of speculation.”  Hammond’s eyes sparkled as he relished the opportunity to needle Deegan.

“I’m just trying to do a little business without getting on everybody’s nerves,” Deegan replied, then he turned to Bennett and gave him a withering look.  “You don’t waste any time at all, do you?” 

“C’mon,” Bennett said defensively, “the whole office will know what you’ve been doing by the close.”

“Yeah, thanks to you.”

“You can’t put twenty thousand shares on the books in twenty minutes and expect to keep it under your hat.  You haven’t bought anything this heavy in years, pal.  What’s goin’ on?  This wouldn’t have anything to do with JJ, now would it?”

“How is Jeri these days?” said Hammond.  “Lovely as ever, I trust.  Is she still with Charlie Revell?”

“Yeah, she’s still there,” replied Deegan as he turned back to Hammond. “She says she likes the work, seems to be doing just fine.”

“You’re avoiding the question, pal,” Bennett said.

“Don’t you ever do your own research?” Deegan snapped.

“What’s the problem?” Bennett protested.  “You’ve never objected to sharing ideas before.  Hell, if you clam up on me, my business will dry up!  I’m a salesman, not an analyst.”

“Ralphie-boy,” Hammond said with a mischievous grin, “you’re not a salesman, you’re an entertainer.”

“Yeah, real cute.  I think we’re on to something here.  Our boy Deegan has a meeting with Jeri Jameson, the hedge fund honcho, and the next day he’s pounding the phones on some dog stock that nobody’s looked at in years.  I think our old friend JJ gave him something, something we could all use to make a little money.”  Bennett was still smiling, maliciously now.  “Was the tip on Paley a reward for services rendered, Mike?”

Deegan stared coolly at Bennett and was about to fire back a reply when Marty Johnson and Alan Siegel, two long-time members of their lunch group joined them at the elevator.  A rookie broker, Frank Simmons, accompanied them.

“What’s the story on Paley, Major?” Hammond asked.  “And don’t give us the red Dodge version.”

“Red Dodge?” Simmons asked.

“Bennett drove to Colorado from the Bronx in an old red Dodge convertible, and telling us the story took almost as long as the trip,” Siegel explained.

All eyes turned back to Deegan.  He sighed and tried to answer the question as truthfully as he could under the circumstances.  He did not feel comfortable letting them in on the confidence Jeri had shared with him.  “There’s no big story, it just looks like the tide is turning for the software companies and Paley should lead the group.  It hasn’t given up any ground in this latest sell-off, so I think it’s a low-risk play, that’s all.”

“Does Revell own it?”  Bennett demanded.

“How should I know?”  Deegan was getting testy.

“Oh, bullshit,” Bennett said.  “You know.  Jeri knows and she told you.  What’s the problem?  Why not let us in on the deal?  My month could use a good rumor stock.”

“Look, I’m not going to say anymore about it.  Draw your own conclusions.”  The elevator bell rang and the doors opened.

“That’s all I needed to hear,” Bennett said as they crowded into the elevator.




Chapter 8

After a busy day on the phone, Jeri was tired and frustrated – she could find no fresh information about Morgan’s new switch., Jeri buzzed the receptionist.

“Diane, has Peter Kozalov returned my call yet?”

“Not to my knowledge, Jeri.”

Jeri frowned.  “Okay, I’m going to go out to Mor-Research and see him.  I should be back before noon.”

Minutes later, Jeri was on her way to Mor-Research headquarters in the Denver Tech Center.  The sprawling business park was at the southeastern corner of the metro area, ten minutes down the interstate from her office in the Cherry Creek district.  Traffic was heavy on the highway and on the winding streets that led to the building she still thought of as Derek Morgan’s building.  Although it had been a year since she visited him at his office, she had no trouble remembering the route.  She parked her Jeep near the low-slung building and headed for side entrance to the basement where the research lab was located.

Jeri walked carefully though the windowless research facility as she picked her way around the cables and components strewn between rows of workbenches.  The benches were covered with exposed circuit boards and exotic gear, and technicians hunched over them like surgeons.  She passed among them unnoticed.

In the farthest corner of the basement, she spotted Peter Kozalov, Mor-Research’s resident engineering genius.  Kozalov was the first employee Morgan had hired when he founded the company, and together they designed and built the prototype network switch that launched the business.   In those early days, before Morgan’s time was consumed with lining up venture capital, manufacturing facilities and customers, he and Kozalov worked together ironing out the bugs in the hardware.  Over the years, as Morgan withdrew from the design of his company’s products, Kozalov accrued unofficial control over R&D.

Kozalov was deep in conversation with the two technicians huddled over a sheaf of blueprints and he didn’t see Jeri approach until she stood next to him.  The change she saw in him surprised her.  What was left of his hair was disheveled, and his eyes peered out from deep within his face, a face creased with the ravages of too many sleepless nights spent in the lab.  She had not seen him for more than a year, and the weariness that seemed to envelop him was unnerving.

“Jeri, what are you doing here?” Kozalov said in a monotone voice.  “Did Wall Street finally chew you up and spit you out?”

“It’s nice to see you too, Peter.”  His greeting did not surprise Jeri, for Kozalov had always been cool toward her.  Even after Mor-Research’s initial public offering, in which he was aware of the role Jeri played, Kozalov treated her with the same disdain he seemed to hold for all bankers, lawyers, and accountants.  The fact that she helped make him a multi-millionaire just did not matter in Peter Kozalov’s world.

“How did you get in here?”

“I still have the pass Derek gave me.  You should change the codes more often.”

“What do you want?”  Kozalov said, looking back at the schematics on the table.

Jeri sighed audibly.  Although she did not recognize them, the two technicians standing with Kozalov looked at her with sympathy.  They hesitated, clearly uncomfortable, and then excused themselves and walked away.  Now that they were alone, Kozalov was forced to look up.  He did not look happy.

“Now you’re wasting my time.  What do you want?”

 “You wouldn’t return my calls, so I had to come in person.”

“I don’t have time to talk with bean counters.”

“I’ll try to be brief, Peter, I just want to ask you about the ME-1000.”

“What about it?”

“Well, how’s it coming?”

“Just fine.  Couldn’t be better.”  More than a hint of sarcasm.

“Is that so?”

“It’s a wonderful life.”

“Prototype or full production?”

“Take your pick.  You can have one from column A and one from column B.”

Jeri caught his eye.  “Pretty much a lay-up, is that it?”

“Piece of cake.  We through?”

Jeri knew something was wrong.  She had sought out Kozalov expecting an incomprehensible laundry list of technical riddles and state-of-the-art conundrums that she would try to relay back to Groda for analysis.  This glib manner from a serious engineer put her in doubt.

“Is Derek in the building today?”

Kozalov’s face hardened.  “How should I know?” he said, his anger rising.  Jeri left him to his demons and took an elevator the top floor where the executive offices were located.

“Is Derek busy?” she asked his secretary as she paused briefly at her desk, then she continued toward the door to Morgan’s office.  Alicia, Morgan’s secretary, looked surprised and confused by Jeri’s sudden reappearance.

“He’s on the phone and has another line holding,” she said as she stepped toward the door to block Jeri’s path.  “If you will take a seat I’ll let him know you’re here.”

Jeri paused, turned and sat on the leather sofa in the reception area across from Alicia’s desk and picked up a magazine.  She leafed through the pages without reading a word.  Five minutes passed before the phone on the secretary’s desk buzzed.  “Mr. Morgan will see you now,” Alicia said curtly.

Jeri walked through the heavy oak door to his office and found Morgan sitting behind his desk.  She glanced around and noticed that nothing had changed since her last visit.  The office was expensively furnished, but it had a barren feel to it.  The furniture was ultra-modern, with sleek lines and too much glass for her taste.  When they were dating, she had encouraged Morgan to add some personal touches, artwork or family photographs, but he claimed he didn’t care about those sorts of things and couldn’t spare the time or the energy.  The doubts she felt at the time of their future together quickly resurfaced.

“Derek, I came here to talk about your company.  I just spent some time in the lab with Peter.”

Morgan’s face darkened perceptibly.  “Why are you talking to my employees?”

Jeri was surprised at his reaction.  “I told you Black Canyon is considering Mor-Research stock as an investment.”

Morgan folded his arms across his chest.  “So why don’t you come to me first?  What are you talking to Kozalov for?”

“I didn’t think it would be a problem.  I planned to talk to you later in the week, but what I heard from Peter surprised me.  He doesn’t look good, Derek.”

“What did he tell you?”

“Nothing, really.  Which is the first time I’ve ever spoken to Peter that it didn’t turn into a dissertation.”

Morgan stood up and walked to the door to close it.  “Peter is not the man you remember, Jeri.  He hasn’t held up well under the stain of this project.  In fact, I’ve been considering pulling him from the ME-1000.”

Jeri tried to hide her surprise but failed.  “You’ve always told me Peter was the best mind in the industry, Derek.  What happened?”

“I don’t know.  He’s been drinking more and more.  I think he’s burned out.”

“What will you do?”

“We’ll work around him, at least for now.  I haven’t made a decision for the long term.”

“You mean you might let him go?”  It was hard for Jeri to imagine Mor-Research without Peter Kozalov.

“It’s possible.”

The silence hung in the air.  Finally, Morgan said, “Look Jeri, I’ll make sure you’re in the loop.  You’ll be in on every conference call – financial, technical, whatever.”

“Aren’t you in the quiet period now?”

“Yeah, we report in two weeks.”

“Won’t help, my report is due before then.”

“Well, how about dinner at my place this weekend?”

Jeri considered him.  “I’ll let you know, Derek.  This project I’m working on is a tough one – can’t get any straight answers from management.”

“You know,” Morgan said, “I just might be able to provide some very useful pillow talk.”

Jeri smiled sweetly at the president and CEO of Mor-Research.  “You presumptuous bastard,” she said as she walked opened the door and left.

Jeri looked up from a stack of research reports as Cory Hufnagel, Black Canyon’s newest staff member, poked his head into her office.

“Interested in a swim?” he asked with a hopeful smile.  Hufnagel was fresh out of business school – this was his second month on the job.  He worked in accounting but he had insinuated his way into Jeri’s office on occasion, interested in learning all he could about the research she was doing for the fund.  Lean but muscular, he had been a swimmer in high school and it was obvious he had kept up some sort of regimen.  He had convinced Jeri to join him for regular workouts in the lap pool at the athletic club around the corner from the office.  In return, she tutored him on the unique workings of the Black Canyon research department.

“That sounds great,” Jeri said.  “But let’s make a stop at the Parker Griffith office on the way.  I want to pick up the report they just published last week on Mor-Research.”  She changed into her sneakers and grabbed her gym bag and an umbrella.

Hufnagel frowned.  “Do we have to go downtown first?  Why don’t you just have them fax it over?”

“Not the downtown office.  They have a small institutional office across the street from the club.”

“They could still fax it, couldn’t they?”

Jeri smiled.  Hufnagel seemed a little too anxious to wash away the tedium of the day’s work.  She wondered if he had the stamina for a Wall Street career.

“I want to talk with Keith Thurgood, their institutional broker, and see what the funds are thinking about Mor.  The research report is more of an excuse to stop by.  We won’t be long.”

After a quick sprint down the stairwell, they were out of the building and under a threatening sky.  The air temperature had dropped dramatically as massive thunderhead blotted out the sun, and a fierce wind buffeted them as they walked toward Thurgood’s office.

“Why are you spending so much time on this one company?” Hufnagel nearly shouted to be heard over the roar of the wind gusts.  “After all the work you did on the other networking companies, you could be looking at a few others besides Mor-Research.”

“It would take too long to go into this much depth on the other companies.  We did the preliminary work on the industry to give Mr. Revell the information he needed to select one company for a full analysis.”

“Seems like you’re really going overboard, though.  The research reports from other analysts that we looked at in B-school don’t go into this much detail.”

“That’s why we do it.  Remember, we’re looking for an edge, some insight into the company that no one else has.  We’re trying to break the efficient market rule.”  They snapped umbrellas open as the thunderhead let loose, inundating them with fat globs of cold water.  They started to jog.

“Everybody’s trying to do that.  Why do we have a better chance than the Morgan Stanleys and the Merrill Lynchs of the world?”

“Because of the concentration of effort.  The typical analyst at a brokerage has ten or fifteen companies to cover and maybe two or three assistants to help gather information.  And he spends more than half his time talking with his firm’s customers, answering their questions, supplying information and opinions, schmoozing.  He has almost no time to really get to know any of the companies he covers, he just gets the surface.  We take the time to look at one company in depth, from every angle we can find, to get a true picture of the state of their business.”

The rain suddenly intensified to a deluge.  Rivers flowed through the gutters, and a crack of thunder exploded with the blinding flash of a nearby lightning strike.  They splashed through a small lake at the intersection as the light changed.

“What if, after all of this research, the company we’re targeting is nothing special?” Hufnagel asked.

“It happens, but not as often as you might think,” Jeri said as she leaned into the wind.  “Revell always targets industries and companies that will give us an opportunity one way or the other.  He’s just as willing to short a stock as buy it.  We can make money going up or down.”

They arrived at the entrance to the Cherry Creek Plaza Building, shook the water from their shoes and umbrellas, and then took the elevator to the Parker Griffith institutional office.  As they rode to the eleventh floor, Hufnagel turned to Jeri.

“One last question.  Where did the name of the fund come from?”

Jeri smiled.  “Well, as I heard it, Mr. Revell started on Wall Street back in the mid-sixties.  The night he arrived in New York to begin his training, there was a massive power outage across the region.  Some power station went down, the thing snow-balled, and millions of people were in the dark for the night.  Revell spent his first night in the city in total darkness, and walking around among the skyscrapers.  He said it looked like a maze of black canyons.”

As they entered the reception area of the modest office suite, Jeri was again struck by the low-key ambiance of the place, with its plain furniture and quiet atmosphere.  As Parker Griffith’s top broker, Thurgood could have had any accommodations he desired.  Jeri would have forgiven him if he decided to indulge his ego a bit, but she knew that the trappings of success were not important to her good friend.  

“Hi, Keith.  How’s tricks?” Jeri greeted him as he came out of his office into the reception area.

“Jeri!  How are you?”  Thurgood fairly jumped to greet them.  “Judas Priest, it’s good to see you.  It’s been too long since you came by for a visit.”

Short in stature and slightly bowed at the shoulders, Thurgood was trim and energetic with a full head of curly steel-gray hair and clear blue eyes that peered out over a pair of half-frame reading glasses.  Jeri had met Thurgood during her first year at Parker Griffith, his last year at the downtown office.  Jeri had been eager to learn all she could about the history of Wall Street and found Thurgood to be an engaging and open resource.  She made a point of taking him to lunch every other week and they became close friends.  Thurgood invited Jeri to his daughter’s wedding and cried on her shoulder at his wife’s funeral the following year.

The warmth of Thurgood’s greeting sent a tremor of guilt though Jeri.  “It great to see you too, Keith.  I’m sorry I haven’t been getting over here more often, but I’ve really been busy.”  He snorted and waved her off.  “This is Cory Hufnagel, the newest member of the Black Canyon family.”

“Good to meet you,” Hufnagel said as they shook hands.  “Jeri tells me you’re the last old-fashioned customer’s man in this town.”

“Now there’s a phrase I haven’t heard in a mighty long time,” Thurgood smiled at them, clearly pleased.  “You look great, Jeri.  I was worried Charlie might be working you into an early grave.”

“We’ve been busy, but I really do enjoy the work.  I’ve learned a lot from Charlie.”  She gave him a hug and flashed him a sly smile and said, “Though not nearly as much as you taught me, Sensei.”

“Oh, now you’re laying it on thick,” Thurgood said with a grin.  “You must want something, so what is it?”

“I mean it.  You taught me everything, made me the woman I am today.”  She poked him gently in the ribs.  “But you’re right, I came by to pick up the Mor-Research report that Sandy Taylor put out last week.”

“Nan,” Thurgood called over to his secretary, “print a copy of the Mor-Research report for our hedge fund analyst friend here.”  He turned back to Jeri.  “You want the full report, not just the summary, right?”

“Yes, with all the tables and graphs.”

“Not a problem.  What else?”

Jeri smiled – nothing got by Thurgood.  “What do you hear from the trenches on Mor?”

Thurgood paused, took off his glasses and chewed one stem.  “I haven’t been getting a lot of requests for that report, if that’s what you mean.  There hasn’t been a lot of interest in buying much of anything the last few weeks with this market correction, but I haven’t seen an inordinate amount of selling in Mor relative to the other high betas in the group.”

“High betas?” Hufnagel piped up.

“Stocks that are substantially more volatile than the overall market.  Good grief, Cory, didn’t they teach you anything at Harvard?” Jeri needled him.

“Oh, yeah, beta, it’s all coming back to me now.”  He looked embarrassed.

“That’s all right,” Thurgood said to him, “Jeri will get you whipped into shape soon enough.”  He turned back to Jeri, “So, your old buddies at Mor-Research are under the microscope this month?  How does it look so far?”

Jeri had no intention of mentioning the possibility that Morgan’s new switch had problems.  If true, this information was precisely the edge Revell was looking for, and she couldn’t share it, even with Thurgood.  “We just started, but everything we’ve seen so far looks very positive.  Every supplier we talk to says Mor is taking everything they produce and asking for additional supplies.  I haven’t been able to pinpoint any holes in the current operation.  Have you heard anything about the business?”

“Can’t say as I have, but these days most of the fund managers are either too busy to be interested in fundamentals or they have their own analysts doing the research.  I’m just a messenger boy, anymore.”  Jeri detected an air of resignation in her old friend’s voice.

Jeri nodded.  She knew how much the change in the business had affected Thurgood’s function.  Whereas once he offered advice on stock selection and portfolio management to an appreciative clientele, now he just funneled information to young stock-jockeys who were still in business school during the ’87 crash.  He was making a lot of money, but she sensed it was not much fun.

Thurgood had been the sole institutional broker in the Rocky Mountain region for Parker Griffith for twenty years, and he was the last vestige of the old order that existed on Wall Street before the May Day revolution in 1975.  On that day, not long after a brutal six year bear market and the demise of fully one-third of the brokerage industry, commissions were deregulated.  Customers were then free to ask for discounts for the first time since the stock exchange was organized under a buttonwood tree in lower Manhattan more than two centuries ago.

With deregulation, institutional investors demanded and received huge discounts from the old fixed commission schedule.  Brokerage firms scrambled to cut overhead and institutional sales departments were consolidated into the major financial centers: Boston, San Francisco, New York.  In small markets such as Denver, the institutional brokers who had catered to the old-boy network among the local banks were transferred, fired, or left to languish.  Thurgood managed to survive the shakeout in a small office he shared with Parker Griffith’s downtown retail branch, but for years he was forced to accept a diminished role and tolerate the neglect or outright hostility of his superiors at company headquarters.

When the great bull market began in 1982, mutual funds gradually became the dominant institutional investors.  Although most mutual funds were managed by companies in New York and Boston, a small cottage industry of no-load mutual funds sprang up in Denver and Thurgood hung on by catering to the new players.

In the late eighties, when the baby-boomers realized they needed to save and invest for retirement, the growth of the small no-load funds began to outpace the rest of the industry.  The persistent bull market during the nineties turned the flow of money to these funds into a raging torrent, and Thurgood found himself in the middle of the flood of mutual fund dollars.  He moved his small office from the downtown Parker Griffith branch to the Cherry Creek district where his major customers were located.  The billions of dollars that poured into the funds made Thurgood the biggest commission-producing broker in the firm.

“Let me know if you hear anything, Keith.  I’d really appreciate it.”  She gave him another hug.  “Want to do dinner next week?”  Although her schedule was going to get even more demanding, she missed seeing Thurgood and knew how he had struggled since Janet died.

“I’m always available for you, Jeri.  Just give me five minutes advance notice.  Good to meet you, Cory.”

“My pleasure, sir.”  The old customer’s man and the young MBA shook hands.

As Jeri and Hufnagel turned to leave, Thurgood reached for Jeri’s elbow.  “Give us a minute, will you, Cory?”  Hufnagel nodded and went through the door.  Thurgood allowed the door to swing completely shut before he spoke.

Jeri saw the look in Thurgood’s eyes and cut him off.  “I know what you’re going to say, Keith, but I really do know what I’m doing.”  Jeri knew Thurgood was not a fan of Black Canyon or its owner – he had tried to talk her out of taking the job.  Jeri was certain something had happened between Revell and Thurgood many years ago, but he had refused to discuss the matter with her.

“I know you do, Jeri, just be careful.  Revell would fuck his own mother if it served his purpose, and he wouldn’t think twice about it.”

Jeri was startled at the venom in Thurgood’s voice and could not recall him ever being so coarse.  She searched his face, silently asking for an explanation, and she saw his blue eyes soften.

“Sorry.  Just remember, my offer still stands.”

“Thanks, Keith.  I appreciate it, but I’ll be okay.  Really.”  Jeri squeezed his arm and left the office, but his unsettling concern stayed with her.

Jeri drove home as the sun set behind the Rockies.  A massive thunderhead towered over the distant eastern plains, catching the last rays of sunlight as they skimmed over the mountains in the gathering darkness.  Lightning flashed inside the billowing cloud, illuminating the entire formation.

Jeri arrived at her house as the last traces of dusk faded in the western sky, but the outline of the modest structure was clearly visible in the light of the moon.  Two aging elm trees stood sentry in the small lawn that rose from the sidewalk to an old-fashioned front porch.  She drove past her house to the end of the block and circled around to the alley which ran behind the row of tightly packed houses.  After she parked in the detached garage that filled most of her backyard, she locked the Jeep and the garage.  A skinny cat that lived in the alley meowed softly and Jeri carried it to the back of her house where an empty bowl sat on the step.  After unlocking the back door, she reached inside and grabbed a bag of cat food to refill the bowl.

The interior of the house was newly renovated and modern, in stark contrast to the original brick exterior.  Gleaming ceramic-tile counters lined the tops of custom-designed oak cabinets, and a matching hardwood floor ran from the kitchen through the den to an embellished old fireplace that dominated the living room at the front of the house.  During the renovation process, Jeri had the contractor remove two walls on the first floor to give the small house a more spacious appearance.  A greenhouse window installed in the kitchen added to the open design.

As Jeri finished unloading groceries, her doorbell rang.  She knew it was Deegan.  She had asked him to come to her house after work to look at the trading records of the Black Canyon fund.  She wiped her hands as she walked to the front door.

“Thanks for coming on such short notice,” Jeri said as she let Deegan in.  “Make yourself at home.”  She motioned for Deegan toward the living room.  “Can I get you something?”  He shrugged.  She went to the kitchen and carried back a bowl of corn chips and a pair of Coors Silver Bullets.  Deegan took a beer and a long drink.

“What have you got?” he said.

She pulled the computer printout Neff gave her out of her briefcase.  She described the meeting with Neff and pointed out the highlighted trades, the short-sales Revell had made over the years.

Deegan craned his neck over the documents spread across the low-slung table in front of the white leather couch.  He made no comment as he finished his beer and then helped himself to Jeri’s.  She went back to the kitchen for two more cans.  She sat down across from Deegan and watched him as she nibbled on a chip.

“I don’t recognize most of the companies he was trading in,” Deegan said at last as he settled back into the soft leather.  “But that really doesn’t mean much, I’m not keeping as current as I used to.”  He took another long swallow of Coors.

“I just wanted to see if you saw some kind of pattern, something that jumped out at you.”

Jeri was struck again by the change in Deegan she had first glimpsed the night they went to dinner.  When she had joined Parker Griffith, he had been a dedicated student of the market, familiar with hundreds of obscure companies.  His enthusiasm for the job went beyond that of the other brokers in the office, not focused so much on the money as on the game itself.  He talked about the market the way her father had talked about baseball, with the awe of a religious zealot.  Now he looked like he didn’t give a damn.  “What’s wrong, Mike?” she said softly.

“Susan filed for divorce.  I got the papers this afternoon,” he said flatly, avoiding her gaze.

Jeri studied him quietly for several seconds.  Finally she said, “I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, me too.  I kind of knew it was coming, but it still knocked me for a loop.”  He finished his beer and carefully placed the can on the table, as if afraid it might shatter.  “They say bad news hits you like a fist in the stomach, takes away your ability to breathe.  Well, I got news for you – it’s worse than that.  It tears a hole in your life.  You think you know what your future is going to look like, because you’ve got a history.  Suddenly that’s gone.  It wasn’t really there before, I guess, but there was hope, a chance.”  He reached for another beer.  “It’s pretty pathetic, but I kind of hope she gets what she wants.  I guess I wasn’t the answer she was looking for.”  He leaned back and closed his eyes, his arms limp at his sides.

Jeri had not seen the soon-to-be-former Mrs. Deegan in years.  The last Parker Griffith Christmas party Susan attended with Deegan had been held in the main ballroom of one of the downtown hotels.  The party had been lavish even by bull market standards, with a Glenn Miller style big band, caviar, and cases of champagne; it was a celebration of the office’s best year ever.  Brokers, secretaries, spouses, even Terry Hermann cut loose and got into the spirit of the season.

Jeri watched Susan that night and she was bemused at the woman’s obvious disdain for everyone at the party.  Deegan made several honest efforts to salvage the evening, but he was rebuffed at each turn.  Deegan and Susan left the party early that evening and Jeri never saw Susan at another corporate function.

“Don’t put all the blame on Susan,” Jeri said.  “Divorce is no more a singular pursuit than marriage.”

Deegan cocked one eye at her.  “I don’t want this divorce.”

“I think maybe you want it as much as she does.”

He sat upright and glared at her.  “Well, what the hell do you know?”

“I’ve known you for five years.  I’ve listened to your complaints about your marriage and about Susan the whole time, but you never did anything about it.”

“What was I supposed to do, issue an ultimatum?  Treat me better or get out?”

Jeri leaned toward Deegan and looked at him.  “A marriage is like anything else, it’s either growing and thriving, or it’s dying.  Yours has been dying for years, and if you really cared, you would have done something about it.”

“What makes you such a goddamn expert on marriage?”

Jeri stared at Deegan in uneasy silence.  Was it worth making a point?  “I was married once.”

Deegan’s anger yielded to amazement.  “You were?  When?”

“In San Francisco.  I moved there to be with him.  We were married for three years.”

“Why did you keep it a secret?”  She had not told anyone of this slice of her past during her tenure at Parker Griffith.

“There was no need for anyone to know, and I didn’t want to dwell on it.  I came back to Colorado to put that episode behind me, and that’s what I did.”

“Five years we work together, and it never came up?”

She looked at him hard.  “We knew each other in college, but we never dated.  He graduated a year ahead of me and went to Frisco to be an architect.  My last year with the police department, he came to Denver on business and he looked me up.  We hit it off, much better than when we were in school.  We started a long distance relationship, and when I finally left the department I moved to San Francisco.

“Anyway,  I arrived about the same time as the slump in California real estate, which just about killed his career.  As he struggled, he couldn’t handle the success I was having at the bank.  At the end, we were arguing all the time.  I knew it was mostly the job, but I fought for our marriage.  I wanted it to work, and I thought that if we could hang in there until things turned for him, we would be okay.  I worked hard to be there for him, to be supportive.  I was willing to be a partner, but I refused to let him take out his frustrations on me.  When he started to get verbally abusive, I packed my bags and left.”

“So you quit on the marriage, too.  Why are you coming down so hard on me?  I don’t want to quit.  I’ve been trying to make it work for years.”

“But you didn’t insist on respect for yourself.  How could Susan care for you or your marriage if you didn’t demand that she respect you?  You didn’t even respect yourself, you were content to wallow in your self-pity.  What was left of you?  What was there for her to love?”

Deegan looked away from Jeri and withdrew into his thoughts.  She got up and walked to the kitchen.  A few seconds later, she heard the front door open and close.


Chapter 9

Friday morning,  Jeri had just finished a lengthy call with a Mor-Research customer when the phone rang.

“Jeri, it’s Mike.  Sorry I walked out on you last night.”

“Seems like I’m the one who should be apologizing, Mike.  You had a pretty rough day, and I didn’t make it any easier.”

“Forget it.  Anyway, I did some thinking about the list of trades you showed me.  I don’t know much about the big trades you pointed out, but one of the little ones finally rang a bell.  I visited a company up in Boulder that was working on a new way of splitting genes or cloning viruses or something, name of P-Cell Systems.  They got real hot for a while, back before the blowout in bio-tech stocks in the early nineties.”

“Hold on, Mike, let me get the file.”

Jeri dug through a box of files she had dug out of the storage room and pulled out the P-Cell folder.

“This was before you came to Parker, back when the biotechs were flying high.  I spent an afternoon with this guy in their research facility, a mid-level drone in a white lab coat.  He was all excited about the new director of research they had just signed up, some guy by the name of Pratt.  They were going to get some significant venture-capital funding and a possible joint venture with one of the big drug companies because of this guy Pratt’s reputation.  I started buying the stock, but the street caught on, ran the price up and I never bought any more.”

Jeri was reading the research report as Deegan talked.  “According to the report, the team that researched P-Cell Systems recommended that the fund buy the stock when it was at twenty-five.”

“Yeah, I started buying it at about fifteen and I quit when it hit eighteen.  I only got a few thousand shares on the books before it started to run, and then I took a quick profit, so when I saw the name on your printout it didn’t ring a bell at first.  Anyway, since it was a local company and I had some history in it, I followed it a while after I sold it.  It took about three months, but it ran all the way to thirty bucks before the bubble burst.”

Jeri flipped through the funds trading records.  “Revell went against his research team’s recommendation.”

“Really?  Does that happen a lot?”

“Not often, but it does happen.  He never explains his decisions.”

“All that money on research, you think he’d pay attention.”

“Oh, he pays attention.  He grills us thoroughly when we present an idea.  He just makes up his own mind.  Anyway, according to the trading records, the fund started shorting it at twenty-six, and the trade settled four days after the research team made their recommendation to buy it.”

“So he didn’t waste any time.”

“He never does.  The first trade was the biggest one, almost two hundred thousand shares, but Revell kept shorting it all the way up, eventually accumulating a short position of five hundred and fifty thousand shares.”

Deegan chuckled.  “Small potatoes, huh?”

Jeri smiled back at him through the phone.  “It’s all relative.”

“The thing is,” Deegan continued, “this one cratered before the street got spooked by Clinton’s plan to rearrange the health care industry.  And as I recall, it went south in a big hurry when word got out that Revell was shorting the stock.”

“Black Canyon went negative on the company publicly?”

“Well, I wouldn’t say they went public.  It wasn’t like Revell was being quoted in Ableson’s column, trashing P-Cell.  But I talked to Parker Griffith’s market maker for P-Cell, and he told me Revell made no effort to hide his short sales in the stock.”

“Well,” Jeri said, “it’s tough to hide a two-hundred thousand share trade.”

“That’s true, but it can be done.  Anyway, as the stock started to slide, Pratt took a powder.”

“You mean he quit?”

“Nope, he disappeared.  Police looked into it and everything, because he gave no notice, and didn’t tell anybody where he was going.”

“Did they ever find him?”

“I don’t know.  I heard that the company investigated and they decided he wasn’t dipping into the till or anything, he just vanished.  The rumor was he left the country, but I don’t know that for sure.  Anyway, as far as the company was concerned, the venture-capital money went away and some joint ventures fell apart, and P-Cell Systems just kind of slowly dried up and blew away.”

“So what are you saying, Mike, that Revell had something to do with Pratt leaving?”

“I’m not saying anything, I just remember the story.  But I figure Pratt is a guy who might hold a grudge.”

Jeri chewed on her pencil.  “Do you have the name of the guy you met with, who was so hot on Pratt coming to the company?”

“I figured you would ask, so I dug out my old appointment book.  His name is Bill Tanner.”

“Do you think he still lives in Boulder?”

“It’s possible.  You know how people can get about Boulder.  As I remember him, he struck me as a bit of a bean sprout.  It’s worth a shot.”

“Thanks, Mike.”

“No sweat.  I felt like I owed you one.”

“I’m sorry about last night.  I hope I wasn’t too out of line.”

Deegan snorted.  “You hit the ball right on the screws, Jeri.  I appreciate you telling it like it is.  Let me know what you find out with Tanner.”

*******************

Barinsky studied his schedule for the rest of the day and winced.  He buzzed his secretary as he dialed the phone to change a meeting with the Legal Department.

“Mary, is there any way we can move the staff meeting to next week?”  he said without looking up from his planner.  “Today is going to be a killer, and I have to get the budget nailed down with Phil.  Check with the rest of the staff and see if everyone will be available for a two o’clock on Monday and let me know.”

As Barinsky waited for Art Loomis in Legal to answer his phone, he smiled at the mention of the staff meeting.  His staff at Mor-Research, including Mary, consisted of six people, and the contrast between Mor and Digital Instruments was still fresh in his mind.  Staff meetings at DI were substantial affairs, with a dozen participants and formal presentations at almost every meeting.   It amazed him now to think about how much time was spent in those meetings and how little was accomplished, but then there was little to do at DI besides protecting turf and managing your career.  The business was so huge and the bureaucracy so thick and entrenched that decisions were made by osmosis when they were made at all.  His little platoon of accountants at Mor was like a commando squad, with each member vital to the success, not only of the department, but of the entire organization.  He loved the change.

Barinsky left a voice-mail message for Loomis and punched the button on his phone to answer his second line.

“Morning, Ted, Mike Deegan here.”

“Hello, Mike, how are you?  It’s been a while since I heard from you.”  Just before Jeri left Parker Griffith, she gave Deegan a handful of her better accounts.  Barinsky’s was among them.

“It has been a while, Ted.  How’s Alice?”

“She’s fine.  What on your mind, Mike.”

“I’m calling to recommend a stock for your joint account, Ted, that I believe has excellent appreciation potential.  As I mentioned the last couple of times we talked, I feel that you need to diversify your holdings, given your large holdings in Digital Instruments.  I think Paley Systemware would fit nicely into your portfolio. Are you familiar with Paley, Ted?”

“Yes, I know the company, we used some of their software at DI, but I’m not really interested in buying their stock.  I am glad you called though.  The window is going to close later this week and I was thinking of buying some additional shares of Mor-Research while I still can.”  As a corporate insider, Barinsky could only buy or sell Mor stock at certain times of the year.  He was prohibited from making any transactions near the release of a quarterly earnings report.  The second quarter report was due in just over two weeks.  “How much cash do I have in my money fund?”

“Hold on.” Barinsky could hear the faint tapping of computer keys at Deegan’s desk.  “You have just under twenty-seven thousand in cash.  Mor is at thirty-three and an eighth.  If you want to spend all of the cash you can buy about eight hundred shares.”

“What if I margin my account?” Barinsky asked.  “How many shares could I buy?”  Margin meant borrowing the money from the brokerage firm to buy stock.

He heard Deegan whistle into the phone.  “Ted, your account is worth over a half a million.  You could buy fifteen thousand shares if you go fully on margin.  Do you want to leverage yourself that much?”

“I’m not sure,” Barinsky replied.  “What’s the interest rate?”

“On that much money, it’s prime plus a half.”

“The rate is higher if I borrow less?  I’ve never bought stock on margin before.”

“The rate goes up if the amount you borrow drops below a hundred grand.”

Barinsky was silent for several seconds.  Today was the last day he was allowed to buy the stock relative to the timing of the earnings announcement, but he had to consider the proposed merger with Paradise Solutions.  He did not want to risk any questions of impropriety regarding trading on material non-public information, even though technically, there was no formal agreement.

“Business going well, Ted?” Deegan said at last, which brought Barinsky back from his thoughts with a laugh.

“Yes, business is going very well, Mike.  I think I’ll just sit with what I have for now.”  With the stock options Barinsky had already secured as part of his signing bonus, and the prospect of more options being granted at the end of the year as part of his compensation package, he decided there was no reason to buy more stock and risk even the appearance of insider trading.

“You don’t want to buy anything?” Deegan asked.  Barinsky could hear the faint frustration in his broker’s voice.

“Don’t worry, Mike, we’ll do some business eventually.”  Barinsky had not talked much with Deegan since he had taken over his account. Over the years, Barinsky had not been much of a player in the market, and he had been content to just accumulate DI stock.  Those shares, comprising the bulk of his financial assets, were held in the joint account at Parker Griffith.

“No interest in Paley Systemware?” Deegan made one last attempt.

Barinsky smiled.  “No, just leave the cash in the money fund.”

“Ted, should I be buying Mor-Research stock for my other clients?” Deegan asked pointedly.

“No comment, Mike.”

As Barinsky ended the call with Deegan, Mary’s voice came through the intercom.  “Ted, there’s a Shannon O’Hara on line one.  She says it’s personal.  Should I take a message?”

For a moment Barinsky had trouble placing the name.  Suddenly he remembered.  “I’ll take it” he said as he got up to close his door.

“Hello, Ted?”  He heard the voice and remembered the image of her at the convention.  “I hope you don’t mind me calling you so soon.”

“Not at all.  Did you get settled in at your hotel?”

“Yes, it’s quite nice.  I’m within walking distance of my client’s office.  This is much more convenient than most cities I’ve been to.”

Barinsky realized this was the first time he heard her voice without the distraction of her physical presence.  He recognized her California accent immediately, but the resonance and pitch took him back to another time, another place in his life.

He was in the service, stationed in San Francisco, waiting to ship out to Asia. They met at the USO, where she had been on some entertainment committee, and he was in need, not so much of entertainment as companionship.  She told him the story of her very early life in a small Pennsylvania mining town, and of the day her father was killed in a coal mine accident.  Her mother had packed their belongings before the funeral, and they went directly from the grave site to the train station.  Four days later they stopped in California.  Her mother told her they would have continued on to Hawaii if they had had the money.  She was sweet and a little shy and at the time he ached for her in his callow misery.  He made love to her with an honest passion in a cheap motel and never saw her again.  Thirty years later he could not recall her name, but her voice lingered.

“Are you free for lunch today?”  Shannon’s voice drew him back to the present.  “I know it’s short notice, but I have some free time and I thought we might get together.”

Barinsky didn’t have to glance at his calendar.  He knew he could not spare the hour, not today, not next week, probably not this month.

“Yes, lunch will be just fine.”


Chapter 10

Jeri clipped along at eighty-five miles-per-hour on the Boulder Turnpike, and as she came over a rise, she caught a glimpse of the flatirons.  The flatirons were 300 foot outcroppings of red sandstone, flat on one side, that jutted upward from the western edge of the town.  As children, she and her brothers had learned to free-climb on the rugged formations.

As she descended into the shallow basin on the plains northwest of Denver, what her father referred to as the Peoples Republic of Boulder spread out before her, nestled against the foothills and glimmering in the midday sun.  The town looked the same as when she graduated from the University of Colorado 14 years ago.  The town council, like so many local governments in college towns, was more of a Politburo than a parliament.  By severely restricting growth within the city limits, they had assured the character of the city would remain unchanged even as property values soared.  The result was an explosion of urban sprawl on the plains east of the little college town, which was now surrounded by bedroom communities and strip shopping centers instead of ranches and farms.

Jeri braked to 50 mph as the Boulder Turnpike turned into 28th Street, which was the main artery that ran north through the town, and she worked her way through traffic toward the Pearl Street Mall.  Tanner had been cautious on the phone, and he seemed reluctant to talk about Pratt or P-Cell Systems or much of anything.  Jeri had been ready to give up when he abruptly agreed to meet her for lunch at the Boulderado Hotel.

After circling for several minutes looking for parking, she slipped into a space three blocks from the hotel.  She placed a sun visor behind the windshield of the Jeep and headed up the mall on foot.

As she expected, the wide brick concourse that was the spiritual center of the city was crowded.  Amidst the shoppers and businessmen out on a beautiful summer day were the minstrels, vagabonds, and charlatans found only in the college towns where the Sixties had never ended.  She nearly stumbled into a scruffy folk singer just setting up for the afternoon tourist trade, and she was startled to recognize the man.  He was still singing in the same spot where she saw him years ago when she was a student.

Arriving at the Boulderado, she stood momentarily in the entryway and waited for her eyes to adjust to the dark interior.  The old hotel was much as she remembered it, slightly worn but comfortable.  The ornate antiques scattered about the lobby were not to her taste but they were perfectly suited to the turn of the century atmosphere that permeated the historic building.  She walked through the lobby and into the restaurant, and asked the maitre de if Tanner had arrived.  She was directed to a secluded table in the back of the dining room where she found a lanky, middle-aged technician in Levi’s and Birkenstocks and sporting a ponytail.

“Bill Tanner, pleased to meet you,” he said, half rising from his chair, holding his napkin in his lap as he shook her hand.  “Never thought I’d hear from anyone about Mal Pratt.”

Jeri thanked him for coming and sat down in the chair with an unobstructed view of the kitchen.  “I just heard about him for the first time this morning, so I felt pretty lucky to find you so quickly.”

The waitress, a tiny college girl with a post in her nose took their order and wandered into the kitchen.

“What got you interested in P-Cell after all these years?”

“I’m doing some research on a related issue, and I was interested to hear about Mr. Pratt’s sudden disappearance so soon after he came on board.”  She sat back to let him remember.

“It was pretty sudden, I’ll tell you that.  It seemed like one day he was the focus of the whole operation, running the place for the most part, and the next day he was gone.  I’ve worked in a lot of research labs over the years, and I’ve seen people come and go, but not like this.”  He sipped his iced herbal tea and gazed into the distance.  “He wasn’t there long, but in the time I got to know him, I didn’t see him just pulling up and disappearing.  He really seemed committed, excited about the work we were doing.”

“I heard he left the country.  Is that true?”

“I heard the same thing, and I really couldn’t say one way or the other.  One thing I do know, he never worked in the field again.  I kept an eye out for a mention of him in the trade.  We’re not that big an industry, you know, everybody knows everybody.  I never saw his name again, and he was a pretty young guy.  Gifted, too.  It really was a shame.”

Lunch arrived and Tanner attacked his food.  He had ordered a platter of deep-fried Rocky Mountain oysters, and Jeri ventured that he felt no qualms about their origin.

He gave her a self-conscious grin.  “I’m a vegetarian, if you can believe it, but I love these things.  I’ll only eat them if somebody else is picking up the tab.  It doesn’t seem so bad that way,” he said as he popped another bovine testicle into his mouth.

Jeri picked at her food, her appetite diminished.   “How well did you know him?”

“Not that well, personally.  I knew him more from his professional reputation than anything else.  We talked a few times while he was at P-Cell, but he was pretty busy with management issues and such while I spent all of my time in the lab.  He was a real dynamo.”

“But he was vital to the research the company was doing?”

“Yeah, from the standpoint of his standing in the industry and his ability to recruit top notch scientists.  Mal was involved with the project at Ambio Labs that developed the first commercially viable, genetically engineered drug protocol.  Everybody on that team got noticed, and Mal got more notice than most for the work he did managing his unit.  They came up with a key discovery that had held up progress for more than a year, and it was generally acknowledged that it was Mal that got it done.”

“Ambio was the biggest biotech success story in the market in the Eighties.  Did Pratt participate in the run-up of Ambio stock?”

“I don’t know, but it didn’t seem like it.  He didn’t drive a real expensive car or anything, but who knows.  When he was with Ambio, the industry wasn’t granting a lot of stock options at the levels Mal was at, so my guess is he got little more than an attaboy for all his good work.  The industry has changed quite a bit since then.  Now it’s a lot more common for stock options to be handed out all the way down the organization chart.  Even I get options now, not that it’s done me any good so far.”

“But he would have had stock options with P-Cell, wouldn’t he?”

“Yeah, P-Cell was the big step up for Mal.  He was slated to take over as president eventually, that’s why they got him.  The sense around the lab was that he signed on so that he could run the show.  That’s why it was such a shock when he disappeared.  P-Cell was going to be his baby.”

Jeri eyed Tanner as the waitress cleared away the remains of lunch.  “So why did he leave?”

“I really don’t know.  I’ve thought about it a lot over the years, and we talked about it a lot at the lab right after he disappeared, but I never heard anything that made any sense.  There were rumors, but I think they were pure speculation.”

“What were the rumors?”

“Oh, everything from he couldn’t take the pressure of running the company to he was gay and had Aids.  Nothing credible.”

“Was he gay?”

Tanner smiled.  “I really doubt it.  Once I remember seeing him in the office with a young lady.  He was showing her around the facility, acting like he owned the place, you know, showing off a little.  She couldn’t have been more than twenty-five, and drop-dead gorgeous.  And the way they were acting, you could safely assume she wasn’t his daughter.  No, Mal Pratt was not gay.”

As she signed the charge slip for lunch, Jeri asked a final question.  “Any idea where he is now?”

“None.  Sorry.”

*************

Barinsky sat alone at a table for two in the European Café and sipped his iced tea.  He watched the entrance as groups of businessmen in suits and a party of suburban women in summer dresses arrived for lunch.  The white tablecloth restaurant, with its extensive menu and respectable wine list, was located in the same building as a Motel 6 just off the interstate, but he no longer noticed the incongruous combination.  Although it was past noon, the restaurant was still half empty.

As he waited, Barinsky considered the reasons he had agreed to meet Shannon for lunch.  He had given up any pretense that this was in any way a legitimate business meeting; he could not lie to himself.  A mask of propriety would be worn to deceive the casual observer, but he endeavored to look behind the mask.

His marriage was sound.  He had examined his relationship with Alice during the last 24 hours and he knew there were no problems.  Even the small annoyances that plague any relationship had faded years ago as they adjusted to each other.  Boredom was not an issue.  He had worried when the kids left the nest that the purpose would go out of their existence, but that hadn’t happened.  Alice kept busy when he was out of town, and even when he was in town, he would occasionally come home to find a note on the table and dinner in the fridge.  He did not begrudge her a life apart from his; he never had.  He loved his wife, and he knew she loved him.  Then why was he here?

Barinsky had never considered himself much of a player in the games that go on between the sexes.  A few casual relationships in college were the extent of his experience with women when he had met Alice Farnsworth at the Digital Instruments headquarters in New York City.  For him, the move to New York had been his first step into the world beyond the farm and out of the protective confines of the Army and Iowa State, and he was nearly overwhelmed by the city.  Although he traveled to the Far East while in the service, nothing he had experienced prepared him for the Big Apple in it’s heyday.  The women there scared him half to death.

Alice had grown up the daughter of a vice president of Ford Motor Company in Grosse Point, Michigan.  She was used to money, urban living and the burgeoning affluence of the Eisenhower years.  Alice left home the day after she graduated from the University of Michigan with a teaching degree, having realized in her senior year that she did not want to teach.  Against her father’s wishes but with her mother’s secret blessing, she went to New York City, took the first job she could find and set about to explore the avant-garde sub-culture of Greenwich Village in the gathering twilight of its heyday.

Barinsky recalled with undiminished awe the spectacle of Alice Farnsworth and her seemingly endless array of cohorts as they lived the life that New York offered in the late fifties.  When they met, he was an entry level accountant and Alice was in the typing pool.  Although she was two years younger than Barinsky, she was much more at ease in the city.  He watched from the wings at first, intimidated by the crowd – Alice’s crowd: Alice and her friends’ lives revolved around Village scene of poetry readings, jazz clubs, and art galleries.  It was a life Barinsky did not understand or desire.

He did, however, desire Alice.  Barinsky still marveled that he was able to win her in the face of such competition.  He courted her slowly and deliberately, unsure at first of his capacity to interest her.  Gradually, she recognized the character and substance of the tall son of an Iowa farmer in the cheap suit.  As the frivolity of the Village wore thin, Alice grew to appreciate and cherish his warmth and integrity.  Two years in the bohemian carnival was enough and she found herself drawn to the Midwestern man.

After they were married, Ted and Alice Barinsky settled into the expected roles for newlyweds in the last years of the country’s innocent conformity.  Barinsky had been concerned when they were dating that his idea of a life together would prove tedious compared to the life he would ask her to relinquish.  He knew from the first time he accompanied her to the beat-nik clubs and dingy dives she and her friends found so intoxicating that it was not the life for him.  He forced himself to engage the Village scene only long enough to slowly wean Alice from it.  As they spent more time alone, away from the clique and the crowds, they explored the culture New York offered in the days before the onset of urban decay.  Eventually he knew she was ready to leave the Village as well.  Although they never spoke of it directly, he felt she had started to grow weary of the scene even before he arrived, and their gradual withdrawal came as a relief.  He offered an excuse to move on to the next phase: marriage, domesticity, responsibility.  He never again saw the party girl he had accompanied to the Village, and he sensed no regret in Alice at her demise.  Life quickly became routine and predictable.

Shannon O’Hara walked through the door of the restaurant, and Barinsky was once again stirred by her presence.  She wore a conservative blue suit that still managed to accentuate her sleek, feminine shape.  Her hair was once again swept back by a French comb, and the luxurious tresses flowed gently behind her as she walked to the front desk.  As she turned and found him in the sparse crowd, she gave him a warm smile and extended her hand as he rose to greet her.

“Thanks for taking the time out of your busy day for me, I know this must be an imposition,” she said.  As she took her seat the waiter snapped her napkin open and then laid it in her lap.  “This is an unusual place.”  She glanced around the room.  “Do you come here often?”

“Surprisingly, it’s one of the best restaurants in this part of town.  Most of the time I eat in my office, but when I eat out, I usually come here.”

Barinsky found himself staring again as they continued to chat about the town, the weather, life of the road.  He now had the opportunity to look squarely at Shannon, not sidelong as on the flight from Vegas.  He noticed that her eyes were a deep emerald green, framed by high, delicate cheekbones and expressive eyebrows.  There was a fragile quality about her features, which hinted at vulnerability or hidden sorrow.  He felt somewhat strained as he tried to pay attention to their banal conversation and was glad to pick up the menu to order lunch.  He continued to stare at her as she read the list of daily specials.

After the waiter took their orders, Shannon turned to Barinsky.  “I spent part of yesterday at the library looking into Mor-Research.  The stock has run up quite a bit since you went public.  Do you think there is money still to be made if I were to buy a little here?”

“I do.  We’re doing some pretty exciting things that will have a big impact on the industry, and which won’t show up on the earnings statement until next year.  I think most of the growth for the company is still ahead.”  Barinsky rarely talked up the company stock at cocktail parties or business meetings, and he felt his conscience nudge him a little.  Discretion was a habit he picked up at Digital Instruments, one highly encouraged at that company.  Barinsky was very circumspect about having information emanate from the corporate finance department other than through formal announcements to the press and the investment community.

“Are you about to sign a big contract?” she asked.

“I couldn’t tell you if we were.  I’m a corporate officer and I have to be careful about disclosing non-public information.  I can only speak in generalities and I can’t offer investment advice, but I will say that I am pleased with our prospects.”

Their entrees arrived with a flourish.  As they began to eat Shannon said, “I just received a small inheritance from my mother’s estate and I don’t have a broker.  Can you suggest someone that I can work with?  Who do you use?”

“Give Parker Griffith a call and ask for Mike Deegan.  I haven’t worked with Mike for all that long, but I’m sure he’ll be able to take care of you.”

After Alice married him, Barinsky embarked on the slow climb up the corporate ladder in the Digital Instruments finance department.  His first real promotion landed him in the auditing department, and he spent several years traversing the country as he examined the books in plants and sales offices for the burgeoning computer firm.  Alice had left the business world permanently when they married, so she often accompanied her husband on these trips, an unusual arrangement at DI.  Early in their marriage, Alice had trouble conceiving, and without the requisite children that dominated middle-class existence in the baby boom years, the Barinskys were free to be slightly unconventional.

Although Alice had lost interest in the hedonistic aspects of the developing youth culture of the sixties, she quickly adopted its social conscience, particularly after a visit to the south.  Jim Crow was a shock and a Revellation to her and she threw herself into the civil rights movement.  She participated in demonstrations and marches, worked in the election campaigns of progressive candidates, and eventually gained membership in the NAACP.

Barinsky questioned her once regarding the impact her activism might have on his career in the conservative corporate culture that dominated Digital Instruments.  The force of her response to his concerns and his own distaste for the bigotry of the segregated south precluded any further mention of the subject at home.  When his wife’s activism was mentioned at the office he quietly defended her and her opinions, which he took care to indicate he shared.  As their social life within the company diminished, he took some solace from the fact that they were not long for any particular location.  He accepted the damage to his career as the price to be paid for being married to a woman of character, and he was not unhappy with his situation.

“How often does your work require you to be on the road for this length of time?” Barinsky asked, recalling she indicated on the flight back from Vegas she would be in Denver for a month.

“It varies,” Shannon replied.  “I often get back home for the weekend.”

“It must be hard to have a life outside of the job.  When I traveled, my wife almost always came with me.”  He played with the last bite of grilled salmon.  “Are you married?”

“No, that aspect of my life has been a real struggle.”  She stared off into the distance.  “But even if I had a regular nine-to-five in some office somewhere, I don’t know that I’d be much better off,”  she said quietly.

“I didn’t mean to pry.”

“It’s all right, I just haven’t had much success in my relationships.”  She picked at her food without looking up.  “I never knew my father.  My mother married when I was ten and I did not appreciate the attention I received from my stepfather.”

She put her fork down and looked at Barinsky.  Those gorgeous eyes that had captured his attention in the convention center in Las Vegas were dark now, almost ugly.  The hatred in the soul behind them rushed to the surface for an instant.  Then it was gone.

Barinsky looked down.  He sat quietly, staring at his water glass as an awkward silence enveloped the table and hardened, thick and impenetrable.  They were rescued by the waiter, who presented Barinsky with the check.

“Thank you again for taking the time for me,”  Shannon said, as she seemed to shake off the lingering thoughts and dabbed the corner of her mouth with the white linen napkin.  She looked at Barinsky and smiled, a warm, wistful smile that touched him.  “It can be lonely on the road, and, well…”  She looked down at the table again.

“It was my very great pleasure,” Barinsky said quietly.  She reached across the table and touched the back of his hand lightly for an instant.  A surge of emotion coursed up his arm and caught in his throat, making it impossible for him to say any more.  Shannon stood and gathered her purse as Barinsky scrambled to his feet.  They walked out of the restaurant into the bright sunshine of a cloudless day, and the light seared their eyes for a moment.

“Thank you,” she whispered and leaned into him and kissed him lightly on the cheek.  She walked to her car and got in without looking back.  Barinsky stood there in the parking lot, motionless, and he watched her as she drove away.

***************

As Jeri drove back to Denver, she dialed her brother’s number on her cell phone.

“Jack, can you do me a favor?”

“Sure, what’s up, Jer?”

“About six years ago there was a businessman up in Boulder who disappeared.”  She gave him the details.  “Can you get someone in Boulder to give you the final disposition of the case?”

“You want to know if the guy was murdered or just ducked out on his wife, huh?”  Jack laughed.  “Easy enough, I know a guy up in the two mile high city.”

“Thanks, Jack.  You ever hear anything from Ferraro on the Revell investigation?”

“Yeah, Gil said your boss is being a whole lot less than cooperative. For all of Saint Revell’s good works, I doubt they’re going to put much effort into this one.  This Pratt deal have anything to do with the Revell investigation?”

“Maybe.  Let me know what you find out.”

“No problem.”

At her office, Jeri sought out Mathis.  She found her partner alone in his office, pouring over research reports.

“I hope I’m not interrupting,” Jeri said, “but I thought you should hear this.”

Mathis leaned back in his chair and yawned.  “Sorry, this is dry as bone meal.  What’s up?”

Jeri recounted her meeting with Tanner.

Mathis gazed out the window and drummed his pen on his notebook for a few seconds.  “That’s very interesting, because I just got word that the phone call made to Mr. Revell’s house Sunday morning was made from a pay phone in Boulder.”

Jeri eyes opened wide.  “Now isn’t that a coincidence.”

“Maybe.  Maybe not.  But I do think I’ll try my hand at finding one Mal Pratt.”


Chapter 11

Jeri had switched off her computer and was about to walk out the door when her phone rang.

“Working pretty late on a Friday, aren’t you?”  Jeri smiled at the sound of her brother’s voice.

“Yeah, and for slave wages.  I never should have left the department.  I’d be halfway to a fat pension by now.”

“Three quarters.  Hey, I got the story on your man Pratt.  Not much to tell.  The guy didn’t have any family in Boulder when he disappeared, so there was no one to press for a missing persons investigation.  The company where he worked filed a report when he first dropped out of sight, but once they found nothing wrong with the books, they let it drop.  There was no sign of foul play at his apartment – in fact there was some evidence that he packed a bag before he left, so the boys in Boulder let the case lapse.  A guy’s not missing if nobody misses him.”

Jeri chewed on the end of her pen.  “I heard he had a girlfriend.  Didn’t she file a report?”

“I never saw any mention of a girlfriend.”

“Okay, Jack.  Thanks.”

“Hold on, girl.  You’re not going to try and track this guy down, are you?”

“Now why would I do that?  That’s what the cops are for, aren’t they?”

That evening, after a stop at her house to change clothes and grab a bottle of wine, Jeri drove south out of Denver toward Morgan’s place.  Traffic on I-25 was heavy all the way to Castle Rock, but once she made it past the little town that stood in the shadow of its massive namesake, the signs of civilization thinned.  The shopping centers and housing tracts that sprawled down the interstate corridor gave way to lonesome buttes standing in open prairie and pine-forested ridges.  She turned off the highway at Larkspur and headed west toward the mountains.

Morgan’s sprawling ranch was nestled in the scrub oak and gently rolling hills at the foot of the Rockies.  Built on a sloping field between a pair of outcropped ridges that had pushed up through the tops of two hills, it struck her again how the ridges resembled gentle waves cresting against the shoreline of the foothills.  The spacious ranch house faced east and the open plain fell away from the front door toward a lone butte on the horizon.  Behind the house, a stable and a massive barn crouched in a draw.  The saddle-sloped land formed a unique natural amphitheater of startling beauty.  The sun sat low over the front range of mountains and wisps of clouds caught the last rays of sunlight streaming over the horizon, turning the sky into a blaze of crimson and orange.

Jeri turned her Jeep into the red-graveled driveway that led up to the house and parked next to Morgan’s black Lexus.  As the vehicle came to rest and the crunching of the gravel under the tires faded into the thin, clear air, she found herself enveloped in the quiet solitude of the open expanse of plains and sky.  She turned and looked north toward Denver, but she saw no sign of the city, just a few scattered ranches that dotted the rolling hills.  The earthy aroma of the horses mingled with the smoke of a lighted barbecue grill as she walked to the open front door and rang the bell.

“What are you ringing the bell for?” Morgan said, wiping his hands with a towel as he approached her.  “Come on in.”

Jeri smiled and handed him the bottle of wine.  The ranch house was spacious and modern, with Spanish accents and a subtle, rustic ambiance.  The large-paned windows were open, and quiet music added to the serenity.  “Great place, Derek.  When did you buy it?”

“About six months ago.  I’d had my eye on the place for a while.  The IPO made it happen.”

“How much land do you have?”

“A little over 600 acres.  I’ve got the Pike National Forest to the west and 105 to the east.”

“The house looks great.  I don’t suppose you redecorated?”

“Me?  You’ve got to be kidding.”

As Morgan took the wine to the kitchen, Jeri stopped to admire the den.  The room was dominated by a huge stone fireplace.  A breeze fluttered the curtains that hung from the tall windows which overlooked the stable.

She walked into the kitchen.  “I never would have guessed there was a cowboy in you yearning to break free,” she said as he handed her a glass of wine.

“What’s the point of living here if you don’t take full advantage?”  They stepped outside onto a large flagstone patio.  The sun had just dipped behind the horizon, backlighting the pine trees that blanketed the foothills.  The ridge behind the stables loomed above them in the shadows of twilight like a cresting wave of sandstone.

“It’s so beautiful and peaceful here.  Spiritual.”

He nodded.  “Funny you should mention that.  I found some Indian artifacts at the base of the ridge.  You remember that professor of anthropology from Boulder we met at Steve’s party?  I had him out here to look around.  He told me this place was probably used by the Arapahos during the winter months.”

“Have you ever considered inviting a team to do a dig?”

Morgan frowned slightly.  “No, I figure the less we disturb the ground, the better.  The paddock used to go all the way to the sandstone ridge when I bought the place.  I figured the first thing to do before I bought any horses was to move the fence to keep them away from where I found the pot shards and arrow heads.  Didn’t seem right.”

Jeri smiled warmly.  “I had no idea you had such an interest in the spirit of the land.”

“I didn’t either when I moved out here.” He shrugged.  “It didn’t take long for the place to get to me, though.”  He stood up.  “Come on, the salmon’s ready.”

“I’ll get the salad,” Jeri said as she went back into the kitchen.  Morgan lifted the top of the grill and removed a large pink fillet from the smoking charcoal.

“We’re lucky the wind is calm today,” he said as they started to eat.  The sun had dipped behind the ridge, and the breeze was noticeably cooler.  “So, how’s the research coming?  Is Charlie going to make me an offer?”

Jeri smiled.  “Why, are you for sale?”

“For the right price, who isn’t for sale?”

“If I had to come up with a list of people who weren’t for sale at any price, you’d be at the top.”

Morgan smiled back.  “And you’d be at the top of mine.”  They touched wine glasses.

“So what’s life like at the fund?  Different from the life of a stock jockey, I suppose.”

“In some ways.  No selling, no cold calling, but the pressure is just as intense.  Maybe more so.”

“What kind of pressure?”

“To be right.  We make a recommendation, we’re expected to know what we’re talking about, and it’s tough to be sure about anything in the stock market.  And Charlie is a lot tougher customer than the Widow Jones.”

Morgan chuckled.  “I’ll bet.”  He fished in his pocket for a matchbook and lit a candle in a small earthen pot on the table.  “I take it from the fact that you’re here that you’re not seeing anyone at the moment.”

Jeri looked at the outline of the mountains, now dark against the faint dusk.  “No, I’m not seeing anyone.  I’ve spent most of the year working.  And my father died in March.”

Morgan put down his fork.  “I’m sorry, Jeri, I didn’t know.  Was it sudden?”

“Yeah.  He died in his sleep.  Heart failure.”

“How old was he?”

“Sixty-nine.”

“God, that’s a bitch.  What a great guy he was.”  Jeri watched Morgan remembering.  Over a Labor Day weekend a few years ago, John Jameson led Morgan and Jeri on a forced march through the scrub around his cabin.  A rare and supposedly relaxing getaway turned into a whirlwind of nature hikes, philosophical discussions and pinochle.  Jeri was surprised at the quick and close rapport that developed between her father and Morgan.  Through the years, John Jameson had never been kind or gentle with Jeri’s friends, male or female.  She would have bet the mortgage that an entrepreneur from California and a retired ethics professor would mix about as well as oil and sheep dip.

“How did your brothers take it?”

“Jack was okay, he put up a good front.  Joe didn’t do so well.”

“How about you?”

“I was okay at first.  I think watching my mother die slowly gave me something to be grateful for with my dad.  I stayed focused on the fact that he didn’t suffer, saw it as a blessing.  It got harder later on.”

“You want to talk about it?”

“You know, I really don’t.  But thanks for asking, Derek.”

The last remnants of sunlight had vanished and a soft glow from the moon illuminated the ridge.  That sat in silence for several moments as the breeze played with the flame of the candle.  The light danced across their faces as their eyes stayed locked.  Finally, Morgan stood up and started collecting the remnants of the meal. 

After Jeri helped Morgan clear the table they walked into the den.  The breeze was chilled by the coming of evening and Jeri grabbed a blanket folded over the back of an overstuffed chair, shivering slightly as she curled up into the corner of the couch.  Morgan walked to the fireplace.

“A fire in summer?  That seems a little decadent.”

“It gets pretty cold out here in the evening,” he said.  “We’re nearly at seven thousand feet, and the wind whistles down from the mountains most nights.” The fire quickly turned into a blaze, and the light from the flames filled the room, casting shadows against the walls and windows.  Morgan poured two snifters of cognac, switched off the lamp sat down next to Jeri on the sofa.  Jeri nodded and smiled as she accepted the drink.

“So,” she said, “what’s new in your life?”

Morgan swirled the liqueur in the crystal goblet and drew the bouquet into him.  “Almost nothing but work.  This is the first time I’ve relaxed in months.”

“No social life at all since we split up?”

Morgan smiled.  “A couple of first dates, no seconds.  That answer your question?”

“More or less.”

“The company has grown so fast it hasn’t left me much time to do anything around here either.  I figured once we went public, I could throttle back a bit.  Buy a few Arabians, start spending some time out here.  If I ever do get any horses, I’ll have to hire them a nanny.”

“I’ve met more than a few CEOs since I moved to Black Canyon.  Doesn’t seem like any of them have much of a life away from work.”

“Well, I’m going to get things under control.  I never intended to let the business consume me, no matter what you may have thought.”

“That wasn’t the only problem, Derek.  You realize that, don’t you?”

“It’s been so long, Jeri, I’m not sure I know what the problem was.  I just know I don’t want to lose you again.”

Jeri found herself wondering what the other problems were as well.  The fire cast a warm light over the room, enveloping the in its warmth, and Morgan’s blue eyes deepened in the reddish glow from the flames.  He took the cognac from her and turned to set the two snifters on the coffee table.  As he turned back to her she leaned toward him, her lips parted and moist.  He took her in his arms and kissed her, with a tenderness she did not remember.  She touched his chest with the palm of her hand and slowly ran in up to his cheek and then through his hair.  He eased her back into the soft folds of the blanket and the pillows in the corner of the sofa and enveloped her in his arms.  The familiar pleasures – a hint of the same cologne, the warmth and weight of him, the strength of his arms and shoulders – nothing had changed.

But so much had changed.  She had changed.  She shouldn’t do this – couldn’t do this.  She pushed him away, gently but firmly.

He looked confused.  “What is it?”

Jeri slid out from under him and off the sofa.  “I can’t do this, Derek,” she said without looking at him as she stood up and straightened her clothes.  “Not now.  Not while I’m working on this project.”  She turned and walked toward the front door in the dim light of the hall.

“Jeri, come on.”  Morgan followed after her.  “You’ve got to be kidding.”

“I’m sorry, Derek.  I shouldn’t have come.”  She opened the door just as he reached her and pushed it closed.  She turned to him, her anger rising.  “Open the door, Derek.”

Morgan stepped back.  “What the hell is this, Jeri?  What the hell are you doing?”

“I don’t want to get caught up in this right now, not while I’m analyzing your company.  You can see the problems with this, can’t you?”

“No, I can’t.”  He was not quite shouting.  “We weren’t even discussing the company, it didn’t come up once all evening.  What are you worried about?”

“But it will come up, Derek.  Then what?  Are you going to talk to me as a lover or an analyst?  What about the legal ramifications?”

Morgan flapped his arms in exasperation.  “Jeri, this is a short-term project you’re talking about.  I’m talking about the long term, our future together.”

“And if you are truly interested in us long-term, waiting a couple of weeks is nothing.”

“Yeah, but you’re putting your job ahead of us, ahead of me.  What kind of signal do you expect me to take from this?”

“Maybe that I take my career as seriously as you take yours.  What’s wrong with that?”

Morgan said nothing.  The flickering light from the fireplace scarcely reached them in the foyer by the front door, and although her eyes had adjusted to the darkness, Jeri could scarcely see his face in the shadows.  Not that she needed to.

Finally, she opened the front door and the porch light illuminated the foyer.  There was not a glimmer of understanding in Morgan’s eyes.  Just a hardness, at once familiar and immutable.  Now she remembered what the problems were.  Nothing had changed.  She walked away into the night.

“Good night, Derek,” she said without looking back.


Chapter 12

Who the hell is Jeri Jameson?”

She recovered quickly.  “She works at Black Canyon.  Started about a year ago.”

“Who brought her into the investigation?”

“Revell, I suppose.”

“Why don’t you know?  I thought you were in charge?”

“Revell makes his own decisions.  You know that.”

“You said Revell wouldn’t take the threat seriously.”

“I guess I was wrong.”

“What else are you wrong about?”

“Look, I don’t sleep with him anymore, remember?  I don’t know what goes through his mind these days.”  She slipped out of her suit jacket and tossed her briefcase on the coffee table.  “I’m largely out of the loop these days.”

“Find out what Jameson is doing – I want to know if she’s getting anywhere.  We can trust the cops to be incompetent, I want to know if we have anything to worry about with her.”

After a weekend of solitary mountain biking outside of Steamboat Springs, Jeri arrived for work Monday morning with sore muscles and a need for resolution concerning Tom Kendall’s suicide.

“Diane,” Jeri said, “is Mr. Revell in town this morning?”

“I believe he’s here until noon, Jeri.”

Seconds later, Jeri was on her way to Revell’s office.  This was her first opportunity to see him since Tuttle’s call, and she found him alone in his office.

“Charlie,” she said as she knocked on his open door, “have you got a few minutes to spare?”

Revell looked up from the report he was reading and motioned her into the office.  “What is it, Jeri?”  She walked in and sat in one of the chairs in front of Revell’s desk.

“I’ve been running into some roadblocks on the Mor-Research project, and I wanted to see what you think.”

“What’s the problem?”

“The company is standing behind their public announcements that the next generation switch they’re developing will ship on schedule in the third quarter.  But I had a conversation with their chief engineer, and he told me the switch has significant problems.  According to him, they don’t even have a working prototype, and he doesn’t see any prospect for solving the problems in the foreseeable future.”

“Have you talked to Morgan about the status of the new switch?”

“He told me that Kozalov, the chief engineer, is not involved with the solution.”  She told Revell of Kozalov’s allusion to a software firm on the West Coast and Morgan’s refusal to discuss the matter.

Revell was silent for several seconds.  “The fact that Morgan wouldn’t admit to the California connection makes me think they may be looking at buying more than software.”

“You think they might be looking at an acquisition?”

“It’s possible.  Have you talked to all of the senior executives about the switch?”

“No, just Morgan and Ted Barinsky, the CFO.  I’ve been trying to get in touch with Dan Spencer, their VP of Technology, but he hasn’t returned my calls.”

“Keep trying, and see if you can get anything out of your old friends at Parker Griffith.  If there’s an acquisition brewing, someone in Parker’s investment banking unit should know about it.”

Jeri frowned.  “That may be true, but I doubt if anyone will talk to me about it.”

“We don’t need anything definitive, just a sense that something is going on.  We can draw our own conclusions.”  Revell went back to his report.

Jeri nodded and started to rise, but then she sat back down.

Revell looked up.  “Is there something else?”

Jeri hesitated.  “Yes, there is.”

“What is it?”

“I talked with Larry Tuttle, the CFO at Sandstrum the other day. I had left a message to offer my condolences about Tom Kendall’s suicide, and when Tuttle returned my call, well, he’s convinced we had something to do with the bank pulling their loan and ruining their business.”  She fought to hide the anxiety that suddenly welled up in her.

“So?”

“Did we have anything to do with the bank calling the loan at Sandstrum?”

Revell stared at her, his face blank. “No.”

“That’s it, just no?”

“That’s it.” He remained implacable.

“How did you know they were in trouble?  We recommended purchasing the stock, and you shorted it instead.”  Desperation was creeping into her voice and she now wished she had not mentioned the issue, but the gnawing she felt during Tuttle’s call compelled her to keep pressing.

Revell eased back in his chair, and his expression softened.  “Why don’t you tell me what this is all about?”

Jeri fought to control her frustration.  “I got a call from Tuttle.  He accused us of sabotaging their company.  The founder committed suicide.”

“Jeri, I think your Mr. Tuttle is suffering from a persecution complex.”  Revell crossed the office and closed the door.  “Why are you so eager to believe his accusations?”

“I didn’t believe him.  I argued with him, but he sounded so sure.  There was just no doubt in his mind that we were responsible for their troubles.”

“I’m sure he has convinced himself that he and the rest of the company’s management are blameless.  They all do.  Then they go looking for someone to pin the blame on.  It’s human nature.  Understandable, perhaps, but pathetic, too.”

Jeri searched Revell’s eyes, but they revealed nothing.  She wanted to believe him and had to admit that what he said was much more reasonable than Tuttle’s story.

“Why did he try to pin it on us?” she asked.

“He was looking for someone to blame and we happened onto the scene just before the shit hit the fan.  Short sellers are the most convenient scapegoat in the corporate world.  Incompetent executives are always looking for something to deflect the spotlight from their own ineptitude.  You’d better get used to it.”

Revell turned away from her, toward the computer screens behind his desk and Jeri was grateful for the opportunity to leave.  She hurried from the office and headed to the trading floor and Neil Marchant, Revell’s head of trading.  She found him glued to his quote machine.  The market was reeling from the announcement of a half percentage point increase in the Fed Funds rate, one of the key short term interest rates set by the Federal Reserve.  Although the fund had no major trading operations under way, Marchant watched the action intently in the stocks he owned in his proprietary account, an arm of the Black Canyon fund he managed on his own.

“Neil, mind if I bug you during market hours?”

“What’s on your mind,” he responded without looking away from the screens.

“What kind of market profile are you carrying in your pooch portfolio?” she asked, referring to the nickname Marchant had bestowed on his proprietary account.

“I’m about twenty-five percent short, fifty-five long, and twenty cash.”  He spoke without referring to notes or looking up account balances on any of the screens.

“What have you averaged over the last five years on the short side?”

“I probably average about twenty percent short.  It varies between five and forty percent.”

“What would you say the fund itself averages on the short side?”

“About sixty percent, easy.  Why?”

“Don’t you find that odd?  Here we are in the greatest bull market in history, and we make more money on the short side than the long.”

Marchant looked up from his screens and arched an eyebrow at Jeri.  “Where are you going with this?”

“I was just wondering why the emphasis on shorting.  The Dow is up thousands of points in the last several years, and we’re swimming against the tide.”

“So what?  Charlie’s got a great nose for bullshit – it’s what he does best.  You know the old saw about a rising tide lifts all boats.  Well, it also lets them sink that much deeper when they start leaking.  And there are plenty of boats out there that float like a sieve.”

“Then why don’t you short more stocks, Neil?”

“Hold on. Vinny, take Sollie’s offer for another ten grand of gee-dek.”  He logged the trade in a small notebook before he turned back to Jeri.  “I don’t short as much as the boss because I don’t have the cojones.  I’m pretty conventional with the pooches.  I diversify, hedge my positions, try not to over commit or get stubborn.  I can’t do it the way Charlie does, even though I’ve been watching him do it for eight years.  Never seen anyone do it like he does.”

“How so?”

“He breaks all the rules.  The fund is always over-concentrated, both in specific companies and industries.  He never hedges, never cuts his losses, not on the big positions, anyway.  You research guys come up with an idea he likes and he likes it until it works.  It’s like he’s never wrong, especially on the big short positions.  And the bigger the fund gets, the fewer trades he makes.  You look at most hedge funds of any size these days, and they’ll carry a hundred, maybe two hundred positions.  As we’ve gotten bigger in the years I’ve been here, Revell has put more and more money into fewer and fewer stocks.  He’s carrying just seventeen major positions at this very moment.  Most hedge fund managers would call that kind of lack of diversification suicidal, but he makes it work.”  Jeri thanked Marchant for his time and returned to her office.

Mindful of Revell’s instruction to continue researching the ME-1000 switch problem, Jeri put aside thoughts of Tuttle and the fund’s penchant for shorting.  She dialed the direct line to Dan Spencer’s office, and she was slightly annoyed to find he was still out of town and had not returned her last three calls.  She did not know Spencer personally, as Morgan had hired him as vice president of technology after the IPO.  She was at a loss for further contacts at the firm regarding the development of the switch, so she decided to question Keith Thurgood without tipping her hand.

“I haven’t found out anything about Mor-Research directly,” Thurgood told her, “but I talked to a trader on the West Coast who knows the networking industry better than anybody.  He’s connected with the top guys at Diego Networks, and he says Diego is very interested in the next generation of switches.”

“Diego dominates the industry already,” Jeri responded.  “Don’t they have their own research department working on a faster switch?”

“My guy says they waited too long, relying on the old technology and then going down what turned out to be a dead end.  They’re scrambling to catch up, and with a forty billion dollar market value, they can afford to buy a solution, which is what they’re trying to do.  They’ve already bought a dozen smaller companies that make peripheral equipment, but the big prize is the new switch.  They’re really hungry, and Torkelson, Diego’s CEO, has told my guy personally they will do what ever it takes to stay in the lead with the next generation of switches.”

“But is this generally known around the industry?  The networking industry, I mean.”

“Pretty much, I would say.  Wall Street seems to be waking up to the importance of the race to develop the next switch, but the market has been so shaky lately, that it’s kind of gotten lost in the shuffle.  Once the market stabilizes, especially in the tech sector, you’ll probably see the smaller switch companies that have a good research program in place really take off.”

“Even before they actually announce the final design?”

“I think so.  The aggressive tech funds will make investments in all of  the switch makers, not wanting to take a chance of missing the winner.  Sort of like betting the field in horse racing.”

“Then when the winner emerges, they pile into that one,” Jeri said.

“I’ve seen it happen before.  Unless the market collapses, this will be a big play.”

“Thanks Keith, I really appreciate your help.”

“No, I’m the one that should be thanking you.  This is a great angle on the networking industry, something I hadn’t thought of before.  Gives me something to talk about with my clients.  The ones who still listen to me.”

After she hung up with Thurgood, Jeri went to visit Ben Amsler, Revell’s Director of Research.  Amsler had been an FBI field agent for twenty years before coming to the Black Canyon fund.  Having risen to a position at the Bureau where he coordinated investigations of white collar crimes, Amsler had been recruited by another former agent who ran the fund’s research operation in their New York office.

Jeri found Amsler in his office.  With a friendly face and a warm demeanor that inspired trust, Amsler reminded Jeri more of her high school principal than the experienced federal agent he once was.  Over the year they had worked together, she found him to be helpful in analyzing complex situations and picking a course of action. After she closed the door and sat in front of Amsler’s huge mahogany desk, she filled him in on the situation.

“Kozalov’s attitude was all wrong,” she concluded.  “Something’s not right, but it doesn’t make sense for Morgan and the rest of the top brass to cover up a problem.  The way the market reacts to bad news these days, and with the lawyers ready to pounce on anything that even resembles a misleading public statement, it’s just stupid for them to lie.”

“People do things that don’t make any sense all the time.  Sometimes it’s wishful thinking, sometimes they’re actually fooling themselves.  Sometimes it’s outright fraud.”

“Don’t they have too much to lose?”

“Maybe, but you’d be surprised at how stupid people can be.”  Jeri knew that during his last years with the FBI, Amsler had worked on a number of cases relating to the savings and loan scandals in the late eighties.  “I saw a lot of instances where people lied through their teeth to get what they wanted, ignoring the obvious long-term consequences.  Dumb-asses who couldn’t help but know they would be caught, there was no way to hide what they had done.

“But what really amazed me were the ones that had apparently convinced themselves that the bullshit was really true.  The lie became reality for them, and they were astonished when the ax fell.  It makes you wonder about man’s capacity for self-delusion.”

“So how does that help me?”

“Assume they both believe their own story.  Which is more likely to be just plain misinformed?  Which is likely to be kidding himself?  And who haven’t you talked to yet, that guy in charge of research?  Talk to him.  He may have the key to the first two questions.”

Back at her office, Jeri buzzed Cory Hufnagel.  “You’ve been itching to do some research.  Think you could find Dan Spencer’s home phone number?”

Hufnagel called back in less than five minutes.  “He wasn’t in the phone book, but information gave me the number.  They said he wasn’t unlisted, just not published in the phone book.”

“Good work.  Call his home, see if you can get his wife to tell you what city he went to.”  Jeri then called back to Spencer’s office, expecting his secretary to answer, but she got Spencer’s voice mail.  She re-dialed into Barinsky’s office.

“Mary, this is Jeri Jameson.  I used to be Ted’s stockbroker.”

“Yes, Ms. Jameson, I remember you.  What can I do for you?”

“I’ve been trying to get in touch with Dan Spencer, but I haven’t been able to get a hold of him or his secretary.  Do you know where he is?”

“I can’t give out that information, Ms. Jameson.  I can take a message and have him or Janet call you.”

“Please, and tell him it’s urgent.”  Jeri looked away and swore quietly.  Hufnagel poked his head into the office.

“No one home at the Spencer residence.  Why the rush to talk with him?”

“I’ve been trying to get a hold of him for a week now.  I’m running out of time.”

Hufnagel furrowed his brow.  “Let me try something at his office,” he said, ducking back out of the office door.  He returned within minutes, smiling.  “He’s in San Diego, at the Hilton.”

“How’d you do that?”

“I called his office and said I was with the Wall Street Journal and needed a quote before deadline.  I figured a secretary wouldn’t pass up the opportunity to get her boss’s name in print.”

Jeri decided leaving a message at the hotel would be useless.  In the year she had worked at the fund, she discovered one of the best ways to reach an executive without having to go through his secretary was to call his hotel in the evening when he was traveling.  She decided to spend the hours she needed to kill in the meantime looking over the records of the trades in the Black Canyon fund for the past ten years. The computer in her office gave her access to all of the trades done in the fund over that time frame.  She keyed the printer to produce a hard copy of the information, which ran to dozens of pages, and settled in to examine the recent trading history of Charlie Revell.

By eight that evening Jeri stretched her arms and rolled her head as she tried to work out the stiffness of the hours she spent poring over the printouts.  She had retrieved from the file cabinets in the storage room copies of the reports compiled by the other research teams around the country.  As she surveyed the mounds of paper strewn over her desk, she tried to decide if the pattern she thought she saw in the trades was real or imagined.  Glancing at her watch, she decided to try the Hilton in San Diego.

Spencer picked up during the third ring.  Jeri introduced herself and apologized for disturbing him on the road, then asked about the switch.  She could almost hear Spencer’s hesitancy in the silence of the phone lines.

“Have you talked with Derek Morgan about this?” he managed at last.

“I talked with him earlier in the week.  He was quite confident you would meet your self-imposed deadline for shipping, but the sense I got from some of the people in your research lab was decidedly less assured.”

“Who did you talk to in the lab?”

“I don’t recall the names offhand.”  Jeri felt she had already compromised Kozalov enough.  “No one said anything terribly specific, it was just a feeling I got that you might be having some problems.”

“Well, I wish you could tell me who thinks we have problems, because that’s just not true.  I’m very confident we will iron out all of the bugs in plenty of time to meet our schedule.”

“So you have had some bugs?”

“A few, the sort that are common to any new product, especially one as revolutionary as this.”

“Revolutionary?  That’s the first time I’ve heard anyone use that term.”

“I think it’s appropriate, but that’s off the record.”

“I’m not a reporter, Mr. Spencer.”

“I thought you were with the Journal.”

“No, I work at the Black Canyon fund in Denver.”

“How did you find out where I was staying?”

“From your secretary.”

“She told me the Wall Street Journal had called.  She didn’t mention anyone else.”

Jeri could hear the anger rising in his voice.  “I left several messages with her, I assumed she told you I called.”

“She’s been holding most of my messages.  Look, Miss Jameson, if you have any more questions, I suggest you talk to Derek Morgan.”  She heard the phone disconnect before she could reply.

Jeri put her phone in its cradle and switched off her computer.  After changing shoes and packing her briefcase, she locked her door and glanced at the plastic stand Diane used to hold messages.  She glanced at the pink slip of paper – Mathis had called.  His message was simply, “I found Pratt.”


Chapter 13

The alarm clock buzzed raucously, less than a foot from Barinsky’s left ear, and it jolted him awake. He groped for the button, annoyed with himself for having set the alarm to screech rather than gentle him awake to the quiet strains of classical music.  He rolled back onto the pillow as his eyes adjusted to the light filtering into the bedroom through the skylight over the bed.

When Alice chose this house as their home in Denver, he had eyed the skylight in the bedroom with some skepticism.  He had always been something of an insomniac.  Ever since the day he stopped working on the family farm, sleep had not come easily to him.  Leaky faucets, the glare of a street lamp through thin curtains, or the wind howling across the plains would keep him awake even when he was exhausted.  For much of their marriage, Barinsky had watched Alice sleep for hours into the night, and he would listen to the gentle rhythm of her nearly silent breathing as he waited for sleep to come.

The skylight turned out to be an unexpected delight.  On nights when the moon aligned with the bubble of Plexiglas over his head, he focused his attention on the glowing crescent to shut off the thoughts of the day.  Alice told him he was merely meditating, as she had suggested years ago.  On moonless nights, starlight insinuated its way into the bedroom and the portal to eternity quieted his concerns about the outside world.

Barinsky rolled over again and leaned into Alice, who faced away from him and hadn’t moved at the sound of the alarm.  He nuzzled the back on her neck and stroked her thigh as she arched and sighed and pushed back against him.  Early in their married lives they had fallen into the habit of setting the alarm earlier than necessary, and they cherished the moments they spent together before the demands of work and children intervened.  Although they would occasionally rise to an early breakfast, most often they stayed in bed and indulged in the extravagant pleasure of a stolen interlude.  As the years cooled the passion of youth and muted the intensity of sexual desire, Barinsky’s appreciation for the intertwining of their emotional lives remained strong.

Now, however, for the first time since they were married, Barinsky felt a pang of guilt, for even as he kissed his wife, the image of Shannon was fresh in his mind.  She had invited him to the local athletic club to join her in a workout routine, and he found himself appalled by his quick acceptance of her offer.  Although he was already a member of the club, he hadn’t used the facility much, more from a lack of inclination than the busy schedule he used as an excuse.  Now his days were busier than ever, and as much as he wanted to, he could not hide from the fact that he was going to the club to be with Shannon.

As Barinsky rolled out of bed and headed for the bathroom, Alice called after him.  “Margaret’s having a bridal shower for Cathy, and I think I’m going to fly up to Michigan for a few days, maybe a week.  Will you be all right on your own?”

He grimaced and did not look back.  “Sure, I’ll be fine.”

After a brief morning staff meeting, Barinsky walked to Derek Morgan’s office at the northeast corner of the building.  Morgan was shouting into the phone as Barinsky entered the office.

“I’m telling you this is the way it’s got to be, Nick.  You’ve got to give me some room to bargain or the whole deal could fall apart.”  Barinsky slipped into a chair in front of Morgan’s desk without making a sound.  Not that Morgan noticed him.  “Don’t give me that crap.  What the hell is the point of being called a CEO if you’re not in charge?”  Morgan abruptly slammed the phone into its cradle.

“What’s the matter with Popovich?” Barinsky inquired.  Nicholas Popovich was managing partner of Popovich, Seimens and Turley, the venture capital firm which had funded Mor-Research’s early growth in exchange for a large equity stake.  As a result, Nick Popovich was Morgan’s largest shareholder.

“He wants to know the whole story on Paradise,” Morgan replied.  “I’ve painted the broad picture for him, but he keeps pushing for the details.”

“Why don’t you tell him?”

“I don’t trust the bastard.  He’s got his fingers in so damn many operations out there in the valley, I don’t want him to know the details.”

“Why not?  He’s got a sizable investment in Mor stock, why would he do anything to jeopardize it?”

Morgan snorted in disgust.  “With all the Internet outfits they bankrolled, we’ve become small potatoes with Popovich.  He could give us up to Diego just to swing another deal that’s more important to him.”

Barinsky raised a brow.  “That would be just a tad illegal, no?”

Morgan gave him a withering look.  “Don’t be naive, Ted.”

“You think Diego cares that much about us?”

“I don’t want to find out.”

They sat in silence for several seconds.  Finally Barinsky spoke.  “What’s Popovich going to do?”

“He said if I don’t fill him in on the details, he’s going to take it to the board, try to force a vote.  Last thing we need right now is to start airing our laundry, and he knows it.”

“Anything we can do to placate him.”

“Yeah, there is.  We can get the stock back up to $40 before the merger is announced.  Wood didn’t dicker, but he made it abundantly clear he wants his cut to be worth a hundred mil.  We get anywhere near forty and we can do it without the board’s permission.”

Barinsky shifted in his chair.  “The quarter is still looking pretty good.”

“We need to make it look better.”

“What do you want me to do, Derek?  Start shipping bricks?”  Years earlier, a disk drive manufacturer shipped thousands of orders with bricks in the cartons to rented warehouses in order to boost its sales and stock price.  The scheme worked for a short time, but ultimately the CEO was exposed and jailed.        

“Just make sure the stock goes up, Ted.  Soon.”

The phone buzzed and Morgan’s secretary announced a visitor.  “Send him in,” Morgan said.

Into the office walked Rodney Pelham.  The Parker Griffith investment banker was an overly-polished young man with thinning hair and quick eyes.  He had worked with Morgan in bringing Mor-Research public and was instrumental in recruiting Barinsky to the firm.  Morgan had wanted to bring in another investment banking firm, one of the marquee names such as Goldman Sachs or Morgan Stanley, to handle the Paradise merger.  Barinsky had talked him out of it, saying they would be better able to keep the deal quiet if they continued with the same relationship they had established during the initial public offering.  Loyalty was another reason Barinsky wanted to stay with Pelham and Parker Griffith, although he refrained from mentioning that to Morgan.

“Good to see you again, Derek.  Ted,” Pelham said as he shook their hands.  “Word is you have a nice little acquisition ready to go.  It would have been nice to hear about it a little more than a week before you announce it to the press.”  Pelham was smiling, making light of his barb, but Barinsky knew there was an element of rebuke in the statement.  He glanced at Morgan who raised an eyebrow in response.

“It was rather sudden for all of us, Rodney,” Morgan said.  “When we’re ready to buy IBM we’ll let you in on the negotiations early.”

“I was going to shop you guys to Big Blue just next week.  Now you tell me you’re interested in buying them?”  They all chuckled, burying the hint of ill will that had momentarily surfaced.

“How close are you to agreeing on a number?” asked Pelham.

“That won’t be an issue,” Morgan said emphatically.  “Rick and Mimi were satisfied with the preliminary offer and I see no changes in that number.”

Pelham was incredulous.  “You mean they haven’t got a banker on their side of table?”

“Not to my knowledge.  They have some lawyer from the Valley working with them, but this is their first start-up.”

Pelham whistled.  “Nuts. They’re absolutely nuts.  How did you negotiate the deal?”

“Compromise.  They asked for five million shares, I offered four.  We settled in the middle.”

Pelham sat down heavily on the edge of the desk, a stunned look still on his face.  “What are these guys bringing to the table?”

Morgan looked at Barinsky.  They had agreed not to go into detail concerning the reason for the merger.  “They have a software program that will fit nicely into our product line, enhance performance, that sort of thing.”

“And it’s worth a hundred and fifty million dollars?”

“Yes.”

“Derek.  Are you buying these guys to keep them out of Diego Network’s hands?  You can’t afford to do something stupid like that.”

“Don’t call me stupid, Rodney.”

“Well then why don’t you tell me what the hell’s going on?”

“This is all you’re getting.”  Morgan and Pelham stood facing each other, squared off as if they were about to start throwing punches.

“Rodney, we need their software,” Barinsky said finally.  Morgan turned to him, his color rising quickly.  “They can help us in the development of our next generation of switches, and we need their help.”

Morgan was seething now.  “Rodney, will you excuse us for a few minutes?” It was more an order than a request.  As Morgan closed the door behind them he wheeled on Barinsky, “What the hell do you think your doing, and just who the fuck do you think you are?”

“He needed to know, Derek.  He would have figured it out – ”

“What makes you think you’re the one who gets to decide what he needs to know.  This is my company, not yours.  That’s my name on the door and I decide who needs to know.  Your nothing but a goddamn bean-counter and you had better – ”

“Look, you’re right, I spoke out of turn.  I know it’s your firm, but I felt the situation was getting out of hand.  If we don’t bring Rodney into the plan, he could do a lot of damage without even knowing it, just by nosing around.  This way he understands the importance of keeping a lid on the deal until it’s done.”

Morgan continued to glare at the older man, his anger still evident but cooling.  After several seconds he turned and walked to the window of his office.  Barinsky stood in the middle of the room, waiting for Morgan to regain his composure.  Morgan spoke without turning back to him.

“No more disclosures without my approval.  This is my deal, my company, and I’ll decide what needs to be done.  I’ll tell you when I want your opinion, and if I don’t ask for it, I don’t want it.”  He turned to face his chief financial officer.  “Clear?”

“Clear.”


Chapter 14

Jeri found Mathis waiting outside her office as she arrived for work.  “It sure didn’t take you very long to find Pratt.  You missed your calling, you should be in missing persons.”

Mathis smiled as they entered the office.  “I think it was more a matter that Mr. Pratt was no longer concerned about being found.”

“Really?  That’s surprising.”  Jeri switched on her computer and checked the market.  “Are you sure he just didn’t think anyone would be looking for him in Boulder again?”

“I’m not sure of anything.  That’s why I think we should go up to Boulder and talk to him.”

“You mean you didn’t talk to him yesterday?”

“No, it was too late.  I’ve scheduled a meeting with my man in Boulder this morning.”

“Sure, let’s go.”

They rode in silence for several minutes as Mathis drove to Boulder.  Finally, Jeri turned to him and said, “So, how did you find Pratt so quickly?”

“My contact in Boulder found him.  I haven’t had a chance to talk to him about the particulars, he just said Pratt didn’t seem to be too worried about anybody finding him.”

“That would tend to argue against Pratt having anything to do with the death threat against Revell.”

“Maybe.  It may mean that he just isn’t worried about anyone making the connection with P-Cell.  It’s been a number of years.”

“Is there a connection with P-Cell?” Jeri asked.  “Other than the fact that the call to Charlie came from Boulder?”

“Your guess is as good as mine.  Maybe he held Charlie responsible for their demise.  Might have really ticked him off.”

“Yeah, but they get ticked off while it’s happening, not years later.”

“Well, maybe Pratt harbored a grudge for a long time.  Maybe his life fell apart after P-Cell unraveled, and he’s been chewing on it all these years.  That’s why I think we should talk to him.”

As they arrived in Boulder, Mathis steered into the Harvest House Hotel’s parking lot, and Jeri followed him into the hotel restaurant.  With the university out of session for the summer the place was nearly empty.  They sat at a table in a corner of the dining room and ordered coffee.  As soon as they settled in, a ugly stump of a man in a grimy tank top and baggy shorts approached their table and sat next to Mathis.  Jeri was surprised that she recognized the man.

Mathis began the introductions.  “Jeri Jameson, meet Joe Begonis – ”

Jeri smiled.  “Joe Bag-a-donuts.  How’ve you been, Joe?”

Begonis squinted at Jeri with a puzzled look.  Suddenly, he recognized her.  “Oh, yeah, how you doin’, Detective?  I didn’t know you were back on the force.”

“I’m not – ”

Mathis cut in.  “I take it you two are old friends.”

Jeri turned to Mathis.  “Joe was one of my last arrests.  Numbers, wasn’t it, Joe?”

“That’s right, that’s right,” Begonis said, nodding his head.  “When I was still workin’ with Lou Gabrazzi.  I’ve gone straight, you know?  Got my own deal goin’ now, Detective.  Strictly legit.”

“I’m not a detective anymore, Joe, so calm down.”

Mathis looked at Jeri.  “Well, if you two are through reminiscing, let’s get back to Pratt.”

Begonis nodded vigorously.  “Yeah.  Malcolm Pratt.  He goes by the name of Howard Lee these days.  Here’s his address and phone number.”  He slid a folded slip of paper to Mathis.  “He runs some kinda judo school in Louisville, pretty low-key operation.  I’m still checking to see if it’s a front, but I ain’t got nothin’ on it yet.”

“Keep checking,” Mathis said.  “What time does he get to the school?”

“Early.  He’s there by now.  He lives right around the corner from the place.”

Mathis rose to leave, and Jeri followed suit.  “Thanks, Joe.  Send me a bill.”

“It’s in the mail, Mr. Mathis,”  Begonis said.  “Nice seeing you again, De… I mean, Miss Jameson.”

“Take care of yourself, Joe,” Jeri said as they walked away from the table.

As they climbed into the car, Jeri looked at Mathis and shook her head.

“Where in the world did you ever find Joe Bag-a-donuts to do a trace for you?”

Mathis grinned at her and shrugged.  “He came on a recommendation.  Hey, he got the job done, didn’t he?”  The car roared out of the parking lot and they headed south toward Louisville.

“He did get the job done, I’ll give you that.  I wouldn’t have thought he could find his rear-end with both hands.”

Mathis chuckled.  “Well, I guess you’re not the only one to learn a new trade in the last few years.”

Memories of her days on the force came back to Jeri as they rode silently to the small town of Louisville, southeast of Boulder.  Days and nights filled with the likes of Joe Bag-a-donuts reinforced the wisdom of her decision to leave police work to her brother and his pals.

As if he read her mind, Mathis asked, “So just why did you leave the police department, detective?  And don’t be giving me that song-and-dance about it being time to move on.”

Jeri kept her eyes on the road as Mathis drove.  “Well, that’s the short version, but it’s still the truth.  Once I got enough seniority to get off the graveyard shift, I started going to night school for my MBA.  After a while, I found myself looking forward to going to class a lot more than going to work.  I figured I just wasn’t cut out to be a cop.”

“Things didn’t get better after you made detective?”

“Actually, they got worse.”

“How so?”

“Part of it was the job itself.  Constantly picking through the garbage of peoples lives, looking for the worst.  It got depressing.”

“What was the other part?”

Jeri shifted in the bucket seat.  “I just didn’t take to it, I wasn’t very good at detective work.  My partner was a natural, loved the job and was a damned good detective.  I felt like I was holding him back.  I hated that feeling.”   

“What got you interested in police work in the first place?”

“A combination of things, I suppose.  My father was a philosophy professor here at the University in Boulder, and his first love was ethics, but by the 60’s, there wasn’t much demand for ethics courses.  He would go on and on about the breakdown of society and the insanity of what was happening on the campuses in the late 60’s and early 70’s, about how the disrespect for tradition and authority was going to ruin society.”

“A law and order professor at CU in the sixties?  He must have stuck out like a silo in a corn field.”

“He wasn’t a popular figure on campus, no.  Anyway, he talked about how cops were being smeared as scapegoats, even after the ’68 convention in Chicago.  He saw most cops as the stalwarts of civilization.  I guess my brother and I took it to heart.”

“So baby brother was a cop, too?”

“Big brother, one of two.  He still is.”

“I can’t imagine a father being thrilled his little girl is going out into the cold world to fight bad guys, who had bigger guns and more of them.”

“To put it mildly.  Jack entered the academy about a year before I did, and he was treated like a hero at home.  When I announced my desire to follow the warrior prince into battle, well…”  Jeri let slip a small, bitter laugh.  “Let’s just say it wasn’t pretty.”

Mathis turned into the parking lot of a dilapidated strip mall on the outskirts of Louisville.  Jeri didn’t recognize this part of  the town.  Louisville was an old Colorado farming community that, as with so much of the Front Range, had metastasized into a hodgepodge of office parks, sub-divisions and shopping centers.

“We used to come to Louisville for spaghetti and meatballs when I was a kid,” Jeri said as they climbed out of the car.  “The town was famous for Italian food back then.”

“Good food?”

“I thought it was at the time.  Turns out, it was awful.”

Pratt’s school was a small storefront with a large plate glass window and what looked like a single, matted room for classes.  The hand-painted sign above the window said simply, “Lee’s Judo Academy,” and it looked as old as the shopping center.  The school was flanked by a used paperback book store and a second-hand clothing emporium.

They found the door open and as they walked inside, a buzzer sounded in the distance.  A door at the back of the room opened and out stepped a man in an unbelted white cotton gee.  He was tall and gaunt, with a hooked nose and short black hair.  His eyes were narrow and dark, but he seemed unperturbed by the intrusion.  Jeri assumed the man was Pratt, and she hoped he would remain calm, for he struck her as someone who could be dangerous.  Not for the first time since she left the department, she felt uneasy about being unarmed.  It didn’t help that she was almost certain that Mathis was not carrying a gun.

“Can I help you?” the man said.

“Yes,” Mathis replied evenly, “we’re looking for Malcolm Pratt.”

Jeri watched their man’s reaction, and she saw his eyes widen slightly before his face slammed shut.

“Who are you?” came the reply.

“My name is Mathis.  This is an associate of mine, Jeri Jameson.  Do you know where we can find Mr. Pratt?”

The narrow eyes moved back and forth between them for several seconds.  “I’m Pratt.”

Jeri glanced at Mathis, but he kept his eyes on Pratt.

“Why are you living under an assumed name, Mr. Pratt?” Mathis asked.

“It was the name on the school when I got here.  I didn’t see any reason to change the sign, so I changed my name instead.”

Jeri spoke.  “Is there a place we can go to talk?”

“I have another class in a few minutes, so let’s just step into the back room.”

Pratt turned and walked through the door at the back of the classroom.  This time when Jeri looked at Mathis, he looked back at her and shrugged, then he followed Pratt into the back room.  Jeri followed him.

The room was long and narrow, running the length of the classroom but only six feet wide.  Windowless and dark, the room was lit by a small lamp on an ancient desk that was jammed into the far end of the room.  Dilapidated filing cabinets and piles of old mats cluttered the floor, which made the room feel even smaller.  Pratt opened two folding chairs near the desk and motioned for his visitors to be seated.  He sat on the edge of the desk.

“So what’s your interest in Mal Pratt, Mr…?”

“Mathis.  We’re looking into some things that relate back to your old company, P-Cell Systems.  When I heard the story about how you left P-Cell, we decided we’d like to hear why a bright, successful scientist such as yourself decided to fall off the face of the earth, Mr. Pratt.  Care to enlighten us?”

Jeri noticed Pratt stiffen slightly at the mention of P-Cell.  The circumstances of his disappearance were not a dead issue to him, she thought.

Pratt ignored the question and turned  to Jeri.  “Who are you working for?” he asked.

Jeri answered.  “We work for an investment manager, Mr. Pratt.  His name is Charlie Revell, and he manages the Black Canyon fund.”  She watched him carefully for a glimmer of recognition at the mention of the fund, but she saw nothing.  Pratt looked guarded, but if he still harbored a grudge against Revell, Jeri decided he had just done a masterful job of hiding it.

“Why are you interested in a company that went out of business years ago?”

“So you’re aware that P-Cell went under after you left?”

“Yes.”

“We’re looking into the circumstances of P-Cell’s demise for a variety of reasons.  I wasn’t employed there at the time, but my employer’s fund made a lot of money when your company went under, and we want to understand what happened.  We’re most interested in your reasons for leaving the company when you did.”

Pratt leaned back against the wall of the office and put his foot up on the desk.  He looked at Jeri and smiled.  “I’m afraid I can’t help you.  I left P-Cell for reasons unrelated to the company or the business.”

“Why did you leave the industry?  You had a good reputation, why did you throw it away?”

“I decided it was time to do something else.”

Jeri glanced at Mathis and he smirked at her.  “This is what you were looking for?” Jeri said as she waved a hand at the dingy office.

“What can I say, Ms. Jameson.  Different things become important at different times in a person’s life.”

The three of them sat in silence for a few seconds, then Mathis stood up to leave.  “Thanks for your time, Mr. Pratt.”  Jeri flashed a puzzled look at Mathis, but he turned away from her and walked out of the office.

Jeri followed Mathis out of the office and the school, and the light of the clear bright morning stabbed her eyes.  She grabbed Mathis by his arm.

“Why did you give up so easily?  He didn’t tell us a damn thing.”

Mathis stopped and looked at her, then continued to walk to the car.  “I think it’s pretty obvious he didn’t make the call to Revell.”

“I didn’t think it was all that obvious.”

“Jeri, you saw the same thing I did.  He didn’t bat an eye when you mentioned Revell.  I doubt if he’s even heard of Revell.  He’s clean as far as the call is concerned, and that’s all we were here to find out, right?”

Jeri kept quiet as she climbed into the car and buckled her seat belt.  No, that’s not the only reason we’re here.


Chapter 15

Barinsky walked with a light step though the doors of the athletic club, despite the soreness in the muscles in his legs.  Hints of chlorine and sweat tinged the conditioned air as he approached a pair of sculpted young females who were still flushed after a fashionably early workout.  They smiled as they made room for him to pass through the automatic doors into the club’s cavernous lobby.  The gleaming chrome and glass that dominated the entrance gave the impression more of an office building than an athletic club, except for a huge glass wall that offered a view of the gymnasium and elevated running track, already crowded with basketball players and joggers.

Barinsky handed his membership card to the young woman at the circular desk that guarded access to the locker rooms.  “Thank you, Mr. Barinsky,” the attendant said brightly, as she zipped the card through an electronic scanner and glanced at the computer screen for his name.  “It’s nice to see you again.”  He smiled back at her as he dropped the card back into the side pocket of his leather bag, and he briefly wondered if she said that to all members as they entered or if she had noticed that this was his third visit to the gym this week.

Barinsky jogged down the staircase to the men’s locker room and grabbed a towel from the stack by the entrance.  As he made his way past the lounge area and the whirlpools, his mind shut out the drone of the television and the crowd of half-naked bodies that clogged the aisles.  He quickly changed into a new pair of running shorts and the latest in Nike cross-trainers and bounded toward the exit in the back of the room that led to the outdoor terrace.

The sun hung low over the Rockies and a dry heat still pervaded the air.  Shannon was already stretching in the courtyard by the outdoor lap pool, her hands clasped over her head as she leaned to the side.  She had her back to Barinsky and he stopped to gaze at her for a few seconds.  He marveled at the sleek lines of her torso and legs, and the unwelcome thought struck him again that his sudden interest in exercise was more visually motivated than a sudden concern for physical fitness.  As she sensed his eyes, Shannon turned to greet him and gave him a warm smile.

“It’s going to be another beautiful night,” she said as she reached for her towel.  “Will you have time for the weight room again?”

Barinsky leaned against the wall to stretch his Achilles tendons – the bricks radiated the heat of the afternoon sun.  “Alice is out of town for the rest of the week, so I’m all yours.  Just don’t hurt me.”

Shannon laughed.  “It’s just going to get more painful, I’m afraid.  Your muscles are all torn up after years of inactivity.”  She leaned forward, her right foot a yard in front of the left, and touched her forehead to her knee, grasping the back of her calf with both hands.

“I still feel far too old for that torture chamber.  All those young bucks in there, they must wonder what an old fogy like me is trying to prove.”  As he bent forward to touch his toes, his knees creaked and his spine crackled, as if to prove his point about his age.

“Don’t be silly, weight training is just as important as running, and I think you look good in the weight room.”

They jogged off toward the tennis complex, down an old horse path that led to a long-abandoned but charming canal that wound through Denver’s southern suburbs.  The temperature cooled perceptibly as they neared the man-made lake that stood between the two buildings on the club’s campus.  A fountain sprayed water in the center of the lake, adding humidity to the dry, light air.  Two serious runners emerged from a stand of cottonwood trees, and Barinsky watched them as they openly ogled Shannon.  The lean young men nodded and smiled as they glided past the older man and the young woman.  Barinsky wondered if they thought Shannon was his daughter.

Soon they were on the path that followed the canal.  The afternoon winds had subsided, and the still air cooled rapidly as darkness fell.  They ran in silence for a mile down the path before turning back.  Given Barinsky’s lack of stamina, conversation was impossible while they jogged.  In the few days they had been working out together, he had come to appreciate Shannon’s patience and cheerfulness in the face of his ineptitude. It was clear to him she was coasting through the workouts, as she allowed him to keep up with her without overt embarrassment.  Her manner was easygoing and encouraging, as she praised his feeble attempts and complimented every small improvement.  Although he had never enjoyed physical exertion for its own sake, a trait he developed growing up on a farm, he found himself looking forward to these sessions.

The sky was ablaze in the west by the time they returned to the club, and the wisps of clouds that hung over the foothills were backlit with the last crimson rays of the fallen sun.  Out of breath and unable to finish the last fifty yards of the course, Barinsky stopped jogging by the lake, and Shannon walked with him back to the terrace.  He propped himself against the wall in the encroaching darkness, and stood with his eyes closed as he labored to breathe and perspiration dripped from the end of his nose.

When he opened his eyes he found Shannon looking into his, a playful smile on her lips.  She leaned toward him, her eyes locked on his, and she brushed his cheek with the back of her hand.

“Are you okay, Ted?”

He nodded silently, watching her, waiting.  He felt the tension rise in his neck, the hair on his arms, his loins, and he found himself aching to reach for her.  Finally, she dropped her hand and, turning away from him, she moved toward the door and slipped into the building.

He hesitated for a moment, then followed her.  She was already in the sprawling weight room when he caught up to her, surrounded by the crowd of men and women and the clanking of weightlifting equipment.  He felt hugely disappointed, which was absurd.  What was he expecting?

As they worked their way through the crowded weight room, he felt the stares.  Most of the muscled weightlifters were staring at Shannon, but he caught a few glances thrown his way, the questions, veiled but implicit.

Finally, they arrived at the first machine in the circuit, and he was relieved to concentrate on the equipment-induced pain.  As they worked through their routine, the usual banter was absent.  They shared the various pieces of equipment as they alternated sets of repetitions, changed the weight settings and wiped the sweat from the benches.  He had admitted to himself during their first workout together that watching Shannon lift the slabs of iron, her muscles straining, her face steeled with effort, was an erotic pleasure of considerable magnitude.  Tonight, as he watched her lie down on her back and position herself under the bench press equipment, as the perspiration glistened on her face, the sight of her was almost unbearable.  As she completed her set, he found himself desperate for distraction.

“So, what’s new at the office,” she said as she sat up and wiped her face.  She smiled mischievously, as if she was aware of his need for banality, of the sexual tension that was building between them.

“Nothing much,” he nearly stammered.  “We’re in the process of closing the books for the quarter.”  He started to change the weight setting on the bench press, but he looked at her instead.  “Look, why don’t we take a break.”

“Okay, I’ll buy you a bottle of juice,” she said, tossing her small sweat towel in the hamper and grabbing a fresh one.  He followed her up the stairs to the snack bar.

Shannon bought two bottles of juice with money she had tucked into her sock and they walked through the nearly empty dining area toward a table near a large bay window.  They sipped the juice and watching the last traces of sunset vanish in the distance.

“So, things are going well at the office,” she said with a hint of a smirk.  “Are you getting rich?”

“That all depends on how you define rich.”

“Well, will you be buying that chalet in the south of France this year?”

“I doubt it.  It will be a few years before I can retire.”

“Who said anything about retiring?  Every billionaire I’ve ever heard of has a place where he can get away from it all.”

Barinsky smiled weakly.  “Where did you get the idea I was going to be a billionaire?”

“I don’t see how you can miss.  Didn’t I read that Mor-Research is coming out with some new gizmo that will revolutionize the industry and make all the stockholders rich beyond their wildest dreams?”

“We’re working on it, but nothing’s final yet.”

Shannon leaned toward Barinsky.  “Seriously, I’ve talked with Mike Deegan about opening an account.  I haven’t done anything yet, but I told him I wanted to put all of my inheritance into your stock.  He argued against it, said I should diversify.”

“Mike is a good broker, you should probably listen to him.”

“I’m not talking about a lot of money,  just twenty thousand.  I don’t mind taking some risk.  Is there a lot of risk?”

Barinsky leveled a look at her.  “There’s always risk in the stock market.”

“Mike said you were going to announce earnings for the second quarter next week and the stock could go up or down sharply on the news.”

“Yeah, that’s true.”

“Well, should I buy the stock before you announce the earnings,” she said with a coy smile, “or after?”

Barinsky considered her for a few seconds.  “Before,” he said at last.

“And should I hang on?  Are you going to get rich in the next few years?”  She traced a line down the back of his hand with her finger.

“Anything is possible.”

They sat in silence for a time, and then he suggested they shower and go to dinner.

She was waiting for him in the atrium when he climbed the stairs from the locker room.  He was surprised to find her dressed in jeans and a plain cotton tee-shirt.

“We were at my client’s warehouse today,” she said as they exited the club, “so I need to go back to the hotel to change.”

Barinsky hesitated.  “Why don’t we just go someplace casual?  You look fine.”  He did not want to go back to her hotel room.

She smiled at him, teasing him.  “Oh, come on, don’t be such a prude.  I have a suite, and I’ll keep the door to the bedroom locked.” She grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the parking lot.  “I want to go someplace nice, and I don’t want to look like the dishwasher.”

Barinsky reluctantly followed.  As he climbed into his car to follow her to her hotel, he decided he would wait for her in the lobby of the hotel.  He began to feel the gnawing edge of unease wedging its way into his thoughts.  He had experienced little guilt to this point, although he would admit to enjoying Shannon’s company too much.  He loved his wife, had no need of any entanglements in his life, and began to regret the time he had been spending with this young women.  And yet…

The drive from the club to the hotel was too short to give him enough time to think.  Barinsky’s thoughts raced as he weighed the consequences of what he felt was about to take place.  The questions about the earnings report were blatant enough even for him.  He felt the tug of conscience, nagging him to act his age, honor his commitment, live up to his wife’s trust in him.  And yet…

He turned into the parking structure attached to the hotel, following closely behind Shannon’s rented car.  He parked at a slight distance from her, and he waited as she climbed out of her car into the dim light of the garage.  Even though she was dressed in an old tee-shirt, the sight of her sapped his resolve.  The physical attraction pulled at him like a force of nature, draining his will.  As she walked toward his car, he feared he was lost.

As they walked through the lobby toward the bank of elevators, he managed to sweep aside any thoughts of Alice and his life outside of this moment.  If he was to do this, he was determined enjoy himself.  He stole a glance at Shannon.  Her hair was still slightly damp from the shower, the cotton shirt pressed against her, accentuating the swell of her breasts.  Her jeans, just a bit tight, showing the perfect form of…

Suddenly he was aware of her looking at him with a puzzled look.  It dawned on him that she had been speaking, and she was waiting for him to answer.  He raised his eyebrows at her.

“Where would you like to go for dinner?”

“Sorry, I guess I was drifting.  Doesn’t matter to me.”

She smiled and took his arm.  “I feel like dressing up.  Let’s go to the most expensive place in town, my treat.”

Barinsky fell back into silence.  Did she really mean to go to dinner?  Had he misjudged the situation after all?  As they arrived at her room, she unlocked the door, threw her bag on the couch and went directly to the bedroom.   He heard the door lock behind her as she called to him to help himself to a drink from the mini-bar.  He sat on the couch, slightly dazed.

He was roused from his stupor when Shannon opened the door and walked toward him.  She was wearing a sleek black sleeveless dress with a low-cut scooped neckline.  A pair of high-heeled shoes dangled from one hand. As he stood up, she turned around and crowded him against the couch.

“Button me up?”  Her perfume engulfed him.  The dress had buttons down past her waist, none of which had been fastened.  As she pulled up her hair with her free hand, the dress fell open and revealed the naked length of her back down to her cleft.  Her skin was smooth and luminous and he saw that she wore nothing under the dress.  He reached to fasten the first button, but instead he ran the back of his fingers up between her shoulder blades, and she tilted her head back and let a soft sigh escape.  As she dropped her hand from her hair, he stroked her back with both hands up to her shoulders and down again to her waist, then he reached around her, inside her dress, until he felt the curve of her breasts.  He cupped them gently with his fingers.  He sought out her nipples and found them already hardened, and as he caressed them with his fingertips, she let out a deep moan.

He withdrew his hands, then he took her by the shoulders, turned her around and kissed her.  She dropped her shoes but did not move her hands, inviting him to slip the flimsy dress from her shoulders.  He obliged.  She wrapped her arms around his waist and reached under his suit coat to pull his shirt out of his pants.  He pulled her toward him and pressed the full length of his body against her as he kissed her.

At last she pushed him away and led him to the bedroom.


Chapter 16

The bullpen at the Parker Griffith office hummed with the activity of dozens of brokers exhorting their clients, secretaries arguing with back-office clerks, and ringing phones.  Deegan’s office door was open because his secretary had taken an early lunch and his phones were being covered by her back-up.  As he talked to a client about the sorry state of the stock market the past month, he noticed his second line light up, and he cocked an ear for the announcement of who was calling him.

“Mike,” the distant voice shouted over the din, “Charlie Revell on line two.”

Deegan stopped mid-sentence. He excused himself from the first call and moved around his desk to the door of his office, receiver still in hand, the cord stretched taught, nearly pulling the console off the desk.

“What did you say?” he called over to Greta who sat three aisles away from his door.

“There’s a Mr. Charlie Revell on your second line.”  She didn’t need to shout, as the noise in the office had subsided precipitously at the first mention of that famous name.  Even the brokers who were in the middle of sales pitches stared at Deegan as they continued their conversations.

Deegan ducked back into his office and shut the door.  He quickly ended the first call and picked up the second line.  “Deegan here.” His voice rattled slightly.

“This is Charlie Revell of the Black Canyon fund.  I want to open an account with your firm.  My assistant will give you the details.”  Deegan heard a click before he could say another word, and within a few seconds, a woman’s voice came on the line.

“Mr. Revell has instructed me to give you the information you need to open a personal account for him.”  The voice was as direct and professional, almost curt.  Deegan pulled out a new account form and began taking the required information: full name, address, social security number.  He paused slightly before he asked for Revell’s estimated annual salary.

“Zero,” came the clipped reply.

“Zero?” Deegan couldn’t keep the surprise out of his response.

“Yes.”  No elaboration.

“I need an estimate of his liquid financial assets.”

“Three-hundred million.”  Deegan barely managed to keep his mouth shut.

They finished the form quickly and Deegan got to the question he had been waiting to ask.  “What will the initial transaction be?”

“Mr. Revell asks that you come to the office this afternoon and he will give you the details personally.  Is there anything else?”

After they agreed on a time for the appointment and he hung up the phone, Deegan had barely closed his eyes and leaned back in his chair to contemplate this development in his career when his door flew open.  He guessed that Ralph Bennett had been watching the secretary’s phone console, and as soon as the light for his second line went dark, Bennett pounced.

“Okay, spill it, pal.  What’s Revell doing calling you?”

Deegan sat upright and shook his head.  “Beat’s me, this is right out of the blue.”

George Hammond walked up behind Bennett.  “Wait a minute,” Deegan said, his eyes narrowing.  “Is this a hoax?  Are you pimping me, George?”  His heart sank.  Hammond was famous for this kind of prank.

“I wish I had, Major,”  Hammond replied with a grin.  “This would have been a great joke, but I can’t take any credit.”

“I’ll kill you if you’re lying to me, Hammond.”  Deegan quickly replayed the call in his head and decided that most of the information the assistant gave him could have been fabricated.  His suspicions were rising as fast as his blood pressure.  “Hold on a second,” he said to the small crowd that had gathered at his door.  He quickly dialed the phone number which he had been told was a direct line to Revell’s office.  When the voice that answered was that of the assistant he had just finished talking to, he hastily confirmed the time of the appointment and got off the line.  Feeling somewhat reassured, he calculated it would have been too elaborate a hoax for Hammond to have set up an accomplice at a phone number with the same prefix as Jeri’s office.

“So what does he want?” Bennett again.  The crowd had grown to more than half a dozen brokers.

“He wouldn’t say.  I’m meeting with him at three this afternoon.”

“About what?”

“He opened an account, I assume he’s going to do a trade.”

Bennett gave Deegan a sour look.  “He’s got a slew of traders working for him.  You tellin’ me he personally calls a low-life retail broker when the head traders at Sollie and First Boston are tripping over themselves to do business with the mighty Charlie Revell?”

“I’m not telling you anything.  I don’t know what he wants other than to meet with me this afternoon.”

Alan Siegel had joined the crowd, which now spilled into Deegan’s office.  “Did he say how he got your name?”  Siegel asked.

“Had to be Jeri Jameson,” Bennett said before Deegan could answer.

Deegan raised an eyebrow at Bennett.  “He didn’t say,” he said defensively, but he wondered why Jeri might give Revell his name?  He could not imagine why Revell would ask, or why Jeri would offer.

“Had to be Jeri,” Bennett concluded, although he sounded like he was trying to convince himself as much as the crowd.  All of the old-timers in the office remembered when, years ago, Bennett had tried to reach Revell.  Bennett had made hundreds of phone calls, but he was never able to arrange one conversation with the money manager, let alone an appointment.

“I wonder what he really wants?” Siegel said.

Hammond grinned and said, “Well, he probably just wants the Major to recommend a good mutual fund for his 401-K rollover.”  Deegan smiled and got up to close the door, in an effort to bring an end to the circus.  As the group dispersed, Bennett pushed his way into Deegan’s office yet again and closed the door behind him.

“You think he knows about us piggy-backing on Paley?”  Several brokers in the office had accumulated a sizable position in Paley Systemware stock on the basis of Jeri’s recommendation.

“I doubt it.  Besides, why should he care.  As long as he’s in the stock ahead of us, we’re doing him a favor by pushing up the price.  And we’re small potatoes, anyway.”

“So what the hell does he want?”

“Like I said,  beats me.”

At precisely 3:00 p.m., Deegan walked into the reception area on the third floor of the Black Canyon fund’s nondescript building and looked around.  He was not impressed and he found that surprising.  The offices of one of the top hedge funds in the country should look better than this, he thought.  What’s the point of being worth three-hundred million dollars if you work in a dump.  He gave his name to the receptionist.

“Mr. Revell is expecting you, Mr. Deegan, please go in,” she said pleasantly.  Again, Deegan was surprised.  His experience with appointments was that the higher up the organization chart he went, the longer he was kept waiting for appointments.  He hesitated at the closed door, unsure if he should knock or just barge in.  He opened the door and walked into the office.

“Mr. Deegan, thank you for being prompt.  Please sit down.”  Revell barely looked up as he walked in and made no effort to shake Deegan’s hand.  The legendary money manager continued to make notes on an oversized sheet of paper that lay on the uncluttered desk as Deegan crossed the room.  Deegan sat in one of the chairs facing the desk and glanced at the furnishings of the spacious office.  Once again, he was unimpressed.  The walls were nearly unadorned, some inexpensive reproductions the only attempt at decor.  The curtains and carpet were worn and dingy, the furniture third rate.  The only evidence of extravagance in the office was the bank of computer screens on the credenza behind Revell.  Aside from a Bloomberg machine and a standard PC,  he saw several machines that were new to him, unlike anything he had seen on the trading floor at Parker Griffith headquarters in New York.  The screens danced with colorful flashes of changing numbers and three dimensional graphs, conveying information Deegan could not begin to fathom.

“You have been at Parker Griffith for more than twenty years, Mr. Deegan.”  Revell put the pen down and looked up at Deegan.  “Why have you stayed with the same firm your entire career?”

“I see little difference between the full service brokerage firms, and I don’t see how my clients benefit if I change companies.”  Deegan was surprised and confused by the hostile tone in Revell’s voice – this was not the way he wanted the meeting to go.

“Do you always put your clients’ interests ahead of your own?”

“I’ve always assumed there was no difference between the two.”

“You work for commissions.  Isn’t that an inherent conflict of interest between you and your clients?”

 “I am interested in maintaining a good long term relationship with my clients.  There is no conflict of…”

“You don’t get paid if you don’t trade.  How long do you stay with a stock that you’ve recommended to your clients?”

Deegan shifted in his chair.  His initial despair at Revell’s tone was rapidly being replaced by anger.  “That depends on the objectives of the individual client.  I can’t give you an average…”

“Where do you get your ideas from?”

Deegan paused as he fought to control himself.  “I look at a variety of resources, but mostly I look for companies that are the leaders in their industry.”

“What do you think of your firm’s research department?”

“We have a few good analysts, but most of them are hacks.”

He noticed as Revell failed to suppress a smile.  “All of them are hacks.”   He picked up his pen and made another note on the paper.  “What makes you decide to sell out of a stock at a loss, a stock that you recommended to your clients?”

Deegan paused again, and beads of sweat started to form on his forehead.  “When something goes wrong with the company’s business that will take a long time to fix.”

“Do you try to time the market?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Can’t be done.”

After another thin smile, Revell leaned back in his chair and stared at Deegan.  Growing uncomfortable at the lengthening silence, Deegan finally asked, “How did you know I’ve been with Parker Griffith for twenty years?”

Revell arched an eyebrow.  “I called the SEC.”

Revell abruptly stood up and walked toward the door of the office.  Deegan assumed the interview was over, that he had lost the account before he ever got it.  Revell walked out and said a few words to his secretary, then he came back into the office and closed the door.  He strode to a battleship-gray filing cabinet, pulled out a thin folder and handed it to Deegan.

“I asked you here today because I want you to handle some things for me, but I want you to understand a little about the way I work.  I have no need of your research department. As I said, analysts at brokerage firms are  hacks.  This is the research I do before I invest in a company.  There is no filler in that file, no bullshit from other so-called analysts.  It’s all primary, fundamental research, compiled by my staff.  Take that one home and read it.”  Revell sat down at his desk again just as his secretary came into the office carrying two cups of black coffee.  She gave one to Deegan and placed the other on Revell’s desk without a word and left.

“If I may ask a question,” Deegan said with a hint of irony, “why all the questions about my methods if you have no use for brokerage house research?”

“To see what kind of broker you are.  I have no use for your analysts, but I have a great deal of respect for old-fashioned stockbrokers.”

“Why is that?”

“I guess the short answer is because I was once a broker myself.  I started in the same office you work in today, although we were in a different building at the time.”

“You started as a retail broker at Parker Griffith?” Deegan blurted, unable to contain his astonishment.  It was well known in the industry that Revell was a former Parker Griffith employee, but Deegan had assumed he started in institutional sales or trading.

“I sat next to Keith Thurgood.  I taught him everything he knows about the business.  I assume you know Keith.”

“Yeah, I’ve known Keith my whole career.  How long were you in retail?”

“I started the Black Canyon Fund in 1974.  I knew commissions were going to be deregulated the following year, and with the market at a ten year low, I decided it would be a good time to start a hedge fund.”

Deegan could see the logic in starting a new fund at a market low, with no prior losses or bad years to dilute performance.  He knew from talking to the brokers that were around during the early seventies what a devastating market it had been. Nixon had resigned the presidency, oil prices had quadrupled, and the economy was suffering high inflation and the worst recession since the Depression.  Anyone starting a new fund with stocks selling at ridiculously low prices could not lose.  It just took unbelievable guts to jump into the market at that point, when there were severe doubts, even on Wall Street, about the viability of the stock market itself.

“When did you get your start on Wall Street?” Deegan asked, figuring if he could keep Revell talking, he might salvage this appointment and the account.

“In 1966.  I spent two years in training in New York and started here in Denver in ’68.  The post-war bull market was just coming to an end at that time, but the go-go years were still in full swing.  The market was so over-inflated it bordered on insanity.”  Revell looked into the distance and remained silent for several seconds.

“Let’s get down to business,” Revell said at last as he leaned forward to reach a small electronic notepad that sat on the corner of the desk.  “I want you to buy some blocks for me on tomorrow’s opening.”  He pressed a button on the notepad.  “Pick up a block of GE and one of Pepsi.”  Deegan was busy writing down the orders, but he hesitated at the amounts.  On the Street a block is 10,000 shares, but over the years many of his smaller retail clients referred to 100 share orders as a “block”.  He was sure Revell was not making that mistake, but he could not get himself to believe the size of the orders.  Revell rattled off a few more blue chip names, and he ordered Deegan to purchase a block of each one.  When Revell finished, Deegan read back the orders and confirm each was for 10,000 shares.  His heart raced at the realization of the money, and the commissions, involved.

“One last order,” Revell said as he shut down his electronic notebook.  “You’ll have to work this one, I don’t want you moving the price.  Take the rest of the week if you have to, I’m in no rush.”  Deegan waited, his pen hovering over his notebook.  “Buy 200,000 shares of Mor-Research.”

Deegan could feel the color drain from his face even as adrenaline poured into his bloodstream.  A single opening order of seven million dollars astounded him.  The size of this order confirmed his hope, the one he tried unsuccessfully to suppress; Revell might be a career-making client.  Every top-producing broker he knew had, at some point in their career, opened an account that made a lifestyle-changing difference.  After twenty years of numbing mediocrity, he now had the opportunity to move up to that elite level he had given up hope of achieving.

As Deegan read back the final order and arranged the wire-transfer of funds to cover the purchases, a voice nagged him.  “One final question, Mr. Revell.”

“Call me Charlie, Mike.”

“All right, Charlie.”  Deegan looked at Revell hard.  “Why me?”

Revell smiled and looked past Deegan, his eyes unfocused.  Deegan waited nervously.  “I still have a soft spot when it comes to stockbrokers.”

Revell remained lost in thought for a few moments, then looked squarely at Deegan.  “Now, here is what I expect from you.  Keep me informed of anything you hear about Mor-Research.  I expect to buy more stock and I want to know of any changes in their situation.   Don’t bother sending me any research, I’m not interested in what the analysts think, yours or anybody else’s.  But I am interested in what you think.  I want your reaction to every piece of information you come across about this company.”

Deegan studied Revell’s face, as if to look for some confirmation of the true meaning behind the words.  Now he understood the reason Revell selected him – he was being recruited to spy on his own client.  His mind raced as he assessed the likelihood that Jeri had told Revell of his link to Mor-Research, of his relationship with Barinsky.  Deegan couldn’t believe that Jeri would knowingly put him in this kind of precarious situation.  Yes, he thought, she must have mentioned it inadvertently, unaware that Revell would try to use the information as he was trying to do.  Revell had to know Barinsky was his client, Deegan decided, for nothing else would explain the call, the account, the instructions.  The whirlwind of emotions was overwhelming; he was at once grateful for the chance to work with Revell, but he felt sick about the true reason behind the opportunity.  He knew he should stand up to Revell, tell him he was not going to compromise the confidentiality of his relationship with Barinsky.  And he knew he would not.

Revell rose to signal the end of the meeting.  He walked Deegan to the door of the office, slapped his new broker on his back and shook his hand, his smile warm and generous.  Deegan’s discomfort subsided slightly, and he promised to call with confirmations of the orders and to keep Revell informed of any developments at Mor-Research.  As the door closed behind him, he could not see the smile on Revell’s face quickly disappear.


Chapter 17

As Jeri arrived at her office Friday morning, she tossed her briefcase on the desk and reached for the phone, which was already ringing.

“What the hell are you up to?” The voice belonged to Derek Morgan.

“I beg your pardon?”

“What was the purpose of that call to Dan Spencer the other day, deceiving him into thinking you’re with the Journal?  I told you to talk to me if you had any questions, didn’t I?  What are you and that snake Revell up to?”

“Derek, calm down.  I did not intentionally try to deceive Spencer, it was just a misunderstanding.”

“My ass.  You called his secretary claiming to be a reporter.  What the hell has gotten into you, Jeri?  Why are you trying to sabotage my company?”

“I’m not trying to sabotage anybody, I’m just trying to find out what’s going on with the new switch -- ”

“And I already told you, the switch is going to ship on time.  I did some checking on the Black Canyon fund and Revell’s reputation.  He’s a scum-sucking short seller, and for some reason he’s picked us.  I know how the game is played.  What I don’t understand is why you’re involved with this.  Is this some sort of payback?  I thought better of you, but maybe I was wrong.”

“Look, Derek, my research team hasn’t even made a decision on Mor stock yet.  That’s part of my function, to research your situation and make a recommendation.  We’ll probably recommend buying Mor stock, not shorting it.”  She winced slightly at that statement, mindful of the recommendation her team had made on Sandstrum.

“Yeah, so you’ll buy our stock and then greenmail us to buy it back from you at inflated prices.  Look, I can’t prevent you from screwing with our stock, but stay the hell away from my employees.”  She heard him slam the phone and the connection went dead.

Jeri hung up her phone and sat down with a thump.  Diane appeared at her door with a cup of coffee in her hand and a look of concern on her face.

“I thought you might need this,” she said as she handed the coffee to Jeri.  “What was that all about?”

Jeri gave her a weak smile.  “Old boyfriend.”  She shrugged her shoulders.

“Sounds like you really know how to pick ‘em.  Anyway, Clay called while you were on the line with Mr. Wonderful.”  She handed a message slip to Jeri and left the office.

Jeri switched on her computer, then dialed the number and waited for Mathis to pick up.  The market was just starting to open and prices were down almost across the board.  The Dow was dropping rapidly, as each of its component stocks opened lower than the prior day’s close.  Her eyes scanned the column of quotes on her screen for Mor-Research, and she was surprised to see that stock up on the opening.  It was the only stock on the screen that was up.

“Mathis.”  The investigator’s voice brought her attention back to the phone.

“Clay, this is Jeri.”

“Mornin’, sunshine.”

“Ready for the meeting?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be.  You?”

“No, but what are you going to do?”

“Nothing more on the new switch?”

“Nothing.  You still think Pratt wasn’t worth pursuing?” Jeri asked.

“He’s harmless.  Well, meet you in the lion’s den.”

As the time neared for the meeting, Jeri left her office and stopped to ask Al Brolin, the trader, if he had any aspirin.

“Are you kidding, I’ve got Bayer, Advil, and Tylenol, all in bulk.  I don’t even bother putting the caps back on the bottles.”  Jeri smiled halfheartedly.  “What’s the matter, kid?  You look like a garbage truck just ran over your dog.”

“It’s nothing, I just have a headache.”  She downed the pills with a sip from the water cooler next to Brolin’s desk.

“Today’s the final pow-wow on Mor, huh?  What’s it look like, thumbs up, or throw ‘em to the lions?”

“Hard to say,” Jeri said as she walked away.  She did not feel like trying to guess what the Revell would decide, and Brolin’s analogy increased the throbbing between her temples.  As she headed for the conference room, she was joined by Mathis.  He, too, was carrying a thick file with the name of Mor-Research scrawled across the top.

“Jeri, you look ill. What’s wrong?”

“Slight headache, it’s nothing.”  She decided she had better change her demeanor before the meeting started.

The rest of the team was waiting for them in the conference room.  Carol Swenson sat at the head of the table as Jeri and Mathis walked into the room, but when they took their places at the table, she gathered up her papers and rose from her seat.

“Because of certain time constraints on this project, we’ll forgo the usual written report and come to a consensus this morning, as Mor-Research will report earnings on Monday afternoon.”

Jeri shot a glance at Mathis, who acknowledged her with a slight arch of one eyebrow.  The usual practice at the Black Canyon fund was to wait until a company’s announced their earnings for the quarter before taking any action in the market.  Jeri’s anxiety increased as, at that moment, Revell walked into the room.

“We will be breaking with standard procedure today, as I’m sure Carol mentioned to you.  Give me the facts that you have uncovered in your research efforts, starting with you Clay.”

Mathis and Jeri spent the next hour reviewing the current state of Mor-Research’s business, detailing shipping rates, order rates, and reports from suppliers.  Jeri’s anxiety began to subside as it became evident that Derek Morgan’s company was currently firing on all cylinders, which argued for the fund to buy the stock.  Then she remembered that was the recommendation the group had made on Sandstrum Distribution, and her headache came roaring back.

Finally Revell broached the subject she had been dreading.  “What have you been able to find out on the new switch they are developing?  Phil?”

Groda sifted through the papers in front of him.  “According to the reports the company has put out so far, the new switch, which they have dubbed the ME-1000, will dominate the market for Internet backbone hardware configurations for at least six months and possibly twelve, giving them a substantial lead over their competitors and a dominant market share.”  He went on to detail the specific performance characteristics of the new switch and the efforts under way at other firms to build similar components.  It was clear Mor was in a commanding position, assuming they could deliver what they had promised.

Revell turned to Jeri.  “Any further indications about the status of the project?”

“I haven’t been able to find anyone at the to admit that there are any problems with the switch.”

“Have you changed your mind on Kozalov’s attitude toward the project?”

Jeri paused uneasily.  “No.”

Revell looked back at Groda.  “Did you hear anything in the trade about any problems with the ME-1000?”

“No, nothing.  Everyone else seems to be expecting Mor to ship on time.”

Revell looked at his notes and said nothing.  The group waited, and Jeri tried not to let her anxiety show.  She looked at each of the analysts as they sat calmly and waited for the boss to decide.  It occurred to her that the group had not even voted on a recommendation, but it was obvious that the unusual nature of the meeting was going to preclude a vote.

At last Revell spoke as he stood and gathered his notes.  “Thank you for your efforts,” were his only words, and he left the room.

****************

Barinsky craned his neck trying to spot an opening in the long line of cars that jammed the street narrow road that led from downtown San Diego to the upscale beach community of La Jolla.  He flipped the controls on the air conditioning unit of the rented Mercedes to full power.  The noon traffic slowed to a standstill as he eyed the temperature gauge on the dashboard, and he wondered if the blazing summer heat of southern California would overwhelm the cooling system.

The sidewalks of La Jolla were crowded with tourists in shorts and businessmen in suits, jackets slung over their shoulders and shirtsleeves rolled.  The crush of pedestrians and traffic oozed down the road that skirted the shoreline into the small downtown enclave.  Barinsky controlled an impulse to blare his horn and waited for the mass of humanity to snake its way past the beach-front headquarters of Paradise Solutions.

Parking proved unexpectedly easy in the lot next to the ramshackle cottage that bore the address he had been given.  Just north of the central business district and sandwiched between a park and surf shop, the peeling paint and weathered clapboard siding gave little assurance that this was the home of the company that would make him rich.  He rushed from the car to the building to keep from wilting in the unusually hot sun.  Inside, a receptionist that seemed to have wandered in from the beach ushered him down a narrow corridor to a small conference room.  Barinsky smiled as he admitted to himself that the scruffy furniture and threadbare carpet was more than overshadowed by the huge picture window view of the Pacific Ocean.  Mimi Glickman and Derek Morgan rose to greet him as he entered the room.

“So how do you like our little bungalow, Ted,” Mimi said smiling warmly, clearly pleased with her world.

“The view is just stunning.  How do you ever get any work done?”

“You’d be surprised how easy it is to work here.  Especially compared to anywhere else in the world.” She headed for the door saying, “I’ll let Richard know your here.”

Barinsky turned to Morgan as the door closed.  “Still no investment bankers?”

Morgan shuffled the papers in front of him.  “They’ll be at the meeting this afternoon when we sign the papers.  Mimi and Richard wanted to meet here first to settle some things with us.”

“What does Spencer think of the software now that he’s had a week to look at it?”

“He’s excited.  I haven’t had enough time to really talk to him, but the short version is it looks like it will do the job.”

Mimi returned with Wood and Spencer in tow.  Wood made a great show of greeting Barinsky, shaking his hand vigorously.  “So glad you could come and see our little shop.  I know it’s a bear to get here, but I’m glad you came.”

“My pleasure.  It’s certainly worth seeing.” Barinsky was somewhat nonplused by the fuss Wood was making as they sat at the rickety conference table.

Wood cleared his throat, and to Barinsky he seemed somewhat ill-at-ease speaking before even this small a group.  “The reason I wanted to meet before we go downtown to sign the papers was to get a sense from each of you personally, what you see yourselves doing five or ten years from now.”

Barinsky and Morgan glanced at each other.  Morgan looked annoyed, but Barinsky barely suppressed a smile.  “Why do you ask?” said Spencer.

“Well, I’m only thirty-nine years old.  I want to sell Paradise to a company that has a long-term future.  Mimi and I both wanted to sell to people we feel we can work with, and we feel good about Mor-Research.  But we also want stability.  We’ve bounced around quite a bit over the years, and we want to stay put for a good long time.”

Morgan shifted uncomfortably.  “This is a volatile business, Rick.  Who knows where any of us will be even two years from now.”

“I know, I know.  Nobody can predict the future, and I’m not looking for guarantees.  I just wanted to know what your plans are.  Is this a long term commitment?”

“Well, it is for me, I own a third of the company,” said Morgan.

Spencer also voiced his intention to stick with Mor-Research.  Then all eyes turned to Barinsky.  He smiled, saying, “I’m not the youngest person at the table.  I spent twenty-nine years with my previous employer, and I joined Mor-Research expecting to retire here.”

“When do you plan to retire?” Mimi asked.

“When it’s not fun anymore.”

Wood looked at Mimi and smiled, then he turned back to the Mor-Research executives and said, “That’s good enough for me.  Let’s go sign the papers.”


Chapter 18

The sun still hung high over the Rockies as Jeri drove north toward Louisville.  Jack sat in the passenger seat and tried to digest the information his sister laid out for him.

“So you’ve already talked to this guy Pratt, and he didn’t say anything that leads you to believe he was responsible for the threat against Revell, but you saw something in the fund’s trading records of half a decade ago that makes you want to talk to him again.  Have I got it straight?”

Jeri sighed and glanced sidelong at her brother.  “You can make it sound like a wild goose chase if you want, but I had a feeling when Neff and I were there the first time that we didn’t get the whole story.  Neff wasn’t interested, but I am.”

“Why wouldn’t Neff be interested?  He isn’t getting anywhere with the case.  Why didn’t you talk to him about your suspicions?”

“I tried to bring it up, but he just brushed me off.”

“So what exactly did you see in the records that got you fired up to talk to Pratt again.”

Jeri looked over her left shoulder to find an opening in the clog of rush hour traffic, then she switched on her turn signal and eased the Jeep into the left lane.  She waived her acknowledgment at the driver that made room for her.

“I went back and looked at all the trades Revell made in the past ten years, and matched the research reports to the trades.  The fund keeps track of its trades by settlement date, which is three business days after the date the trade was made.”

“And the significance of settlement date is…”

“It’s when the trade is paid for.  Trade date only establishes the price a buyer pays.  It’s not until settlement date that the buyer actually pays for the stock.  Back in the days before wire transfers and money market accounts, you had to give stock buyers time to get the bill and make payment for a stock trade.  The lag between the day your buy order is executed, the trade date, and the day you have to pay for the purchase, the settlement date, gave investors the time they needed to settle the bill.  It also gave Wall Street time to settle their books.  And, of course, all this is true for sales as well.”

“So what does this have to do with Pratt.”

“Settlement date for the first short-sale in P-Cell, the company Pratt worked for, was four days after the research team made their recommendation to buy the stock.”

“Okay, so Revell didn’t listen to his team.  You’ve said that happens.  It happened to you, didn’t it?”

“Yes, it did.  But it isn’t that Revell went against his team’s recommendation that bothers me, it’s the timing of the trade.”

“What about it?  You said the trade settled four days after the report, right?  What’s the problem, if settlement is three days after trade date?”

“Because in the summer of ’92, when all this was taking place, the lag between trade date and settlement date was five business days, not three.  They changed it to three days in 1993.”

Jack was quiet for a time.  “Okay, so Revell jumped the gun.  Maybe he was listening in on how the research was going and he didn’t like what he saw, so rather than wait for the final report, he sold short a day ahead.”

“There’s two problems with that.  One, Revell never looks in on our work while it’s still in progress.  Today was the first time he sat in my research team’s recommendation meeting, and he did it for other reasons.  But he never asks how things are going.  I went to him with a problem on this assignment, and he seemed a little annoyed by the intrusion.  He expects us to do the job he hired us to do, without any interference from him.

“Two, the team that researched P-Cell was based out of New York.  Back in ’92, the fund didn’t have a research team in Denver, just the trading operation – our team was just formed last year.  So if he wanted to get an early report on their work, he would have had to go to New York a day or two early, and I know he didn’t.  The research team in San Francisco presented another research report on a different company the same day the P-Cell trade was made.  Revell always meets with the team the day the report is presented, to discuss the details and get answers from the team members directly, so I’m sure he was in San Francisco that day.”

“So maybe he just called New York and got the lay of the land over the phone.”

“It’s possible, I can’t deny that.  But it’s also possible that he jumped the gun because he knew something beyond what his New York research team was working on.”

“Is Pratt the source?” Jack asked as Jeri exited the Boulder Turnpike and headed for Lee’s Judo School.

“That’s what I want to know.”

***************

At the bar just off  the lobby at the San Diego Hilton, Barinsky sat between Morgan and Spencer.  He ordered a scotch and soda and slumped in his chair.

“I’m too old to travel anymore,” he said as he downed half of the contents of the crystal tumbler.

Morgan snorted.  “What was that love-fest in La Jolla this morning, anyway?  Is it California?  Does the sun and the smog fry brain cells to the point that everybody gets a little soft in the head?”

“I don’t know what that was all about,” Spencer said, “but Rick Wood is anything but soft-headed.  Derek, you have got to see this other project he’s working on.”  Barinsky’s weariness evaporated as he and Morgan leaned toward Spencer.  “They’ve developed a way to speed-read the data flow on a network.  If it works, and I think it will, they’ll be increasing the network’s speed ten-fold.”

Morgan’s jaw dropped.  As he fired questions at Spencer about the new project, Barinsky waited.  Finally, Morgan turned to Barinsky to explain.

“What this means is, networks can do away with routers and go entirely with switches.  We can put big, bad Diego Networks out of business.”

Morgan turned back to Spencer.  “This will change the entire focus of the industry.  Do they understand what they have?”

“You bet they do,” Spencer replied.  “Like I said, Wood is no dummy. What I don’t understand is why he’s selling out to us.”

“It makes sense,” said Barinsky.  “He gets a good chunk of a company that has the resources to complete the project and a stock that’s already public.  We’re big enough to give this credibility and finish the project, but small enough for them to have a significant impact on our stock price when the news comes out.”

“It also allows Wood and Glickman to concentrate on what they do best,” said Morgan.  “They don’t want to run a big company, they just want a vehicle that will allow them to realize the value that’s already built into Paradise.  That’s why I knew they would jump at the chance for a buyout.  Now I see why they wanted all stock.”

Barinsky continued, “Sure, they take stock and they participate in the upside when the street realizes what we have.  If they just took cash, they get no benefit from the new software when it gets valued by the market.”

“And if they sell to a giant like Diego Networks,” Morgan said, “the impact of the new software project is diluted by the size of the acquiring company.”

Spencer still looked confused.  “But couldn’t they get more stock from Diego, more value now?”

“Yeah, but the upside is still limited.  If this is as big as you say it is, there’s huge future value in the growth of the company that introduces the software.  The problem Diego Networks has, this new software will cut into their existing business in routers.  They’ll cannibalize their most profitable product line.”

“So we’re the best choice for them to realize the full value of their company.”

“Or so we hope,” said Barinsky.

“That’s another question you can answer for me,” said Spencer to Morgan.  “Why us?  With all of the small networking companies out there, why did they agree to merge with us?  How did you even find them?”

Morgan smiled and looked at Barinsky.  “This will surprise you, Ted.  You’re the reason we’re here.”

“Me?”

“You don’t remember Mimi, but she remembers you.  Before she hooked up with Wood, she used to work for Arthur Anderson.  She said she met you briefly during an audit years ago.  You made a big impression on her, and when you came to Mor-Research last year, she recognized your name.  She contacted me, I didn’t find them.”

Barinsky searched his memory for a recollection of Mimi Glickman, but he came up blank.  The blur of the years he spent in so many different offices obscured all but the most memorable acquaintances, and she was not one of them.

Morgan continued.  “Mimi runs the financial side of the operation, and she saw the wisdom in going with a company like ours to capitalize on their software.  Wood is a genius at writing code, but apparently he can’t balance his checkbook, so he gave Mimi free rein to make a deal.  Thanks to Ted, she made it with us.”

***********************

The shadows were long and the wind blew hard as Jeri and Jack got out of the Jeep in front of Pratt’s school.  The sun shone directly on the plate glass that fronted the store, turning it into a huge mirror.  As they reached the door, it sprang open and a gang of white-robed youngsters stampeded out onto the sidewalk.  They were followed by several adults who promptly began herding the kids into minivans and station wagons.  Jack held the door open for the exiting crowd, and then for Jeri as she led him into the school.

They found Pratt locking the door to his office.  He did not hear them enter and he looked a bit startled when he turned to find them in the room.

“Can I help you?”

Jeri stepped forward.  “Jeri Jameson, Mr. Pratt.  We talked several days ago.  This is my brother, Jack.”

“Yes, Ms. Jameson, I couldn’t see you in the light.”  He stepped forward to shake hands.  “I’m afraid I can’t stay and talk, I have to get home.”

“I tried calling,” Jeri said defensively, “but I couldn’t get in touch with you.”

“I switch the phone off when I have a class.”  He walked to the front of the classroom and held the door open for them.

As they stood on the sidewalk while Pratt locked the door to the school, Jack spoke.  “Do you mind if we follow you home, Mr. Pratt?  We just have a couple of questions – it shouldn’t take long.”

“All right, but if you follow me it will take a while, because I was planning to walk.  You can give me a lift, though.”

They all piled into the Jeep for a quarter mile ride to a small brick house that stood at the end of a tree-lined dirt road.  Pratt walked through the metal gate and into the small, well-kept front yard, followed by his guests.  Jeri noticed that the house was as meticulously maintained as the yard, even though it was obvious the place dated back to the fifties.  In contrast, the houses on both sides of Pratt’s property showed their age and a lack of concern on the part of their owners.

“Please take your shoes off and have a seat,” Pratt said as he motioned to the small living room.  “I’ll be back in a moment.”

Jeri was surprised to see the room was oriental.  She immediately recognized the decor as Japanese – tatami mats covered the floor and bamboo-and-paper screens lined the walls.  There was no furniture in the room save a low table in the center that seemed to sit in a hole in the floor.  In one corner of the room was a small arrangement of dried flowers and a tiny alter, which she recognized as a Shinto shrine.  It was similar to the one she had seen in the home of her friend Keiko, a student at the Japanese college in west Denver.

Jeri and Jack stood in the entrance to the room after they removed their shoes, unsure of where it was that Pratt wanted them to sit.  The shrine was the only thing Japanese in Keiko’s home; the rest of her house was western.  They looked at each other and Jeri shrugged.

Presently, Pratt returned with a baby in his arms.  The boy was Eurasian, and looked something like his father.  Father and son were followed into the room by a small Japanese woman, who bowed and talked quietly to Pratt with her hand over her mouth.

“This is my wife, Sumiko, and my son, Daniel.  You’ll have to excuse my wife, she’s on her way to class right now.”  After another deep bow, Pratt’s wife left.  Pratt led them into the tatami room and sat down at the table, where he let his legs dangle into the hole underneath.  Jeri and Jack moved to join him while the boy crawled on the mats and gurgled.

“I met Sumiko in Japan about three years ago.  I brought her back to the States because I wanted my son born in this country.”  He reached out to the boy and tickled his side, which sent peels of laughter ringing through the small room.

“I suppose you want more information about why I left P-Cell, Ms. Jameson.”

“Call me Jeri, Mr. Pratt.”

“All right, if you’ll call me Mal.  It’s been a long time since I went by that name.  Sumiko can’t pronounce it.”

“Did you go by that name in Japan, Mal?”

“No.  I used a different name as soon as I arrived in Japan.”

“Why did you go to Japan?”

Pratt looked away from her.  “Well, that’s the real story, isn’t it?”

****************

Barinsky leaned wearily against the wall of the elevator, his suit bag slung over his shoulder.  The week had drained him, and he looked forward to sleep; he had begged off Morgan’s offer of a night of the town to celebrate the merger.  The thrill of the deal, and his role in making it happen, had faded rapidly, replaced by exhaustion.  He was too tired even for room service and planned to soak in the too-small bathtub before turning in early.  He walked the long hallway to his room, slid the plastic key into the slot on the door and pushed it open.  He was startled to find Shannon standing in the middle of the room.

“What are you doing here?”

“I had the afternoon to myself and I decided to surprise you.  Surprised?”

“How did you get in the room?”  Anger started to boil up in him.

Shannon ignored his tone and walked toward him seductively.  “I told the front desk I was Mrs. Barinsky, here to surprise you.  You really do look surprised, you know.”  She took his bag and tossed it on the floor, then she put her arms around his neck.  Barinsky tried to maintain his annoyance, but he could feel it slipping away.

“Shannon, I’m here on business.  This is completely inappropriate,” he protested weakly.  She smiled and kissed him, long and deep, pressing her body against his.  He did not resist, his hands slowly encircling her waist, drawing her even closer.

“Do you want me to leave?” she whispered in his ear.

His voice was low and almost guttural. “No.”

She led him to the bed.

*****************

Pratt leaned back on his hands and looked at the ceiling.  Jeri looked at Jack and he gave her a bored look.

“I’m afraid you’ll be disappointed, Jeri.  It’s not much of a story, and it doesn’t have anything to do with P-Cell.  It was just a little misunderstanding between me and a woman.

“When I moved to Boulder to work for P-Cell, I came alone.  I’d never been married, and I ended the relationship I had had in New Jersey when I decided to take the job.  The work load, getting acclimated to a new, smaller company, was overwhelming.  I was putting in 18 hours a day for the first several months, so I had no time for a social life.

“I met Christina at a company party – I think it was the Christmas party.  She had come with someone else, but we got to talking and we really hit it off.  She was young and beautiful, and I was feeling old and lonely.  I had just turned forty a few months before.  A real original story, don’t you think?”

Pratt picked up the baby and cradled him as he tickled his chin.  The boy smiled up at his father as his eyes started to droop.

“Anyway, she called me at the office the following week and asked me out.  Within a few weeks, we were spending a lot of time together, to the point where it was starting to effect my work.  But I was perfectly happy with that.”  He kissed the baby on its forehead.  “Yeah, I was happy.

“So we’re getting back to my place from a weekend in the mountains, and when I open the door to the house I was renting, I find a guy sitting in my living room, in the dark.  Actually, there were three of them, but at first I only saw the one.  He told me to come in and have a seat.  Naturally, I went into a testosterone-induced frenzy, I started screaming at him to get out of my house.  That’s when the other guys came out of the shadows and grabbed me.  Big guys.”

The baby was asleep now, and Pratt got up carefully and left the room.  He came back with three bottles of beer and placed them on the table.  They each twisted off the caps in silence as Jeri was struck by Pratt’s gaunt look, the same look she had first noticed at the judo school.

“The two goons roughed me up a little bit while the first guy watched.  Christina watched, too, but she looked terrified.  She didn’t try to stop them, she just sort of stood there whimpering, as if she was rooted to the spot.  After they broke three of my ribs, I didn’t put up much of a fight.”

“Did you know judo then?” Jeri asked quietly.

“No.  I learned judo in Japan.”

“I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“That’s okay.  So after the goons got through with me, the first guy, the leader, walks over to me and pulls out a little switch blade, which he holds against my crotch.  Then he whispers in my ear, that if I didn’t get out of town and leave his girl friend alone, he’d be back, and he’d cut my balls off and feed them to me.”

“Why didn’t you go to the police?” Jack asked.

“Because he told me not to.  He said if I went to the cops, he’d cut Christina first, then he’d come and get me, and there wasn’t anything the cops could do to stop him.”

“So you not only left town,” Jeri said, “you left the country?”

“He scared the hell out of me.  I grew up in Chicago, South Side.  I saw what guys like that could do, what they would do.  I didn’t want to take any chances.”

“Why did you go all the way to Japan?”

“I spent some time there in the service.  I liked the people and the kind of life you could live there.  And after my experience, the low crime rate looked pretty enticing.”

“Why did you come back here?  Didn’t you feel like it was still a risk?”

“When Sumiko was pregnant and I knew I wanted to come back to the States, I hired a private eye to check on Christina.  He couldn’t find her, so I figured she either moved on, or her boyfriend killed her.  Either way, I figured it was safe to come back.”

Pratt took a long drink of his beer and put the bottle on the table.  “Like I told you, I left P-Cell for personal reasons.  It had nothing to do with the business.  Sorry.”

Jeri reached across the small table and touched Pratt’s arm.  “No, I’m the one who’s sorry.  I’m sorry to drag up bad memories.”

“It’s okay.  I became a Buddhist in Japan and found some peace of mind, and I found Sumiko.  It was the best thing that ever happened to me.”

As they rose to leave, Jack gave Jeri an arched look but he said nothing.  When they got into the Jeep, Jeri turned to her brother and waited.

“What?” he said to her.

“What was the look for?”

“Seems to me like this was a wild goose chase.”

“Yeah, it does seem that way.”

*******************

After they made love, Barinsky ordered room service, and as they ate, Barinsky considered the situation.  Shannon seemed to notice his thoughts as they swirled in his mind.

“Don’t worry, Ted, I’m not in love with you.”

He felt a rush of relief and a stab of disappointment.  She laughed gently at his transparent reaction.  He gathered himself and asked, “Why are you here?”

She tossed the chicken leg she had been eating on the plate at the end of the bed and leaned back against the pillows stacked against the headboard.  The sheet fell away from her, exposing her breasts, as if to emphasize her ease at being with him.

“Oh, I don’t know,” she said.  “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

He eyed her skeptically.  Again she read his face and laughed.  “I have another week in Denver and from the way the job is going, I doubt if I’ll be back.  I just wanted to spend the time with you.”

“Why me?”

“I like you, Ted, can’t you tell.”  She leaned over and kissed his cheek playfully.  “I’ve never had much luck with guys my own age –  I prefer older men.  Gentlemen.  Like you.”

“How many of me have there been?”

She leveled a look at him.  “Do I ask you about your marriage?”  He looked away.  “Ted, I’m not looking for anything from you, I just want to have a little fun.  Can you stay in San Diego for the weekend?”

Barinsky considered the proposition.  Alice was expecting him home tomorrow morning, and he could not think of a reason to give her why he would be delayed.  In addition, he was booked to fly back with Morgan and Spencer.  “I really shouldn’t,” he said unconvincingly.

Shannon reached over and caressed him, arousing him easily.  Slowly she kissed his chest, his neck, his mouth.  She climbed over him and balanced herself above him as she threw the blankets off the bed.  She tossed her hair back and gazed into his face, her lips parted and wet with desire.  Slowly she mounted him and began to rock, her eyes closed.  She moaned softly and smiled.

Once again, Barinsky knew he was lost.


Chapter 19

As Carol Swenson entered the office, Revell looked up and motioned her toward the chair in front of his desk, then he completed an entry in his electronic notepad.  Swenson waited patiently for him to finish.  At nine-thirty on a Saturday night, the building was deserted and she knew they would not be disturbed, and although the meeting would take hours, Swenson was in no rush.  Her eyes wandering over the bank of computer screens lining the wall behind Revell.  The charts and graphs on the screens had long ceased to spark even mild curiosity for her.  The minute flashes of color that peppered the montage reminded her of the twinkling lights of the city she could see from the bluff overlooking her ranch – distant and irrelevant.

“What do we have from Atlanta?” Revell said, looking up as he switched off his notepad, which signified the start of their weekly meeting.  Swenson opened the laptop computer and switched it on.

“We’ve made some progress on several fronts.  Marcus Garnet, the contact we’ve established in the audit section at Bacus, McConnell, is showing signs of becoming a very valuable asset.  He has access at the highest level into their security system and he seems to have no compunction about sharing the relevant information.”

“Will he give us the access codes willingly, or do we need to take them?”

“It would appear we don’t need them, but we’ll get them anyway.  Garnet has expressed a willingness to help us exploit the system fully.  He’s on something of a vendetta for years of real or imagined transgressions perpetrated by a senior partner.  He sees us as an instrument of vengeance, with unexpected perquisites.”  Swenson allowed herself a tight smile.

Revell pulled a small black notebook from his desk, which he scanned as he flipped though the pages.  “Is he set up to get cash compensation?”

“He hasn’t expressed any interest, but I expect he will.  At this point, the attention he’s been receiving from Brenda seems quite satisfactory to him, but I doubt that that will be enough if we want a long term relationship.”

“What information have we seen so far?”

“Full audits of several companies, before they’re made public.  Nothing we’ve been able to use yet, but we’ve gotten them with plenty of time to act should the opportunity present itself.”

“Is Brenda getting any help interpreting the raw data?”

“No, and I don’t believe she needs any.  She’s been very specific about the type of information available and it’s potential uses, and it doesn’t appear she’s missing a thing.  Her accounting background is solid.”

Revell made a quick note.  “What else does she have working?”

Swenson typed instructions into the laptop, then waited for the file to appear.  “Two potential contacts with Mira Consolidated.  Very early stages, mid-level, finance department.”

“What else?”

“That’s it from Atlanta.  Brenda has been trying to work the banking angle, given her background, but she’s had little success.  If for some reason Garnet doesn’t pan out, I think we ought to consider moving her to another location, one with more potential.”

“Where?”

“New York.  Our coverage is still light there, and the possibilities are enormous compared with the South.”

“We might consider Washington, as well.  I think we can penetrate the FTC pretty easily.  With the stepped-up anti-trust activism, that would open up the whole area of government opposition to proposed mergers.”

“It’s your call,” Swenson said.

Revell studied his notebook.  “What do we have from Austin?”

“Jannelle is still maintaining a low profile there.  No new contacts, and the existing ones are relatively quiet.”

Revell frowned.  “Have there been any inquiries by the authorities?  Jeri got a call from someone at Sandstrum, you know.”

“I know.  We haven’t heard of anything going on as far as the authorities are concerned, but Tennicutt, at the bank, refuses to talk to Jannelle.  Apparently he’s taken Kendall’s suicide pretty hard.  We may not have any more coming from that source for a while.”

Revell stood and walked to the window, his back to Swenson, silently rocking forward on the balls of his feet and studying the distant skyline, as if he was alone.  Swenson was not surprised by Revell’s apparent lack of manners.  She had grown accustom to the quirks of behavior exhibited by her boss, and she knew what each meant.  In anticipation of Revell’s next question, Swenson brought up another file on the laptop.

“What have we got on Tennicutt?” Revell asked at last.

Swenson smirked.  “Very deep.  About three quarter of a million in his trading account, going back two years.  Married, three kids, one still at home.  Big man in the community, so any negative publicity would kill him.  And Jannelle had him wrapped up tighter than a ball of twine.  Kinky stuff.  She says he practically cries every time.”

“How long has it been since he talked with her?”

“Almost a month.”

“Too long.”

Swenson typed a reminder into the laptop.  “I’ll call him tomorrow.”

Revell stared at the window for a few more seconds before turning to Swenson.  “What else from Austin?”

Swenson clicked the embedded mouse and launched into another discussion, followed by similar reports from other operatives in Chicago, LA, New York, and San Francisco.  They talked in detail of confidential corporate  reports, promising secret research, prospective mergers, and yet-to-be-announced earnings reports.  They discussed senior vice presidents, CEO’s, research directors.  They explored the potential usefulness of accountants, lawyers and bankers.  And they delved into the source of the wealth of illegal intelligence – sex.  Revell would circle the subject in each instance, questioning all aspects of the relationships his minions had forged, digesting the dry, valuable financial nuggets that had been painstakingly unearthed.  Only then did he allow himself to taste the voyeuristic pleasure of a detailed recounting of the methods applied to obtain it.

Even with the millions Revell had at his disposal, outright bribery was impractical.  Money was almost useless for penetrating the higher levels of corporate hierarchies, as the titans of commerce were impossibly difficult to tempt with coin – the riches of the market had outstripped the wherewithal of even the most abundantly endowed malefactor.  Sex, however, if skillfully offered, played quite easily into the aging executive suite.  Men, and they were invariably male, who had attained a certain degree of success, were vulnerable precisely because of the personal sacrifice necessary to achieve that success.  Executives and entrepreneurs who had let their marriages whither from neglect were the choicest candidates.

“How did the recruiting go in Minnesota?” Revell asked.

“Two promising candidates.  One has an MBA from Wharton and works for a bank, the other is a third year law student.  Both appeared to be amenable to our system.” Swenson accessed the recruiting file on her computer, while recalling the image of the two recruits in her mind’s eye.  “Either one would be a star in New York.”

The fund had begun using sex as a research tool as an outgrowth of a program Revell instituted in the seventies.  When he started his fund, Revell used a variety of private investigators to track corporate executives and dig into municipal archives for useful information.  About ten years ago, Revell noticed a much higher quantity and quality of information coming out of his southern California operation.  Upon questioning, Revell discovered that the enterprising sleazeball had been using his own girlfriend to cozy up to a senior partner in a prominent LA law firm.  This pillar of the community had nearly concurrent urges to copulate in his office during business hours and to brag about the doings of his firm’s corporate clients in the aerospace industry.  As a result of his success with this new source of valuable information, Revell began offering his other PI operatives instructions in setting up their own fornication franchises.

Although his clandestine research network yielded a great deal of profitable information, Revell became convinced he could do better.  He decided the overall effectiveness of the operation was limited by a sizable cultural gap between the hunters and their prey.  He decided he needed to upgrade the entire organization, and he picked Swenson to accomplish that delicate task.

Swenson wasted little time cleaning house.  She phased out the private investigators and replaced them with young, intelligent men that she recruited in upscale nightclubs.  Swenson spent many evenings in the most expensive clubs in LA, Atlanta, and Minneapolis, where she engaged handsome young studs in conversation.  Even at her age, Swenson was attractive enough to draw attention from precisely the type of man she knew would be useful to the fund.  After a night or two of cold, calculated passion, Swenson dropped hints of her purported business  –  recruiting beautiful young woman for careers in modeling.  If she got a nibble of interest from the young man, she made further contact, inquired into the background and training of her prospective recruiter, and slowly built rapport.  When she felt the time was right, she revealed the true purpose of her enterprise, and let the prospect decide.  She felt she needed to hire only a handful of recruiters, a task she soon accomplished.

Recruiting the women was a more delicate matter.  Swenson’s recruiters would spend most of their time trying to meet beautiful, educated, articulate women who were dissatisfied with their jobs in finance or law, and who were open to creative alternatives.  The recruiters would offer to help the young women network into the field of stock market research, and they would arrange interviews with Swenson.  For her part, Swenson counted on society’s fascination with money and the younger generation’s casual attitude toward sex to enhance her odds of selling the program.  Although the process was painstakingly slow, she was not disappointed.

Swenson’s latest trip to the heartland had been typical.  Several candidates had been scheduled for her two days in Minneapolis, a city that over the years had proved to be a rich source of lovely, intelligent blondes.  Her first several interviews were unproductive, but then she sat down with Nancy, a recent graduate from Wharton currently working in the corporate training program at a major regional bank.

“What interested you about the banking industry?” Swenson started the interview.

She watched patiently as Nancy immediately lapsed into a typical interview personality.  “Well, I’ve always been good with numbers, and I was looking forward to the chance to learn more about the workings of the corporate world,” she replied.  She was sitting comfortably in the overstuffed chair near a window that offered a magnificent view of the city, which she studiously ignored.  Swenson’s suite was in the most expensive hotel in the city, and Nancy was working to achieve an air of detachment.

“That’s a standard bullshit response,” Swenson responded.  She felt it was best to hit them hard right away.  “You’re giving me what might be suitable for the drones in the human resources department, if you’re looking for another mind-numbing job that stifles you for years.  What do you really want?”

Nancy flustered.  “I want to use my education to… I mean, I want to work my way up – ”

“More bullshit.  Gary told me you were interested in talking to us because you want to succeed, you want to be rich.  Isn’t that right?”

She stiffened.  “Yes, but I don’t have to sit here and take – ”

“No, you don’t, you can walk out right now, and throw away an opportunity to get rich, and I mean filthy rich, by the time you’re thirty.”  Swenson sat back.              “Your choice.”  She could see Nancy’s internal struggle being played out on her face. She always could.

After a few agonizing moments, Swenson could see that Nancy made a tough decision.  She asked, “How?”

“The world has changed in the last few years.  Most of the economy is still geared to the industries of the turn of the last century.  Manufacturing, retailing, shipping; they’re all still necessary, but they’ve been commoditized.  Banking, too.  One bank looks just like every other one, provides the same service, and who cares?  To make real money in the new world, you have to gain an edge, and then use it.  The investors I work for are experts at exploiting information that gives us an edge, and using that information in the stock market to reap profits.  We might be interested in hiring you to get the edge for us, if you think you can do it.”

Nancy studied Swenson for several seconds.  “What does the job entail?”

Swenson leaned toward her.  “We’ll train you in our proprietary techniques of gleaning information that is of value to my investors.  We have developed several techniques that allow us to get a jump on the competition, to gain an edge.  If you decide to join our firm, we will share our expertise and our profits with you.”

“What kind of profits are you talking about?”

“After you have completed the training, we will award share points for any trades that originate from your research efforts.  Our average research associates earn about $500,000 a year.  Last year our top associate earned just under three million.”

Nancy’s eyes widened.  Swenson waited patiently for the full impact to take hold.

“What does the average first year associate make?”

“About two-hundred grand.  As I said, you’ll be able to retire before your thirty.”

“How can you afford to pay so much?” she asked, although Swenson could see she did not want to know the answer.

She gave it to her anyway.  “Because what we do is illegal.  And immoral.”

Nancy flinched, as if she’d been physically struck. She waited.  No outrage, no indignation.  A good sign.  At last, Nancy asked, “In what way?”

“We’ll teach you how to obtain inside information.”

“Why would I want to take the risk of breaking the law?  Couldn’t I go to jail?”

“In theory, yes, although no one who works for us has ever been indicted, or even investigated.  We go to great lengths to keep you insulated from our investors, in order to protect them as much as to protect you.  The names on Gary’s and my business cards are fictitious.  You will not know who you work for and they won’t know you.  I will be your only link.”

Swenson watched as Nancy digested her words.  “How would I be paid?”

“An off-shore account will be established in your name, into which I’ll transfer your share points.  You’ll also be paid a salary from a separate corporation, which will also pay your expenses.  It’s a shell company that has nothing to do with the investors you really work for.  To the outside world, you will be a research associate for that company.  If you want, you can change your name  –  we will provide the necessary documentation.”

“You also said something was immoral about this.  What did you mean?”

“Two things.  Many people view trading on inside information as immoral, cheating, if you will.  We don’t view it as such.  We think whatever advantage can be gained in securities analysis is fair game.  For hundreds of years, the law reflected those sentiments.”

“And the second thing?”

Swenson smiled.  “Most of our research associates are attractive women who use their God-given gifts to their advantage.”

Nancy looked at her hard.  “So you’re a pimp,” she said at last.

“Procurer is probably more accurate, but I don’t view it that way.  You’re free to develop your ideas and information anyway you see fit.  We will give you the benefit of our expertise in this particular area, but if you chose not to use it, and can deliver the information we require, we frankly don’t care.”

More hard looks.  “What if I decide to quit, or if I’m just no good at it?”

“It happens.  This is not an easy assignment, and not everyone is cut out for it.  If you decide to leave, you keep whatever you’ve earned, and the relationship ends.  We’re not the mob, Nancy. We’re investors.”

“What if I tell you to go to hell right here and now and go straight to the police, or the SEC?”

“We would hope you wouldn’t do that, but if you decided to do that, what exactly would you tell them?  What do you know?”

“I could give them you and Gary.”

“You don’t even know our real names.”

“Then how can I trust you to pay me if I take the job?”

“If you furnish us with the information we need, why wouldn’t we pay you.  We want to encourage a long and profitable relationship.”

“How soon would I get paid after you get the information you’re looking for?”

“It varies.  Sometimes a trade produces a profit in a matter of days, other times it may take months.  Within three days after we lock in our profit, you get your cut.”

“What kind of salary are you offering and how long does it last?”

Swenson smiled again, for she knew when that question came up, they usually took the position. She described more of the details with Nancy, content in the knowledge that her trip had been successful.  Later that day, she had a similar conversation with a beautiful law student who was coming to the realization in her third year of law school that she didn’t really didn’t like the legal profession. She flew home satisfied with her efforts.

After Swenson finished recounting the recruiting trip, Revell asked, “What do we have from Shannon?”

Swenson clicked the keys and listened to the disk drive whirring in the quiet of the office.  “Barinsky visited an outfit called Paradise Solutions in San Diego last weekend, apparently to discuss a merger.  Paradise looks to hold the key in solving the problem Mor-Research encountered in their program to bring out the new switch.  No word on how they’re going to do that.”

“We haven’t gotten anything from the technician yet?”

“Nicole has not had much success in getting information out of the nerd, but now that we can feed her the questions, it’ll be easier for her.  She can probably get him to open up, she just isn’t very experienced at blind investigation yet.”

Revell made a few notes.  “I wish we had assigned Shannon to Spencer, the tech VP.”

“Barinsky may be the key after all.  Shannon said Barinsky claims to be the reason Paradise picked Mor as a partner.”

“Paradise did the picking?”  Revell contemplated the implications of that information.  “Is this guy Barinsky given to bouts of egomania?”

“Shannon doesn’t think so.  She said he seemed genuinely astonished that he had anything to do with the deal, but he seemed extremely excited about the prospects for the merger.  No details as to why.”

“I have some contacts in the industry that can probably help with that question.”  Revell switched on his electronic notepad again. “Meanwhile, let’s set the hook into Barinsky, I think he might prove useful down the road.  No change on the prospects for Mor’s upcoming earnings report?”

“As far as Barinsky knows, Shannon has her life’s savings in the stock, and he has no problem with that.”

“Good.  This is beginning to look like a big one.  Let’s make sure we have him where we want him as soon as possible.”


Chapter 20

Deegan decided his first call Monday morning would be to ask Jeri to lunch.  He knew he was being too aggressive and breaking all of the rules, but he didn’t care.  It had taken considerable willpower to resist calling her over the weekend, but he had made it.  The call couldn’t wait any longer.  He dialed Jeri’s number.

“This is Jeri.”

“Hi.”

“Good morning, Mike.  How was your weekend?”

“Lonely.”  Well, that wasn’t too obvious.  “How ‘bout you?”

“It was okay.”

“Did you go climbing?”

“No, I stayed around town, getting stuff done.”

“Sounds exciting.”  Deegan felt a constriction in his voice.  Jesus, are you still in junior high?  “Are you free for lunch today?”

“Sure.  I’ll meet you at your office at noon.  Let’s get some ribs at Daddy Bruce’s.”

“Sounds good.  You want me to meet you there?”

“No, I’ll swing by your office.  I haven’t been by in a while.  I wouldn’t mind seeing some of the guys.”

“You want to go to lunch with the gang?”  He knew his voice betrayed him and revealed his disappointment.

“No, just you and me for lunch.  See you at noon.”

As Deegan reached to hang up, his second line rang.  He punched the button.

“Deegan.”

“Why haven’t I heard from you?”

Revell’s voice was unmistakable, and his tone caused a chill to ripple down Deegan’s spine.

“Regarding what?”

“I asked you to keep me informed concerning the state of mind of the top executives at Mor-Research,”  Revell replied.

“There’s nothing to report.  I haven’t talked with anyone at the company since we bought the stock.”  What does he want, Deegan thought, he’s owned the stock less than a week.

“I expect better service than that.  They’re going to report their second quarter numbers later this morning.  Do you have any idea what I should expect?”

As soon as Revell mentioned the quarterly earnings report, Deegan’s fingers flew across his computer keyboard.  He typed a request for the Mor-Research news stories to see if the earnings report had been released, and as the system processed his request, he silently pleaded with the computer network to respond.  Finally the summary of news items for Mor stock flashed on the screen.

“The earnings haven’t hit the wires so far today.  I’ll see what the consensus estimate is.”  Deegan typed in another command, and again he waited.

Revell did not bother to wait.  “I don’t need a consensus estimate.  I need your opinion of whether the report will be above the consensus.  Find out what you can and call me back.”

Deegan’s anxiety increased as he heard Revell hang up.  What does the guy expect.  Even if Deegan knew what Mor was about to report, he could not share that type of information with Revell; it would be a direct violation of the rules that prohibit trading on inside information.  The stories he had read of brokers being led from their offices in handcuffs seared his mind.  Deegan had to decide – was Revell worth the risk?

Deegan keyed the computer to show him the size of Revell’s account.  Although Revell’s was among his ten largest accounts at just under eight million dollars in market value, in terms of potential, Revell was off the scale.  Deegan had a handful of clients with portfolios valued over ten million, and his biggest account, Bill Kalamath’s trust fund, tipped the scales at a cool thirty million.  Deegan’s problem was that the trust account represented virtually all of Kalamath’s financial assets.  Years of bonding, digging, cajoling, and consolidating had slowly brought everything to Deegan there was to bring.  There was little new business to be had from Kalamath or any of his other important clients.

Earlier in his career, Deegan would have had several promising prospects in the pipeline: businessmen with growing needs for financial advice, entrepreneurs who had cleared the first hurdles toward success, or newly retired executives with large retirement nest eggs.  Years of neglect and increasing competition from a blizzard of hungry new competitors resulted in a pipeline of new business that had been reduced to a trickle.  Even his reliable sources of referrals had evaporated, and Deegan was feeling the effects of the drought.  Unlike law firms that had rainmakers to bring in new business, each broker worked alone; he had to be marketer, manager, and motivator.  Deegan’s wells were running dry.

Revell offered something which was in short supply for Deegan during the last few years — potential.  Deegan believed that with an industry-wide reputation, connections, and a penchant for trading, not to mention three hundred million in personal financial assets, Revell was the key to reviving his career.  The years of stagnation were taking their toll on him, personally and professionally.  Revell offered the promise of vitality, of renewed growth –  Revell would make him young again.  Deegan avoided thinking about the difficulty he would face in capturing a greater portion of Revell’s personal business.  The fact that he had a sliver of Revell’s business was uppermost in his mind, and he did not want to lose it.  He dialed Barinsky’s number.

Deegan decided he had to take an indirect approach.  He just wasn’t sure what to say, right up to the moment when he heard Barinsky’s voice.

“Ted, how are you, how are things over at good old Mor-Research?”

“Fine, Mike.  It’s going to get pretty hectic around here today.  What do you want?”

“I just wanted to see what the mood was at the company today, given the earnings report is due.  There won’t be any delays, I take it?”

“No, we’re planning to release the numbers at eleven, right on schedule.”

“No surprises?”

“Mike, you know I can’t answer that.”

“I know, I know, I just wanted to see if things came out as well as the Street expects.  But I know you can’t answer that either.”

“Look, Mike, I really need to run.”

“Okay, sorry to bother you, Ted.  Good luck with the report.”  Well, that went just great, Deegan thought disgustedly as he hung up the phone.  He sat staring blankly at the quote machine, trying desperately to think of another way to get some sense of the earnings report.  He briefly considered calling Derek Morgan, but he had  handled Morgan’s account only briefly when Jeri left Parker Griffith, not long enough to establish any kind of rapport with Mor-Research’s CEO.  Deegan had been just a caretaker of Morgan’s account, with its millions in Mor-Research stock, only until it was transferred to a special unit at PG headquarters.  He would not be surprised if Morgan had forgotten his name entirely.

Deegan idly punched up a quote for Mor stock, more out of habit than for information.  Damn Revell, he’s asking for something I can’t provide.  Deegan was used to clients making unreasonable demands – it was part of the business.  But this was the first instance he could recall where he had explicitly been asked to violate the laws governing his industry by someone in a position to know the law.  Hell, Revell probably knew the law better than most regulators.

Suddenly, it dawned on Deegan.  Revell did know the law, and it would be ludicrous for him to flout the law so flagrantly, to ask the broker of a CFO to disclose non-public information.  Revell was interested in Deegan’s sense of Barinsky’s state of mind, not the actual information.  He wants a legal edge over the competition, he thought, that’s what he was famous for, that’s what Jeri spent all her time doing, finding an edge.  He could do that.  He dialed Revell’s direct line.

“Based on a very brief conversation with the company, I expect the earnings report to be in line with analyst expectations.”  Deegan had chosen his words carefully, and he wrote them down in his daily log as he spoke.  He did not want to give Revell the sense he knew anything too specific, but he didn’t want to sound like he was just giving his opinion – even though that’s what it amounted to.

Revell was quiet for several seconds.  In the background, Deegan could hear the unmistakable click of computer keys.  He hoped Revell would be satisfied with his report, which, after the fact, seemed wholly inadequate.  Too late to do anything about it now, he thought; just hope for the best, and hope he was right.

“What’s the market value of my account?”  Revell said as he continued to click the keys at the other end of the line.  Deegan gave him the figure – just over eight million dollars, based on yesterday’s closing prices.  “Buy another half million, and get it done before the earnings are released.”

Deegan brought up the calculator function on his computer, which automatically plugged in the current price for the purchase and figured the commission.  Mor was unchanged, at thirty-one.  “For a half a million, you can buy sixteen thousand shares.”

“Not dollars.  Shares.  Buy 500,000 shares.  Before eleven.”

Deegan blanched.  He was too stunned to be embarrassed.  “You want five-hundred thousand shares by eleven?” he blurted.  “We’ll move the market.”

“Just get it done before the earnings are released.”  Deegan heard the line click shut.

Deegan leaned back in his chair and pressed the palms of his hands to his temples.  What the hell was that, he wondered.  Had Revell decided to more than double his position in the stock on the basis of Deegan’s innocuous report?  It seemed inconceivable.  The chill he felt during the first call paled before the cold dread that clenched him now.  What if he was wrong?  What if the impatience in Barinsky’s voice was the result of less than stellar earnings, not the time-wasting call Deegan made him endure?  What if the earnings were good but the Street wanted better?  Deegan had seen stocks like Mor lose thirty percent of their market value in an afternoon because the earnings per share were a penny shy of expectations.  Would Revell blame Deegan for the loss?  Had he jeopardized the relationship?  You bet, Deegan thought bitterly.

Still, an order is an order, he thought.  With ironic reluctance, he dialed the firm’s block trading department in New York to execute the biggest single stock trade of his career.

An abrasive, unmistakably New York accent blasted him.   “Block trading, Steiner.”

“Deegan, in the Denver branch.  I want to buy five, zero, zero, thousand, of M, Mary, O, Oscar, R, Rover, at the market.”

“Half a mil, M, O, R, market.  You want me to work it?”

Deegan glanced at the time.  “No more than an hour.”

“What’s your number.”  Deegan rattled off the number of his direct line.  “I’ll call you with a fill.  Don’t drop a ticket till I confirm that you’re done.”

Well, it’s out of my hands now.

*************

“Hey, Jeri, we’re a buyer on Mor-Research,” Al Brolin called back over his shoulder.  Jeri dropped her notes and rushed out of her office to Brolin’s desk.  He tapped the keys of one of his computers while he listened to the ear piece of his headset, then he barked an order to the trader on the line.

Jeri watched the Mor-Research price quote.  Brolin had repositioned Mor to the upper-left corner of the screen, the most prominent position on the terminal.   Each time another trade was registered on the floor of the stock exchange, the quote changed from pale blue to bright green.  Although the broad market was still weak, Mor was up 2 1/8 and gaining strength.

“How much are we buying?”

“Three million shares, by eleven, this morning.”  Jeri let out a low whistle.  “No shit,” Brolin responded.

“Three million in less than an hour.  That’s going to move the market,” she whispered, her eyes fixed on the Mor quote.  The number stayed green.

“By design, gotta be.”

“You think Revell’s purposely showing his hand?”

“No question.  Three million shares puts us well over five percent of the outstanding stock, so we’ll have to notify the SEC.  He’s obviously not trying to disguise our operation.  By noon, everybody’ll know we’re a buyer.”

They stared at the screen in silence as Mor-Research continued to trade higher.  The machine showed Mor up 3 1/2 for the day.

“Earnings are due at eleven,” Jeri said at last.

“They better be good.”

*****************

At 10:50, Barinsky checked the quote on his hand-held receiver, which was propped up by the phone at the edge of his desk.  Mor-Research stock had been extremely active all morning, and it had already traded five times its average daily trading volume of a million shares.  A small television set on the credenza behind his desk was tuned to CNBC, the financial cable network.  Mor-Research had been mentioned several times by the network’s announcers.  The strength in Mor-Research stock was being credited by one commentator as having stemmed the decline in the technology sector – tech stocks had been leading the market lower and now they were leading it back.  The NASDAQ composite index was back to even for the day and the Dow Industrials had cut its losses in half, and Mor’s earnings were yet to be reported.

Barinsky scanned the single-sheet announcement for the last time.  Earnings for the quarter had come in at twenty-nine cents per share, even better than he expected.  That was a nickel better than the most optimistic analyst estimate, and most estimates had just been raised the previous week.  The strength in the stock was gratifying, but he still found it somewhat bothersome.  News of the strong earnings had been kept tightly under wraps; Barinsky wanted no leaks.  The pressure had been enormous, as analyst calls flooded in at a breathtaking pace.  The market was hungry for some good news, and the traders sniffed good news from Mor the way sharks smelled blood in the water.  Barinsky had never been able to understand how they so often seemed to have advance warning, but he had seen the same thing happen a dozen times at Digital Instruments.  Not always, but often enough, when the earnings were going to surprise the Street, somebody got wind of it a few hours in advance and started moving the stock.  Despite Herculean efforts to insure secrecy, leaks occurred.

Now with the sharks circling, he was about to throw a bucket of bloody chum in the water.  The feeding frenzy would be astounding.  He had seen it happen in person.

The day Mor-Research was listed on the New York Stock Exchange, Morgan and Barinsky had been guests of the executives who ran the Big Board.  They were on the trading floor to participate in a small public relations ceremony and watch the first Mor-Research trade appear on the huge ticker on the wall of the venerable institution.  Shortly after the ritual was completed, word broke of a hostile take-over of a company who’s stock was traded at the trading station next to them.  Suddenly, pandemonium engulfed the floor, as the crowd around the specialist who handled the target stock turned into a mob.  Morgan and Barinsky were nearly trampled in the crush of traders and runners battling for position.  The stock was quickly suspended from trading while the specialist, a breed of broker that functioned as the human equivalent of a focal point, tried to create order from the chaos.         

Barinsky expected the earnings report to hit the market for Mor-Research stock hard.  Coupled with the earnings report was the announcement of their intention to buy Paradise Solutions, which virtually guaranteed chaos.  A frenzied market for Mor-Research made him uncomfortable, for he knew when a stock price gyrated dramatically, the quality of the stockholders decreased.  Patient, circumspect investors became uncomfortable with huge price moves, and either lightened their position or stopped adding to it.  Speculators would be drawn to the stock, operators that were unconcerned with the long-term prospects for the company.  Although they forced the price higher initially, they could decimate it even more quickly at the first sign of trouble.  Barinsky preferred a steady, sustainable appreciation, with committed investors holding large blocks of stock for several years.  He would not get that today, that much was clear.

After checking his watch, he headed down the hall to Morgan’s office.  They would make the announcement together, fielding questions from the frantic reporters, analysts, and money managers about the details of the current report and prospects for the merger.  As he reached Morgan’s door, he smiled, because as good as this report might be, within hours it would be ancient history.  The Street would turn its attention from  “What have you done for me lately?” to “Will we still love you tomorrow?”  With a sigh, he opened the door and walked in to join Morgan for a swim with the sharks.


Chapter 21

Jeri arrived at the Parker Griffith office early for her lunch with Deegan.  As she walked the aisle that ringed the office, she waved to those faces that she recognized in the glassed offices at the perimeter of the bullpen.  Although deep in conversation with clients, most brokers’ eyes darted back and forth between the quote machines and the sales floor, as they watched for signals from the secretaries or unexpected visits from clients.  Only George Hammond, who sat at a desk outside of Deegan’s office, was not busy on the phone.

“Jeri!  How in blazes are you?” he boomed, without taking his hand from the keyboard of his quote machine.

“Good, George.  How’s business?”  Jeri sat down in the visitor’s chair next to Hammond’s desk.

“Dead.  Like most of my clientele.  My career is on a long, slow glide to oblivion.”  He shook his head in mock disgust.

Jeri had played this game with Hammond before.  “Why don’t you retire?”

“And give up my fabulous benefits package, the free quotes, the thrill of trying to earn my draw every month?”  Hammond rolled his eyes.  “Besides, Ginny says she’ll move out if I don’t leave her alone for at least eight hours a day.”

“You can’t drag this out much longer, George.”

A sly smile crossed Hammond’s weathered face.  “I’m going to wait ‘em out, make ‘em fire me.  Then I’ll sue for age discrimination.”

“George, can I ask you something?”

“Anything, young lady.”

“You’ve known Keith Thurgood for a long time, right?”

“Since we were both in training in 1962.  Why?”

“What has he got against Revell?  The last time I talked to him, he was so angry, even more than when I told him I was going to work for Black Canyon.  What’s the story between those two?”

Hammond leaned back in his chair and studied Jeri, then he looked at the quotes on his computer.  “Charlie Revell and Keith Thurgood used to be partners.”

Jeri was stunned.  “When?”

Hammond turned and looked at her.  “Back in the late sixties.  Revell was just back from training, and the market was a mess.  Rookies were getting axed right and left, and even some of the old hands were leaving the industry.  Revell was doing better than most of his peers, but it still wasn’t good enough.”

“Wait a minute.  You mean Revell was a retail broker?”

“Right here in the Denver branch of Parker Griffith.”

“Why didn’t you ever say anything.”

“I knew how Keith felt about the whole thing, and I knew you two were friends.  I figured if Keith wanted you to know, he would tell you.”

“What happened between them?”

“Revell talked Keith into forming an informal partnership and divvying up the responsibilities and the commissions.  I don’t remember the details, but within a year, Thurgood transferred to the institutional side, and Revell kept everything they had in the partnership.”

“So he forced Keith out?”

“Keith never said, and I never asked.  But, as I recollect, their divorce was ugly.”

Jeri considered the prospect of Revell and Thurgood in partnership.  The two men were as different as any she had known, and given the anger Thurgood had exhibited concerning Revell, the image of them working together was disorienting.

“Jeri,” Hammond said, “are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine.  Thanks, George.”

Jeri knocked on Deegan’s door and opened it to find him on the phone.  She knew he had seen her sitting at Hammond’s desk, and she could tell he was in the process of completing a sales call.  She stood by the door and waited for him to finish.

“Sorry to keep you waiting,” he said as he hung up the phone.

“It’s no problem.  I remember what it was like.”

Deegan started to get up, then he stopped.  He leaned back in his chair and smiled at Jeri.

“What’s wrong?” she said.

“Nothing.  It’s just good to see you again.”

“We just saw each other a week ago,” Jeri said with a smile.  “You’re not going to go off the deep end on me, are you, Mike?”

Deegan sighed as he reached for his coat.  “Am I the kind of guy that you have to worry about?  I thought we knew each other better than that.”

“I’m beginning to wonder.”

“You mind if we just get something quick in the cafeteria?” he asked as they walked to the elevators.  “I can’t afford to be away for too long today.”

“Okay, but you still owe me a plate of ribs.”

“Count on it.”

The bell rang, the doors opened and they crowded into the nearly full elevator.  As he pressed the already lit button, Deegan said, “What were you and George talking about?”

“I asked him about Revell and Keith Thurgood.  Did you know they used to work together?”

Deegan was silent for a moment, and Jeri thought he gave her a curious look.

“Yeah,” he said, “I just heard that last week.”

“I think it’s unbelievable.”

They rode the elevator to the basement and walked to the cafeteria.  As they picked up trays and utensils, Deegan turned to Jeri and said, “Say, did you ever find out anything about that guy at P-Cell?”

“Sort of.  Clay and I tracked down Pratt, and I talked to him.”  She related her conversations with Pratt to Deegan as they went through the cafeteria line.  “It doesn’t look like there’s anything there, but I still get an uneasy felling about the whole thing.”

“What bothers you about Pratt’s story?”

Jeri frowned.  “It’s nothing I can put my finger on, at least not regarding Pratt’s story.  One thing that does bother me, though, is the fact that Revell seems to have jumped the gun when he bought the P-Cell stock.”

“What do you mean?”

“He bought the stock before he got a recommendation from his research team.  The trade records show him making the purchase the day before the date of the report.”

 “Does Revell ever sit in on your meetings as the research is being done, or does he always wait for the final report?”

“Up until Friday, he’s never attended a research meeting while I’ve been employed there.”

“What do you mean, up until Friday?”

“We had our decision meeting scheduled for Friday morning, and Revell showed up for the meeting.  First time he’s done that as far as I know, but things may have been different years ago.”

“What was Friday’s meeting about?”

Jeri hesitated briefly.  “Mor-Research.”

Deegan looked bewildered.  “You mean to tell me that your group didn’t make a recommendation on Mor until Friday?”

“We didn’t make one at all.  Revell sat in as we discussed our raw data, he asked some questions, and then he left.  I didn’t know until the trader told me that the fund was a buyer of Mor stock.”

Deegan leaned back in his chair, his eyes fixed on Jeri.  At last, she raised her hands in an effort to prompt a response.

“What is it?”

Deegan spoke slowly.  “Charlie Revell bought two-hundred thousand shares of Mor-Research stock on Thursday.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because he bought it through me.”

Jeri stared at him.  “C’mon, Mike, quit fooling around.”

“I thought you knew.  I figured you gave him my name.”

“You’re serious?”

“Yes, I’m serious.  He had me out to his office.  And he bought another half-a-million shares today.”

Jeri felt as if the room started to move around her, and the plate on the table in front of her seemed to be ten feet away from her.  A slight nausea gripped her as she fought to regain her equilibrium.

Deegan spoke.  “You mean you didn’t refer Revell to me?”

“As far as I know, Revell isn’t even aware that we know each other.  Your name has never come up.”

“Then how did he get my name?”

“A better question would be why did he get your name.  Why buy the stock through you?  And what I really want to know is, why did we bother going through the exercise of researching the company?  What the hell is going on?”

Deegan looked down at the table.  “Well, there is something.”

“What?”

“But it doesn’t explain the first purchase.”

“What are you talking about, Mike?”

Deegan looked at Jeri.  “Before he made the second purchase this morning, he asked me about Ted Barinsky and today’s earnings announcement.”

“He wanted a heads-up, before the report was released?”

“Sort of, but he didn’t put it that way.  He asked about Barinsky’s state of mind.”

Jeri recognized the phrase.  “That’s the way he asked me about Derek Morgan when we first picked Mor-Research as the target.  What did you tell him?”

“Nothing really.  I called Ted, but he wouldn’t tell me anything, obviously.  I told Revell that I figured Mor would make their numbers for the quarter, but that was just short of a pure guess.  About the only thing I was going on was a conversation I had with Ted a couple of weeks ago, when he briefly considered buying some Mor-Research stock himself.  I figured Ted must feel pretty good about the earnings, so I went out on a limb when Revell pressed me.”

Jeri was silent for several seconds.  Deegan played with the scraps of food on his plate.

“By itself,” Jeri said at last, “that doesn’t sound like you divulged anything material that could come back to haunt you.  But that must have been what Revell was looking for. Something to give him the go-ahead on buying the stock last week.”

“So you figure he was using me as a pipeline to the company, without actually asking for the information outright?”

“I can’t see what else it would be.  What other purpose would you serve?”

Jeri watched as the color drain from Deegan’s face.  “Mike, I don’t think you did anything illegal.”

“Yeah, but can I prove it?  If the SEC knocks on my door, am I going to be able to convince them that I didn’t really know anything?”

“Barinsky will corroborate your story.  He’s a stickler for this sort of thing, that much I remember from the few months I worked with him.  He didn’t give you anything, and he’ll back you up if the regulators ask.”

“But they will ask, won’t they?”

“Yeah, I’m afraid they will.”

“Shit.”

Jeri looked at her watch.  “I have to get back to the office.  Let’s talk about this some more, okay?  I’ll give you a call tonight.”  Deegan nodded.

As Jeri stood, Deegan made no move to leave.  “You go ahead.”

Jeri touched Deegan’s shoulder.  “Mike, don’t beat yourself up.”

“I’ll be okay.  Thanks.”

*******************

“Mitch!”

Mitchell Young turned toward the vaguely familiar voice.  The young sales executive was accustomed to seeing people he knew when he was out on the town, especially at a hot, new nightclub in LoDo.  He was unprepared, however, for the sight that greeted him.

Near the dance floor, at a small table on an elevated deck next to a gleaming brass rail, sat Ollie Stolpman.  The sight of Ollie, his black-framed glasses and receding hairline clashing with his black silk shirt and Armani jacket, was made even more incongruous by the woman who sat at the table.  She was obviously, but unbelievably, with him.  Very blonde, with a translucent complexion and exquisite blue eyes, she had the attention of nearly everyone in the club.  Her expensive dress and her provocative figure were perfectly matched to elicit primal responses – envy in the women, arousal in the men.

The sight of them together, the office joke and this goddess, had stopped Young in the middle of the club.  Finally, after a nudge from his wife,  Linda, they made their way over to the table.

They exchanged greetings and made small talk as Young tried, with little success,  to avoid staring at Nicole.  Every time he forced himself to glance away from her, he saw that most of the males in the room suffered from the same plight.  He sat back and appraised Linda against Nicole, and he chided himself for the sheer boorishness of the thought.  Linda, he thought, seemed to disappear in the glare of Nicole’s beauty, much as the moon fades at sunrise.

“Where did you find her?” Young asked after the women left to freshen.

Stolpman grinned awkwardly.  “We met at the supermarket, if you can believe it.  I’ve only known her for three weeks.”

“So what does she see in you?” the salesman asked only half-kiddingly.

“I really don’t know.  She just moved to Denver from Oregon.  I can’t get over it.  I haven’t been all that successful with women before, and I feel like I’m in over my head.”

“How come I haven’t heard mention of this at the office?  Why would you keep something like this a secret?”

Stolpman stopped smiling.  “I guess I don’t want to be embarrassed if things don’t work out.  Nobody will think I called it quits, you know?”

Young jabbed him playfully.  “Who cares?  You might as well show her off while you can.” He waived a hand at the surrounding crowd.  “This place isn’t exactly underground.”

“I just don’t want to screw things up.  This was her idea.  I’ve never been one to go in for this kind of place.” Stolpman’s smile returned.  “But I kind of like it.”

“I’ll bet that’s not all you like.”  Young leered at him.  Might as well help him enjoy the moment, he thought.

Even in the subdued light of the club, Young was sure that Stolpman blushed.  “You don’t know the half of it.  You remember that Polaroid camera commercial, where the guy gets a call from his wife during a big meeting, and she tells him to look in his briefcase?”

“No! You’re shittin’ me.”

“Twice.”  Stolpman stirred his drink.  “I can’t concentrate on my job.”

Young was briefly lost in the depths of his imagination.  “Quit the damn job, man, this is too good.”

“That’s the other thing, she’s interested in my work.  She’s always asking questions about the project I’m working on.”

“You’re working on the ME-1000, aren’t you.  That’s pretty high end stuff.  She doesn’t look like MIT material.”

“She’s pretty darn bright, I’ll tell you that.  Knows the industry and the technology.”

Young straightened in his seat as he spotted the two women making their way back from the powder room.  “I just hope you don’t waste too much time talking shop, Ollie.”

*****************

Jeri glanced at her watch as she unlocked the door to her house.  The charity board meeting had run late and she knew Deegan would be expecting her call, but she wanted to call her brother first.

“I hope I didn’t wake the twins,” she said when Jack came to the phone.  “Patty didn’t sound too happy.”

“The girls are still quiet.  I doubt if a shoot-out in the back yard would wake them after the day they had today.”

“What happened?”

“Nothing out of the ordinary, just their usual mischief-making.  Brittany climbed into the planter in the den and pulled the whole thing over.  I didn’t see the mess, but I got the full force of the aftermath.”

“Ouch.  Everything okay?  Between you and Patty?”

“Let’s save that one for another time.  What’s on your mind?”

“I’ve been thinking about Pratt and his ordeal with the jealous boyfriend.”

Jack sighed.  “You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

“Just do me a favor, okay?  Talk to your guy in Boulder and see if they have a profile for a low-life that uses the knife-in-the-groin trick as a strong-arm technique.”

“What for?”

“The more I think about Pratt’s story, the more it sounds to me like a professional job.  Like the boyfriend had a bit of practice roughing people up.”

“So what?  He probably was a pro, and Pratt just picked the wrong guy’s girl to be messing with.”

“That’s a strong possibility, but it’s also possible that Pratt was set up.”

“Oh, c’mon, Jeri, that’s a little far-fetched, don’t you think?  Pratt sure didn’t seem to have any suspicions along those lines, so why should you?”

“Well, I’m not looking at this from the same angle that I was when we started the investigation.”

“What angle are you looking at it from?”

“I’ll fill you in another time, Jack.  Right now I’ve got to make another call, so just look into it for me, okay?”

“All right.”  Jeri could hear the exasperation in her brother’s voice.

“Thanks, Jack.  I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

As soon as she got a dial tone, Jeri dialed Deegan.

“Mike.  How are you doing?”

“I’m okay, Jeri.  Considering my career is going in the toilet.”

“Now, don’t be so pessimistic.  I told you, you haven’t done anything wrong.”

“I wonder if Terry-the-Pirate will see it the same way.  If I wasn’t having such a good month, I’d be worried.”

“Yeah, nothing like a fat commission check to make all your troubles go away.”  Jeri heard Deegan chuckle.  “Mike, the thing that bothers me about Revell is not the possibility that he got inside information from you, because he didn’t.  What I’m wondering is, how did he get your name.  Any idea?”

Deegan was silent for several seconds.  “No, not really.  I asked him during the initial interview, but he was evasive, and I didn’t press the issue.  I guess I just assumed you told him that I had Barinsky as a client.”

“I didn’t tell him, but my guess is somebody did.  It’s too much of a coincidence that he came to you without knowing ahead of time that you’re connected to the company.”

“You know, he never did mention Barinsky by name.  He just told me to keep him informed about anything I heard about the company.  It could be that this is completely innocent.”

“Mike, get real.  You know that’s not true.  Revell doesn’t do anything without calculating all the angles.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right.”

“You know I’m right, you just don’t want to hear it.  You’re in denial.”

“Now don’t start the psycho-babble crap.  I got that all the time from Susan.”

Jeri smiled.  “Sorry.”

After a pause, Deegan asked, “Why do you care who told Revell about Barinsky?”

The question brought Jeri up short.  “an old detective’s curiosity, I guess.  Don’t you care?”

“Yeah, but what do we gain if we figure it out?”

“What did Revell have to gain?  When he has a staff of traders at his office, why did he run the trades through you?  He didn’t really think you’d give him anything material, did he?”

“I might have.  If I had the information available to me about the earnings, I might have given it to him.  I don’t know.”

“You’re kidding, aren’t you, Mike?  You can’t mean that.”

Deegan was silent.  Finally, “I don’t know.”  Jeri barely heard him.

“Well, I guess there’s one thing that we might learn if we figure out who told Revell about your relationship with Barinsky.  What else did Revell hear from that source?”

“What do you mean?”

“Maybe Revell jumped the gun on buying Mor-Research stock because he knew something from another source – the same source that told him you are Barinsky’s broker.”

“I guess it’s possible.”

“It would explain a lot of things.  And it would help you in convincing the regulators that you didn’t give away any non-public information.”

“So, how do we find out where Revell is getting his tips from?”

After a long pause, Jeri finally admitted, “I don’t know, Mike.”

*****************

Barinsky rolled over and looked at the clock on his night stand.  He had been waiting for hours for sleep to come to him, but the persistence of his wakefulness did not surprise him.  The day, to put it mildly, had not been uneventful.  There was the stunning rise in the price of the stock, which was linked in his mind to his dreams and ambitions.  The merger announcement went very well – the analysts were quick to issue their blessings on the deal.  He knew, however, that the problem tonight was not the excitement over the stock, or his life-long battle with insomnia.  For the first time in his life, guilt overwhelmed him.  The weight of his depression, massive and excruciating, pressed him into the mattress.

He looked at his wife – she was serene, the image of bliss.  Had it only been a few weeks ago that he could look at her with a clear conscience, he thought.  He longed for the past, for the days when he was blameless, but he would not allow himself to put the blame elsewhere.  This was his misdeed, and his alone.

He vowed to break off his relationship with Shannon, and he silently cursed the word along with the deed.  He had nothing that resembled a relationship with the girl, no emotion of any consequence that measured on the same scale with his marriage, his partnership, his commitment to the woman who slept beside him.  The notion of commitment slapped him.  He had proven deficient in what he considered a crucial, perhaps the crucial test of manhood.

A full moon showed through the skylight, a pale spotlight of failure that glared at him as he waited for sleep to deaden his pain.


Chapter 22

“Let me get this straight, Mike.  You want me to buy this high-flyer, up about ten points in the last week, selling at a million times book value, in a business about which I don’t have a clue, in a market that looks like it’s about to tank?  Have I got it about right, Mike?”

Deegan fought to control his frustration, but a sigh slipped audibly into the mouthpiece of his phone.  With the market still declining, he expected the call to be tough; most of the others had been, and Max Parnell was one of his tougher clients.  He went through the rational for his recommendation again.

“Max, I know it’s an aggressive play, but I think it has a good chance of working,” he concluded.  “Tell you what.  Instead of the thousand shares we usually buy, let’s pick up five hundred, see how it acts.  If the market drags it down, we can buy more.  What do you say?”

“What’s going on with the last stock that you recommended, about which I have no clue what they do?  It hasn’t budged, has it?”

Must be a bear market, every order is like pulling teeth.  “Paley is about a point less than what we paid for it.  The current quote is twenty one, which, given the way the market has declined, is not all that bad.”  Give me a break, you old coot.

“So, I’m losing money slower than the market is, is that what you’re saying?  Last I checked, Mike, that spiffy financial plan you charged me an arm and a leg for says I need to actually make some money if I want to retire before I’m ninety.”

“Max, we’ve been in Paley for less than a month.  When was the last time I recommended a stock and said it would work in a month?  We went into Paley with the expectation of holding it for a year or two, at least.”  This is futile, Deegan thought as he massaged his forehead.  Maybe I should sell insurance – at least it can’t go down in price.

“I think I’ll pass on this one, Mike.  Call me in a year or two, when the other one works out.  And the one before that, while we’re at it.”

“Okay, Max.”

Deegan hung up, defeated and relieved to be done with Dr. Max Parnell, at least for the time being.  Parnell had been Deegan’s client for a decade, and he still didn’t understand the ways of Wall Street.  Over the years, Deegan had learned not to call Parnell too often, and he chided himself for breaking his rule this morning.  Even if Paley Systemware had been up since he bought it, Parnell would still have been reluctant to buy anything else in this market.

Deegan looked at the next name on his list and frowned.  Ed Colcourt would be no easier than Parnell had been.   His eyes gravitated back to the quote machine, as he let the dancing numbers distract him from his drudgery.

Suddenly, something was wrong – there was a hole in the quotes.  He was used to the quotes, stacked in columns, blinking as they changed colors on the screen, but now one of them had disappeared.  His stomach clenched; Paley had stopped trading.  He brought up the news function – there was no story yet, but the quote was gone.  Occasionally, the system screwed up and the quotes got lost in the ether as they were piped in from the mainframe, but that usually affected the whole screen.  Now, every other stock on the screen looked fresh, as the colors changed at each trade.  Only the Paley quote was gone.

A stock can stop trading for a number of reasons, but in a bad market, it’s rarely a good sign.  The Dow was still falling, and Deegan assumed the worst.

He kept hitting the enter key to recycle the news retrieval command.  The latest story on Paley was still a week old.  He dialed the trading desk, only to slam the receiver in frustration at the first buzz of the busy signal.  Pulling up the cross-posting function, he paged through the accounts which owned Paley shares, all bought in the last few weeks.  One hundred forty thousand shares, give or take; about three million in market value – it was worth that much five minutes ago.  It was the last thing he’d recommended to all of his stock-buying clients.  He knew from experience that if they re-open the stock down thirty or forty percent, which had been happening all too often lately, it would make for a very long summer.

Ralph Bennett burst through the door.  “What the hell happened to Paley?”  He was, to put it mildly, agitated.

“Fuck if I know,” Deegan shot back, but he knew the score.  If another broker buys a stock on your recommendation, you were responsible, and half the office owned Paley on Deegan’s implicit advice.  If the stock was a bust, he could expect some animosity, but Deegan was in no mood to hold Bennett’s hand.

“Call Revell,” Bennett said.  “You’ve got an account with him, he’ll know what’s up.”

Deegan snorted.  “Yeah, that’s real professional.  Call a client to find out why they halted trading in a stock he didn’t buy through me.  Get real.”

Bennett paced the small space available in Deegan’s office.  He reached for the pack of cigarettes he had stopped carrying years ago.  Reaching across Deegan, he brought up the general news page for the market and scanned the headlines for some scrap of information.  Finally, a new story that referenced Paley scrolled across the screen.

Deegan read it out loud.  “Broward Data Management offers thirty dollars a share for Paley Systemware.  Yes!”  Bennett high-fived him as they pumped their fists and whooped like school kids.  Bennett bolted from the office to look for more celebrants who owned Paley, as Deegan dialed Jeri’s number.

“Have you seen the news?”

“Yeah, it just hit our screens”

“Not a bad pop.  Man, did I need this.  Thanks, Jeri.”

“That’s great, Mike.  Did you have a lot of it?”

“Not nearly as much as I wanted, but enough to make a difference.  Hey, what’s wrong?  I thought you’d be more excited about it.  This was your deal, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, my group recommended Paley.  Seems a bit coincidental, though, doesn’t it?”

“What do you mean?”

Jeri was silent for several seconds.  “We saw this as a long-term situation, Mike.  I expected the fund to own Paley for at least a year.  But less than a month after we buy, they get bought out.  Seems a little too good, doesn’t it?”

Deegan could almost see his euphoria flowing away from him.  “You think this is dirty?”

“I don’t know of anything specific, but it sure seems too good to be honest.”

Deegan just sat there.  The market had just closed and the office was almost deserted.  It should have been a great day, not only for his clients, which it was, but for his personal bottom line, which it was not.  Several brokers had stopped by to congratulate him on his stock picking acumen, and to thank him for the tip, although he had not directly recommended Paley to anyone.  Bennett had spread the word throughout the office, using Jeri’s name and Revell’s reputation to prove what a great idea it was.  Enough brokers were desperate for business in a bad market that a substantial position had been accumulated in the office in a relatively short amount of time.  Although the gain on most of the trades was not huge, the commissions generated would help salvage many a broker’s month.

Deegan, however, was in no mood to bask in the glory of the moment.  Apart from a few calls to key clients to inform them of the news, Deegan squandered the afternoon.  Under normal circumstances, he would have pounded the phone, selling the Paley shares and using the proceeds to buy another stock.  It should have been a huge day, one of the biggest of his career, with thousands of dollars in commissions.  Instead, he just sat there.

*****************

“What’s wrong, Jeri?”

Jeri closed the door and sat down in the chair next to Keith Thurgood’s desk.  She hesitated, unsure of where or how to begin.

“Jeri, talk to me.  What’s the matter?”

“I’m beginning to think you were right, that working for Revell was a mistake.”  She explained her concerns about the Paley buyout, her conversation with Pratt, the call from Tuttle.  Thurgood took it all in, said little, and when she finished he just shook his head.

“This doesn’t surprise me, I’m sorry to say.  It’s right in character for that son of a bitch.”

Jeri leaned forward.  “What went on between you two?  What happened when you were at Parker Griffith together?”

Thurgood leaned back in his seat and steepled his fingers as he contemplated her question.  The phone rang, but he didn’t budge.  Finally he took off his glasses and carefully placed them on the desk, as if he was afraid they would break if he moved too quickly.

“Revell started with Parker in the late sixties, fresh from the Navy.  The country was a mess, riots in the streets, assassinations, Viet Nam, but on Wall Street, everybody was fat and cocky.  We were in the midst of a rip-roaring bull market, and the feeling was it would never end.  Revell came in anxious for his piece of the dream, but the dream was about to turn into a nightmare.  He spent the first year getting his head beat in, just like the rest of us.

“At first, I liked him.  He seemed like a good guy, just back from the war, and all.  I thought he had potential, so I took him under my wing, so to speak.  We started working together, and for a while, it was okay.  We weren’t setting the world on fire, but we were holding our own.

“Toward the end of the bear market, he decided he needed a different kind of help in his career, so he started courting the daughter of one of the top executives at one of the biggest banks in town.  Nice girl, young widow with a ten year old daughter.  Revell was younger than Caroline, a dashing ex-Navy pilot, good-looking and full of himself, and he just swept her off her feet.  Her father, too.  Once Revell became a member of the family and our business really took off as his new father-in-law introduced him to all the right people.  Everything looked great, an all-American story.”

Thurgood stood up and walked to the window.  He adjusted the blinds to shut out the afternoon sun.

“I watched all of this happen over at the old office just off of Larimer Square.  As the referrals from his father-in-law started pouring in, Revell became the office golden boy.  Arnold Downs, the manager at the time, began treating him like he walked on water, and even old man Griffith, the managing partner for the firm, gushed over Revell when he came to town.  Charlie just lapped it up.  Even though I was benefiting from his good fortune, I found it the whole thing distasteful.  But I also knew that that’s the way the business works.”

Thurgood folded his arms across his chest.  “Then it got worse.  First, he started fooling around with our secretary.  I put a stop to that, but he just went elsewhere.  He started running around with the offspring of the blue-blood crowd, the trust-fund babies that had too much money and too much time on their hands.  Sex, drugs, and rock and roll.  It was not a pretty picture.

“And I saw how he treated Caroline, his wife, and it was worse than reprehensible.  He didn’t beat her or anything physically damaging, but the way he talked to her, like she was worthless.  Which was the furthest thing from the truth.  Mary and I got to know her at office functions, and she was a nice lady – well-educated and polished, just reserved.”

Thurgood sat down at his desk and fiddled with the quote machine.  “Anyway, it’s an old story, the guy’s a louse, cheating on his wife and treating her like crap, we’ve all seen it.  The thing that got me about Charlie, was a conversation I had with Caroline at some function she came to alone.  We were standing around eating finger sandwiches and drinking cocktails, and she tells me about how her Charlie had changed since they got married.  She used to be very close to her father, her mother having died when she was a young girl, and now her father was focused on Charlie.  Her father and Charlie damn near ignored them both.  And she knew exactly what was going on, how Charlie was using her and her father to advance his career, but she couldn’t make the old man see it.  He was completely taken in by Charlie’s line of bull, ‘the son I never had’ type of crap, and his daughter and granddaughter faded from his consciousness.  Caroline started crying, right there in the middle of all these people.  She broke down completely, couldn’t stop.  It was the saddest thing I’d ever seen.”

Thurgood leaned forward and looked at Jeri.  “The final straw came when Charlie took her father helicopter skiing.  The old man was an expert skier, one of the originals up in Aspen from the Tenth Mountain Division, so he could hold his own.  But when the group got chased by an avalanche, the old man didn’t make it. Caroline blamed Charlie for killing her father, and she took the daughter and moved away.  I never saw her again.”

“Is that when you broke up the partnership?”

“That came a few months later.  But that was the beginning of the end for Charlie and me.”

Jeri looked at the window.  Light streamed through the cracks in the slats of the blinds.  “Well, I’m not defending what he did, but lots of people have been bad partners, ignored their spouses.  That doesn’t make them dishonest.”

Thurgood gave her a look.  “That may be so, but I think it shows better than anything what kind of man your dealing with.  He used her, the woman who bore his child and helped launch his career, and he treated her like dirt.  He’s a despicable human being.”

Jeri slumped in her chair, even more depressed than when she arrived.  They sat in silence for several minutes.  Thurgood was looking at his quote machine when he sat up a bit and typed in a command.

“Here’s an interesting little tidbit.  Mor-Research just issued a press release that says the private company they’re buying has a revolutionary new software program that will speed up the flow of information on networks using Mor-Research switches.  The stock is up six points to forty seven in Instanet trading.”

**************

“Got a minute?”

Deegan’s stomach turned over as Terry Hermann stepped into his office without waiting for a reply.  In addition to his role as the Denver branch manager, Hermann was also the local compliance officer.  In that role, it was his job to make sure the brokers followed all the rules.  With the news on Mor-Research and the Paley buyout, and in light of Jeri’s concerns, the last thing Deegan needed was a visit from the compliance police.

“You got some good news today, didn’t you?” Hermann began.  “Well, I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news for you.  I got a call from Sal Cobuto, the head of the compliance department in New York, this morning.  He expressed some concern over the fact that you’ve been accumulating substantial positions in two stocks that Charlie Revell has filed with the SEC as a substantial holder.  He expressed the hope that you were not using Revell’s name in soliciting orders for the stocks from your other clients, given that you have an account with Mr. Revell.”

“No, I haven’t.”

Hermann allowed a pinched smile to reach his mouth.  “I assured him of that.  However, given today’s news, I’m certain we’ll be hearing from Sal again.  I expect we’ll also be hearing from the New York Stock Exchange concerning your, shall we say, fortuitous timing on accumulating substantial positions in both Mor-Research and Paley Systemware right before today’s favorable events.”  Hermann arched an eyebrow.

Deegan fought to retain his composure.  “Implying what?  That I had some inside information on these deals?”

“The exchange is going to want to know what you knew, when you knew it, how you found out, and whether you used that information in soliciting orders.  I hope, for all our sakes, you’re squeaky clean on this, Mike, because if you’re not, you’re going to get hurt.  Bad.”

“I didn’t know anything about these announcements before they hit the screen today.”

“Well, I hope that’s the case, and I hope we can prove it.  My guess is the regulators will be going after Revell again on these trades, and if there’s any hint of impropriety on his part, they’ll come after you, too.” Hermann paused.  “It might be time to talk to a good securities lawyer, Mike.”

Deegan reeled.  “You mean the firm won’t stand behind me on this?”

“We will, for the time being at least.  But it may be that our interests will diverge from yours at some point.  I’m giving this advice as a friend, Mike, not as an officer of Parker Griffith.  You could be in some serious trouble here.  You had better start protecting yourself.”

Deegan’s phone rang as Hermann left his office.  He answered it as an unconscious reflex, an escape from the reality of the moment.

“Deegan, this is Charlie Revell.  When the market opens in the morning, I want you to sell all of the shares in my account of Mor-Research, and sell another three-hundred thousand shares short, at the market.”

The phone went dead.


Chapter 23

“Ted Barinsky?”  The voice was not familiar.

“Yes?”

“This is Bill Smith.”

Barinsky had just settled in at his roll-top desk in the study.  Alice was busy in the kitchen with the dishes from their late dinner.  It had been a long day – he had several reports to read before turning in, and he was in no mood for guessing games.

“Do I know you?” he asked, annoyed.

“No, but I believe my name came up this morning.”

Suddenly, the name rang a bell.  A representative of the New York Stock Exchange had traveled to Denver on short notice to inform the managers at Mor-Research of an investigation initiated by the exchange. Unusual trading in Mor-Research options just prior to the release of the second quarter earnings had caught the attention of regulators, and one of them sat in front of Morgan and Barinsky.

The regulator, a tall fellow named Richel, spoke in a flat monotone.  “We noticed a sharp increase in trading volume of options for your company’s stock two hours before Monday’s earnings announcement.  Three hundred deep out-of-the-money call options contracts were purchased by one individual in a market that usually sees less than twenty contracts trade in a week.”  Richel sat on the edge of the chair in Morgan’s office, his battered briefcase open in his lap as he paged through a sheaf of computer print-outs.  Morgan was clearly uninterested, but Barinsky listened with a growing sense of unease.

Richel continued.  “The order was placed through an account at Elec-Trade, one of the Internet-based brokerages, in the name of a Bill Smith.  The account was opened electronically and we have been unable to trace the owner.  It appears a fake social security number and address were used in establishing the account, which we have frozen.”  The bureaucrat flipped through several more pages of information.  “However, before we discovered the first trade, the first batch of calls were sold and second purchase of options was made, an hour before the new switching program developed by Paradise Solutions was announced.”

Morgan interrupted.  “What has this options trading got to do with us, with the company?”

Richel looked up from his papers.  “The timing of these purchases, and the magnitude of the profits involved, indicate insider trading.  We will be investigating all possible sources of the information, and would appreciate your cooperation in the matter.”

Barinsky spoke.  “What kind of profits are you talking about.”

Richel rustled through the sheets.  “Off of an initial deposit to the account of five thousand dollars, the net profit on the two trades is in excess of half a million dollars.”

“Mr. Barinsky?”

The voice jerked him back to the present.  “You’re the options trader?”

“In a way.”

“Where are you?”  Barinsky’s mind raced.  “What do you want?  I think the regulators would like to talk with you.”

“I’m sure that’s true.  I don’t think you are going to like what I have to tell them.”

Sweat beaded on Barinsky’s forehead.  “What do you mean?”

“Shannon O’Hara is a very good friend of mine.  She was very helpful in executing those trades.”

Adrenaline flooded Barinsky’s blood stream at the mention of Shannon’s name.  “You’re not going to get the money, the account has been frozen.”

“The money in the account is irrelevant.  In fact, if asked to testify, Shannon will admit to setting up the account herself, at the direction of, and for the benefit of someone else entirely.”

“Who.”

“You.”

Barinsky leaned forward in his chair, almost rising, balanced on the balls of his feet.  The room, the house, the physical world had disappeared from his consciousness.  Only the voice on the other end of this call existed.  His mind started spinning implications into the black void of panic.  Suddenly, the door to his study cracked opened.

“Everything okay?” Alice asked as she leaned into the room.

Barinsky fought for some degree of control.  “Fine,” was all he could manage as he covered the mouthpiece of the phone.  Alice backed out slowly, a concerned look on her face.

“Are you still with me, Ted?” the voice was asking.

“What is it you want?” he said quietly.

“That’s very good, Ted, no protests.  I’m impressed, I really am.  But just in case some doubts develop, let me assure you that you will be implicated by Ms. O’Hara, in all aspects of your relations with her.”  The voice in the ether emphasized the word “relations” just enough to make Barinsky wince.

“What is it you want?”

“The market has fallen in love with Mor-Research in the last few days, as a direct result of the great earnings your reported and the merger with Paradise Solutions.  It’s our understanding that you personally have been an important factor in the merger, perhaps crucial.  We would prefer that the merger not take place.  You will resign as Chief Financial Officer of Mor-Research and you will advise Paradise Solutions to terminate their agreement, citing your resignation as a mitigating factor.”

Barinsky fell back into the seat, a cold steel spike in his gut.  “You’re out of your mind.”  Anger welled inside him.

“We expect to see the announcement on Monday, before noon.”

“Who are you, goddammit, and why are you doing this?”

“Good night, Ted.”  The line clicked and went dead.

**************

Ollie Stolpman drove just a little over the speed limit in his beige Saab, which was out of character, but he let his exhilaration get the better of him.  The ME-1000 project had kept him late at work again, which was nothing new, but it didn’t seem to matter as much as it should.  His nerves being what they were, he was glad for the delay.  It wasn’t every day that a man decides to ask a woman to marry him.

The headlights from his car pierced the darkness that blanketed the road, which was deserted and devoid of street lights.  She’s probably asleep, he thought, but she won’t mind being awakened for this.  He smiled at the brash assumption.  This is the difference a woman can make, he thought – the right women.  She can change a man, make him better, stronger.  He had had no idea.  The hole in his life seemed so glaring in retrospect, but he hadn’t realized just how barren life had been just a few weeks ago.  It was time to change that permanently.

He turned onto the side street that led to her small house, and his heart raced at the thought of her reaction.  Marriage may be a dying institution, but it sure makes me feel alive, he marveled.  Grinning nervously, he pulled into the driveway of the bungalow in the neat little neighborhood where she slept, the house dark, the street quiet.  He hopped out of the car and nearly ran up the walk to the front door.  He tapped gently at first, then harder.  No response.

He reconsidered his plan; it was late, maybe this was best left for morning.  But he was here, and given the circumstances, sleep would be impossible if he put it off until morning.  He pounded on the door.  He rang the bell.  Again.  He stepped back from the door and looked up, surveying the house in its entirety, for no useful reason.  He banged again.  The house remained dark.

He stepped off the small cement stoop and looked at the picture window to his left.  As he made his way through the thicket of bushes toward the window, light came on at the next house.  He cupped his hands around his eyes to keep out the street light, to peer into the darkness within the house.  Slowly, as his eyes adjusted, he saw.  The place was stripped bare, down to the carpet.

“She’s gone,” a voice called out from the neighboring yard.

He looked over at the neighbor, an old woman.  He tried to respond, but the sound caught in his throat.  He felt the ground shift slightly under his feet.

“The rental company picked up the furniture this morning.”  There was a touch of glee in the old woman’s voice.  “Haven’t seen her since yesterday, when the cab picked her up, with her suitcases.”  Her mission accomplished, the entertainment for the evening complete, she withdrew back into her house, shaking her head.

Ollie Stolpman stood there for a few seconds, taking it all in.  Then he sat down of the edge of the concrete slab by the front door, in the darkness.

***************

Barinsky dialed the hotel.  He knew it was futile, but he dialed anyway, unable to stop.  He had not spoken to Shannon since the weekend in San Diego, and he was certain she was gone.  The hotel quickly confirmed his suspicions; she had checked out yesterday.  He put the phone back in its cradle.

The emotions washed over him in waves.  Desperation gave way to disgust, which yielded to anger and finally despair.  A life’s work undone in a month.  He saw little hope of salvaging his career if he followed the extortionist's orders – his marriage would be destroyed if he did not.  Confessing to Alice and then fighting the blackmailers seemed futile as well, for he had indeed divulged forbidden information to Shannon.                       

That course led to pain and ruin.

The ticking of the clock on the bookshelf assailed his ears.  His head pounded, and his clothes were damp with sweat.  Suddenly, he realized he was exhausted.  For the first time in years, he slipped into a fitful sleep as he sat at his desk.

She walked into the house expecting it to be empty.  As things progressed they saw less and less of each other.  She had begun to wonder…

The first thing she saw was the barrel of the gun.  She considered it with an odd detachment, more surprised at her lack of fear than the fact that her life was being threatened with her own gun.

“You’ve been lying to me Carol.  Why did you lie to me?  You know how I hate that.”

She said nothing.  She didn’t move.  She stared at the cold black void in the muzzle.

“You told me it was Revell that brought Jeri Jameson into the investigation.  You told me you were out of the loop.”

The black emptiness of the cold interior of the barrel of her own pistol.  How many times had she stared at it in the stark privacy of her bedroom?  How many times?

“You brought Jameson in.  You pointed her to Pratt.”

“Who?”

“Don’t give me that crap.  You wanted this to blow up.  You wanted me to get caught, after the murder.  Then you could take over Black Canyon, right?  That was the plan, wasn’t it Carol.”

How many times?  Each time a failure.  No courage to follow through. No courage.

“Do you know how many people get shot with their own gun?  It’s a goddamn cliché with the cops.  They don’t even bother with an investigation.  They see a broken lock, a forced window screen, it’s an open and shut case.  A burglary gone bad.  No chance of finding the murderer.”

No courage.


Chapter 24

After the market opened Thursday morning, Jeri was watching the action in Mor-Research stock when Al Brolin called out to her from his trading station.  She heard a hint of urgency in his voice, so she dropped the research report she should have been reading and hurried from her office to his desk.

“We just reversed our position on Mor,” he said quietly.  He spoke without looking up at Jeri, as his eyes darted from the screen to the other traders in the bullpen.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, we just sold out the entire long position and began shorting,” he said with some impatience.

“We’re shorting Mor-Research?”

“That’s what I said.”  He gave her a side-long glance.  She could not tell if he was exasperated with her lack of comprehension or with the change in strategy.  He resumed barking orders into the small microphone on his headset.

Jeri rushed back into her office, closed the door and dialed Deegan’s number.  His secretary answered, saying he was on the other line and promising to have Deegan return the call.  She strode down the corridor to see Clay Mathis and found him talking to Phil Groda.

“Are either of you aware of any material change in the fundamentals of Mor-Research?” she said.  She tried to control the anger in her voice, but she was not quite successful.  The two men stared at her for a moment.

“I’m not aware of any changes.” Mathis said, then he looked at Groda.  “Phil?”

Groda shrugged.  “Nothing since the merger was announced, which the market seems to like just fine.  Why?”

Jeri hesitated, but she saw no reason to hold back.  “We just sold out our entire position, and now we’re shorting it.”

Mathis whistled softly.  Groda looked puzzled as he turned first to Mathis and then back to Jeri.  “That doesn’t make any sense, does it?”

“Not to me,” she said, then she walked back to her office.  The phone rang as she closed the door.  It was Deegan.

“Revell just sold out the position and started shorting,” she said with contempt.

“Yeah, I figured that’s why you called.”

“What do you mean?”

“He sold out his position with me as well.  He called me yesterday, after the close.”

“What?  Why didn’t you tell me!”

“I was going to, I just…”

Jeri was seething.  “What the hell, Mike?  I can’t believe it just slipped your mind.”

“Look, I screwed up, okay?  I should have told you.  I guess I figured you’d find out at the office.”

“Goddammit, Mike.” She slammed the phone down, furious.  She stormed around the small office, searching for something to throw.  The phone rang.

“What?” she said curtly.

“Jeri?”  The voice was not Deegan’s.

“Yes?”

“This is Ted Barinsky.  Did I call at a bad time?”

Jeri tried to recover, and her heart sank at the thought of talking to Barinsky.  “I’m sorry I was so abrupt, Ted, I was expecting someone else.”  By reflex, she looked at the quote machine to check the price of Mor-Research.  The stock was up two points for the day.

“I was wondering if we could get together later today.  I need to talk to you about something.”

Is it my imagination, she thought, or does he sound even worse than me?  “Why put it off, Ted?  Meet me in the Ship’s Tavern at the Brown Palace in half an hour.”

*************

Jeri had not seen Barinsky in over a year, but it appeared to her that he had aged considerably.  He glanced about nervously as he made his way to the table in the back of the nearly empty Ship’s Tavern, a dark, wood-paneled room that looked and felt more like a men’s’ club than a saloon in Denver’s oldest and most famous hotel.  Jeri rose to greet him as he approached the table, but he did not extend his hand.

“What the hell is going on at that place you work at?” he said.

“Pardon?”

“What are you people trying to do to me?”

“Ted, sit down and tell me what you’re talking about.”

“Mike Deegan told me this morning that your employer is shorting Mor-Research stock.”

“He did?” Jeri sat down hard in her chair.

“Are you denying it?” Barinsky remained standing.  The only other patrons in the tavern at mid-morning were staring at them.

Jeri studied Barinsky for a few seconds.  “No, Ted, I’m not denying it.  Please sit down.”

Barinsky hesitated, then he pulled a chair back from the thick wooden table and sat in it.

“Ted, what’s this about?”

The tension in Barinsky’s face eased slightly as he explained.  “Last night I got a phone call from someone I don’t know, threatening me with blackmail, telling me to resign from Mor-Research and to disrupt the merger we just announced with Paradise Solutions.  Since the obvious intent of the blackmail is to force down the price of the stock, I called Mike to ask if it was possible to find out who has been shorting the stock.  He informs me he just executed a sizable short sale for Charlie Revell.”

Jeri fought to keep her composure as she grasped the implications of Barinsky’s story.  “What are they using to blackmail you, Ted?”

Barinsky hesitated.  “I’d rather not say, especially to one of Revell’s employees.”

“Look, Ted, I had no knowledge of this.  If Revell is the one who is blackmailing you, I wasn’t aware of it until this moment, and it’s not something I want any part of.  But how can you be sure Revell is the blackmailer?  There must be thousands of people who have sold Mor-Research short.”

Barinsky remained quiet for a few seconds.  “I received the call last night, and Deegan said the order from Revell was given yesterday.  That seems to me to be too much of a coincidence.”

Jeri remained silent.  She was not yet willing to admit the suspicions she had been harboring about her employer, not to Barinsky, although the thought tore at her conscience.  She liked Barinsky – she had liked him since the day she met him after he came to Mor-Research.  Although he had not been a client for very long before she left Parker Griffith, she respected his integrity and admired his courage in signing on with the fledgling firm.  She felt a strong desire to help him, but was unsure how to go about it.

“Why did you call me, Ted?”

“I tried calling Revell, he’s either away or he won’t take my calls.  And given the shenanigans that you pulled last week with Spencer, I figured you knew what Revell might be up to.”  Barinsky kept his eyes riveted on her.

“Ted, I didn’t have any ulterior motives when I called Spencer, I was just looking for information about the switch.  Our recommendation to Revell was to buy Mor-Research stock.”

“Then why did Deegan tell me Revell is short?”

“He reversed his position.  The fund was long, but we sold out this morning.”

“Like I said, it’s too much of a coincidence.”

Jeri leaned toward him.  “I may be able to arrange a meeting, if that’s what you want.  But you have to understand, if you go to Revell with knowledge of the short position, you’ll put Mike in a very awkward situation.  He gave you confidential information, and if Revell has nothing to do with the blackmail, he might go after Mike.”

Barinsky seemed to soften a bit.  “I’m not looking to hang Mike out to dry, but I’m sure Revell is behind this.”

“Revell filed with the SEC as a substantial holder of Mor stock, through the fund.  If the fund is short now, he’ll have to report the sale of the original stake.  Then you could confront him.”

Barinsky shook his head.  “I don’t have time.  They want me to resign and scuttle the merger by Monday.”

“Maybe I missed something.  Why is the merger so crucial to Mor-Research?  I thought you guys were doing great on your own.”

Barinsky hesitated again.  “In yesterday’s press release, we announced a new process of conveying information along a network that Paradise has been working on.  I think the market is banking on the future success of this process in valuing the stock.”

“But if the merger was called off, the stock wouldn’t pull back that much.  Not enough to commit blackmail.”

He looked away from her to the window, and he squinted at the brightness of the translucent pane.  Jeri sensed his discomfort – clearly he was holding back some important information.

“It’s the new switch, isn’t it?” she said quietly.

Barinsky looked down at the table, then at her, square in the eyes.  “Yes, it is.  Without this merger, the switch doesn’t work, or it’s delayed and we’re screwed.  Mor-Research needs Paradise a lot more than they need us.”

“But what have you got to do with it?  I assume the owners of Paradise are getting a boatload of Mor-Research stock for their troubles.  How can you cancel the deal?”

Barinsky explained the dynamics of the merger to Jeri, how Paradise picked Mor-Research because of Mimi Glickman’s respect for Barinsky.  She remained skeptical.

“So she looked at Mor-Research first because of you, and she liked what she saw, so they didn’t look further.  But they must have liked other things at Mor besides you.  I can’t believe they would kill the deal because you resigned.”

Barinsky shook his head, looking weary and defeated.  “I’m supposed to convince them the deal is no good.  If the merger isn’t canceled, the blackmailers come after me anyway, whether I’ve resigned or not.”

“Can you talk Paradise out of the merger?”

He shrugged.  “I honestly don’t know.  I haven’t talked to them since I got the ultimatum.”

Jeri put her hand on Barinsky’s and peered into his eyes.  “Ted, I know this is hard for you to believe, given how you feel about Revell, but I’m on your side in this.  If he’s responsible for the blackmail, then I want him stopped. But you have to trust me.  I need to know how they are blackmailing you.”

Barinsky stared back at her for a few seconds.  He abruptly pulled his hand from hers.  “No,” he said at last, and he got up and left.


Chapter 25

Barinsky sat alone in his study, the door locked.  He stared at the gun in his hand, felt the weight of it.  The gun seemed so much heavier than he remembered.  The cool metal caught the light from his reading lamp and muted it, absorbed it almost, as if converting the energy into additional mass.  He kept the ammunition in the original box, which was now faded and dog-eared with the decades.  The box was still full – in all the years he owned the weapon, he had never fired it.

He had bought the .25 caliber pistol 25 years ago, when they lived in the South and he felt a need for protection.  He knew when he bought it that it was too small, but he rationalized that Alice couldn’t have handled anything larger.  Of course, Alice would have nothing to do with it.  Why he kept it all these years, he could never explain – not to Alice, not to himself.  Whenever they moved, he boxed it up with his books, hidden from the movers, hidden from the world.  He pulled it out on occasion, cleaned it, oiled it, never giving it much thought, but he had never contemplated getting rid of it.

He opened the box of shells and shook out a handful, letting them clatter directly onto the dark mahogany desktop.  Do bullets get stale?  He popped open the cylinder.  He slid a single round into a chamber and with a flick of his wrist, as he had seen a thousand Hollywood cops and crooks do over the years, he snapped the gun shut.  He spun the cylinder.

His thoughts migrated back to the meeting with Jeri this morning.  Was that just this morning?  It seemed so much longer.  She had said so little, but had communicated everything, all he needed to know.  The whole setup was pretty clear to him now – Revell hiring Jeri after the IPO, the escapade with Shannon.  He cursed his dumb luck to get involved with Mor-Research in the first place.  If he had turned down the offer, somebody else would be sitting here tonight, wrestling with the . . . what?  Stupidity?  Gullibility?  Greed?  All of the above, perhaps.  Well, let’s get on with it.

He stood up and snapped open the cylinder again, and quickly loaded five more rounds into the chambers.  He put on the jacket he had earlier pulled from the closet, the one with the deep pockets, and stuffed the gun into the right one.  As he left the study, he clicked off the light switch and closed the door behind him.

He left the house quietly and got into the Lincoln, which he had parked in the driveway.  He was not in the habit of leaving the house without informing Alice of his intentions, but he did not want to confront her tonight.  She could read him too well and he knew he was not very effective at hiding his moods from her.  Besides, one confrontation tonight was plenty.

After his meeting with Jeri, he had spent the remainder of the day finding an address in town for Revell.  It had not been easy.  Hours of wandering through the real estate records and tax documents at the county had finally paid off for him, and it was a surprisingly short drive from Barinsky’s house to Revell’s.  The streets were still crowded as he made his way through the night.  He drove slowly.  He had not fully considered what he would say when he faced Revell, but he knew he had to face him.

As he turned onto the road that led to Revell’s house, Barinsky felt the gun shift in his pocket.  He began to have second thoughts, not about coming or bringing the weapon, but about loading it.  Although he had not clearly defined his method, he was resolved as to his purpose.  He was here to talk with Revell, reason with him perhaps, scare him if necessary, but he was not here to shoot him.  He had no intention of firing the gun, so why load it?  Maybe it would be best to leave the bullets in the car.

He drove through the gates with Revell’s house number discreetly displayed on a plain wooden post.  The dark asphalt driveway stretched into an open field that seemed empty and barren in the darkness.  He considered switching off his headlights, then chided himself for being overly dramatic.  The driveway rose slightly and veered to the left; still no signs of a house or even of civilization, just open prairie.  As his car crested the hill, the house came into view, down in a slight draw, near what appeared to be a dry creek.  As the headlights from the Lincoln illuminated the scene, Barinsky saw a sprawling ranch-style hacienda, with adobe walls and a red tiled roof.  A small light stood near the entrance, fronted by a huge patio of red brick and potted flowers, and surrounded by a low adobe wall.  Near the patio, the driveway ended in front of a garage with two double-wide doors.  Around the back of the house, Barinsky caught a glimpse of a large swimming pool, glowing with underwater lights, surrounded by another expanse of brick and foliage.

Barinsky coasted down the sloping drive and eased the big car to a stop under the light by the front patio.  He switched off the headlights and the ignition and pulled the gun from his pocket.  He was about to unload the chambers when a quote from the old comic strip, Pogo, came to mind.  “The most dangerous thing in the world is an unloaded gun,” he said out loud with a grim smile.  He put the loaded gun back in his pocket and got out of the car.

He walked past the potted geraniums and stands of cacti to the front door and rang the bell.  After a while, the door opened, and Barinsky faced a man he judged to be about his own age.  Revell was shorter and heavier but in better shape, dressed in a plain white shirt and expensive slacks, and carrying a half-finished drink.

“Yes?” Even with just one word, Barinsky knew immediately that this was not the voice on the phone, this was not “Bill Smith.”

“Charlie Revell?”  Barinsky stood straight, formal, hands at his sides, the gun weighing heavily in his jacket pocket.

“Yes?”

“My name is Barinsky, Ted Barinsky.  Mind if we talk?”

Barinsky saw a faint trace of recognition cross Revell’s face, quickly extinguished.  “Have we met?”  Revell made no move to invite Barinsky inside.

“No, we haven’t.  I’m the chief financial officer for Mor-Research.  Do you mind if I come in?”  Barinsky moved toward the door, but Revell held his ground.

“It’s quite late, I think you should call my office and make an appointment,” he said as he started to close the door.

Barinsky stopped the door with his left hand.  “I have left several messages with your secretary, and this is a matter of some urgency.  I won’t take too much of your time.”  He pushed the door open and walked into the house.

“Then, by all means, do come in,” Revell said with some sarcasm, a beat too late.   He made no move to venture further into the house, as if to indicate the meeting would take place in the entryway.

Barinsky looked around, taking his time.  The hacienda motif carried into the interior of the house, the walls covered with a cream-colored stucco finish that gave the place an informal ambiance.  The cobalt tile on the floor led directly to a huge room in the middle of the house, with a high ceiling and a full glass wall at the back, overlooking the pool.  Palm trees stood at the back corners of the room, in contrast to the expensive, minimalist furniture that formed an island in the center.  A grand piano looked lost near the wall to their left, while the opposite expanse was lined with three exquisite crystal sculptures, sitting on pedestals that matched the deep hue of the tile on which they stood.

“Do you mind if we sit down?  It’s been a long day.”  Barinsky started toward the great sun room.

Revell did not move.  “Actually, I do mind.  I was just about to turn it for the evening, so state your business.”  He remained standing in the entryway.

Barinsky turned to face him.  “All right, I’ll get right to the point.  Why are you blackmailing me?”  Barinsky put his hand into his pocket and grasped the gun.

Revell remained stone-faced.  “What are you talking about?  I don’t even know you.”

“Someone has threatened me in an effort to get me to resign from Mor-Research and to cancel the merger we just announced, apparently in an effort to make money shorting our stock.  Today I learned that you are shorting Mor stock.  I’m here to tell you it won’t work, I won’t resign, but I’ll shoot you if you persist in threatening me and my family.”  Barinsky pulled the gun from his pocket and aimed it squarely at Revell.

Revell looked at the weapon but he remained calm, almost detached.  “What makes you think I’m the one who is blackmailing you.  There must be hundreds of shorts on your company’s stock, it could be any one of them.”  Revell took a cautious step toward Barinsky.

Barinsky felt his conviction faltering.  All at once, his conversation with Jeri seemed irrelevant; what had once seemed so clear was now murky.  He saw Revell glance to the side, and although he kept the gun pointed at Revell, Barinsky turned his head. They were just a few feet apart.

He saw her.  She stood at the end of the hall.  Shannon.

“Ted?”

Revell lunged at Barinsky, grabbing his wrist with two hands.  The gun swung toward Shannon as it fired.  The two men tumbled into the sun room. Revell landed on top and pinned Barinsky’s right arm to the floor. As Barinsky struggled to free himself, a searing pain erupted in his groin as Revell kneed him.  Revell quickly kneeled on Barinsky’s shoulder.  Barinsky felt the will to resist drain out of him, unable to recover from the initial shock and he realized he had lost.  As Revell pressed down on his shoulder and twisted his arm, Barinsky released the gun.  Revell grabbed it and stood over him, the weapon leveled at Barinsky’s head.

Barinsky watched as Revell stepped back and peered around the corner, down the hall to where Shannon had been standing.  Revell said nothing as he turned back to Barinsky, and motioned with the gun for him to get up from the floor.  Barinsky groaned as he hoisted himself to his feet, the pain in his shoulder only a bit less intense than the ache below his belt.  He just completed the journey from the floor to the sofa when Shannon came around the corner.  She was wrapped in an ivory brocade bathrobe and seemed unruffled by the altercation she had just witnessed, to say nothing of the bullet that had been shot in her direction.

“I told you to stay in the bedroom,” Revell said to her with barely contained anger.

“What’s the difference?” she said offhandedly.

“Call the police.”  Revell still had the gun aimed at Barinsky’s head.

“Do you think that’s wise?”  Shannon stared at Barinsky as she conversed with Revell.  Barinsky could discern no emotion in her voice or expression.  He knew, however, his own demeanor exhibited pure rage.

“What do you suggest?” Revell asked her.  “Just let him go?”

“No, but I think you should make the call to the police.  That way, they don’t have to know I was here.”  She took the gun from Revell and kept it aimed at Barinsky.  Revell walked down the hall toward the bedroom.

As Barinsky fought to control his fury, Shannon smiled at him.

“It’s nothing personal, you know.  Strictly business.”  She walked over and stood next to him, and pressed the gun to his temple.  “Charlie,” she called out in the direction of the bedroom, “on second thought, don’t bother with the police.”  She turned back to Barinsky.  “Sorry,” she said to him, and she pulled the trigger.


Chapter 26

Jeri tried to focus on the semiconductor manufacturing equipment industry, the subject of the weekly staff meeting, but her thoughts wandered.  As the team discussed equipment order rates and projected cash flows, she could not get Ted Barinsky, or the look on his face just before he left her at the Ship’s Tavern, out of her mind.

“Jeri, are you getting anywhere with the receivables analysis?” Amsler said with a slight tone of annoyance.

“Yes, sorry.”  She pulled out a spreadsheet printout and talked about the summary information.  As the meeting came to a close, Amsler asked Jeri to stay behind.  He closed the door to his office after the last of the other team members had left.

“You seemed preoccupied today.  Anything I can help you with?”

Jeri frowned.  “I’ve been meaning to ask you about the sudden change in our position on Mor-Research.  I realize the stock is up a lot from where we originally recommended it, but shorting it seems reckless.”

“Buy on the rumor, sell on the news.  Isn’t that one of the street’s favorite clichés?”

“But what’s changed, other than the price of the stock?  The market seems to love this merger they just announced, and that great earnings report is barely a week old.  I don’t get it.”

Amsler shifted in his seat.  “Mr. Revell is out of the country for a few days.  I’m sure he’ll be glad to explain his thinking to you when he gets back.”  He looked down at the single sheet of paper on his desk and picked up a pencil.

Jeri hesitated as she realized that Amsler wanted to end the discussion.  She contemplated mentioning her conversation with Barinsky, but her concern about the entire Black Canyon organization kept her from bringing it up, even with Amlser.  She moved toward the door.

“Jeri, wait.”  She turned back to Amsler, who was looking at her intensely.  “There’s something else, isn’t there?”

“No, nothing else,” she said with little conviction.  She lingered at the door.

Amsler put down the pencil and leaned back in his chair.  He studied her for a few seconds.  “You know, when Mr. Revell first hired you, I wasn’t convinced you were the right person for the job.  We had several other candidates that had better qualifications, more directly relevant experience.  But he saw something in you, something I didn’t see at first.  In the year we’ve worked together, it’s become evident to me that Mr. Revell was right.  You’re intelligent, thorough, and you have excellent investigative instincts, something I’m familiar with.”

Amsler got up from his chair and walked to the door.  “You’re a great addition to the organization, and you have a bright future ahead of you.  Don’t let yourself get distracted.”  He opened the door for Jeri.

Jeri mumbled her appreciation for this unexpected support and headed back to her office.  As she neared the trading floor, she became aware of a heightened intensity among the traders.  Walking toward Jimmy Brolin, she caught his eye and he waved her over to his desk.

“Mor-Research stopped trading a few seconds ago for a news announcement.”

“What now?”  Jeri felt a twinge of anxiety as she leaned over his shoulder to watch for the news release.

“Nothing yet.  If it’s merger related, it could take a while for them to reopen it.”

As they stared at the screen, Jeri noticed Pete Marchant stand and turn toward them.  “Mor’s CFO is dead.  It’s on the cable right now.”

Jeri’s knees wobbled as Brolin switched on the feed from CNBC – one of the anchormen from the financial cable outlet was speaking in somber tones.  “The Denver police spokesman has confirmed that Theodore Barinsky, Chief Financial Officer of Mor-Research, the high-flying networking company, was found in his car behind the company’s headquarters, dead of an apparently self-inflicted gunshot wound.  A spokesperson for the company read a statement saying there will be a press conference at noon eastern, at which the president of Mor-Research, Derek Morgan will speak to the press.  No other information is available at this time.  The stock was halted a few minutes ago at forty three dollars a share, down one and an eighth on the day…”

Jeri ran to her office and dialed Deegan.  “I just heard,” he said immediately.  “I can’t believe it.  It doesn’t make any sense at all.”

“Yes, it does, Mike.”  She related her meeting with Barinsky to Deegan.  “He was upset, and now I can see just how upset he was.”

“Have you told anyone about your conversation with him?”

“I wish I had.  I should have called Alice or Derek or somebody.  He’s dead, Mike, I can’t believe he’s dead.”  She spoke with force but without tears.  She felt more anger than guilt, although both emotions weighed on her.  The sight of Barinsky’s anguished face burned into her memory even more brightly than before.

“You should go to the cops now,” Deegan said.  “They should be told about the blackmail.  Maybe they can find out who’s behind it and pin a murder charge on the bastards as well.”

Jeri sagged as she considered the implications of the suicide.  “I may be one of those bastards.”

“What are you talking about?  You had nothing to do with this.  If Revell was the blackmailer, you’re not a part of it.”

“Not knowingly, but if I hadn’t taken this job with the fund, do you really think Barinsky would be dead?  I think maybe I was hired specifically because of the contacts I had at Mor-Research.  Revell used me to get to Ted.  He used you, too.”

Deegan was silent for several seconds.  “We don’t even know if Revell was the blackmailer.  Maybe he’s not involved.”

“Oh, come on, Mike.  This is just too damn coincidental.  I think Revell is in this up to his neck, but I’ll be damned if I know what to do about it.”

The door to Jeri’s office cracked open without warning and Clay Mathis leaned though the opening.  He raised his brow in a silent query.

“Let me call you back,” she said to Deegan as she waived Mathis into the office.  She hung up the phone and waited for Mathis to speak.

“I just heard the news,” he began, as he sat on the edge of the chair in front of Jeri’s desk.  Mathis kept his eyes on hers.  “Jeri…”

“I know,” she said flatly.  “When I signed on with Revell, I had no illusions about the nature of the business.  We’re here to make money.  But I didn’t come here to drive people to their graves, and it’s beginning to look like that’s what we’re doing.”

“You think Revell was somehow involved with Barinsky’s death?”

“I think it’s a possibility.  I don’t want to believe it, but I can’t ignore the sequence of events leading up to this.  And it’s not the first time.”

 “What do you propose we do?”

“I don’t know, Clay.  All I know is I want to do something.”

Gloom settled over them.  Jeri stared at her computer while Mathis studied the ceiling.  Finally, Mathis looked at her.  “Whenever I got stuck in a dead-end investigation, I always looked for the paper trail.”

“You think he’s keeping records of some sort.”

“Your scenario seems to imply that this is a systematic operation, so there’s got to be records.  In every story like this I ever worked at the paper, the scalawags kept detailed records.  The cops didn’t always find them, but we knew they existed, or used to exist.”

“So what’s our next move?”

“I believe Revell is in Europe until the weekend,” Mathis said as he stood and walked around the desk.  “Here, let me try something.”  Jeri yielded her chair.  Mathis settled in and logged her computer off the company network, then brought up the log-on screen prompt.  “I might just be able to get into the system on Revell’s ID.”

“How do you know Revell’s password?”

“I’m not at all sure that I do, but I’ve got a hunch.”  Mathis typed in Revell’s name and entered a numeric code at the prompt.  The welcome message and Revell’s desktop appeared on the screen.

“How’d you do that?”

Mathis turned and smiled.  “Charlie invited me up to his place in Aspen last ski season, and he gave me the code to the electronic lock into the garage.  I noticed at the time that the code had six digits, just like our log-in password.  I figured if he’s like me, he might use the same series of numbers whenever her can, under the theory that it’s never too early to make allowances for the onset of age-related dementia.”

“I’m impressed, Clay.  Especially that you remembered the code six months later.”

“I deserve no credit for any special talent – I wrote it down in my address book.  And I’ve run across it often enough to have inadvertently memorized it.”

Jeri rolled her eyes.  “Sure you haven’t been up there without an invite, Clay?”

“Child, to quote the wizard, you’ve cut me to the quick.  I would never…”

“What next?”

Well, lets see what we’ve got here.”  They stared intently at the screen as Mathis clicked on the various icons.

“What’s that?” Jeri pointed at an electronic link on the screen labeled “Aspen.”

Mathis double-clicked the link but it refused to yield its contents.  Mathis examined the security protocols of the link and they realized it was a protected link to an off-site server.

“You think there’s something through that link?”

Mathis nodded.  “I do indeed, but it doesn’t look like we’ll get lucky twice.  My guess is there’s an authorization certificate on Charlie’s computer that gets him in but only through that machine.”

“I’m sure his office is locked.”

Mathis turned again and said to her, “Let’s go to the source.”

Jeri stared at him.  “You’re suggesting we break in?”

“Well, we won’t have to crowbar the door off its hinges.”

“It’s still B&E, no matter how you slice it.”

“Call it what you will, but I think desperate times call for desperate measures.”

“Are we that desperate, Clay?”

“How many more people have to die, Jeri?”

Jeri was silent.  “What if Revell comes back early, having heard the news?  If you’re right about Aspen, that may be the first place he goes.”

“That’s a distinct possibility, so I think we ought to leave immediately.”

“But what are we looking for? And how do we get around the safeguards he’s sure to have put in place?”

“There are people I can call, if we get there before quitting time on the East Coast.  If we leave now, we should have no problem getting there with time to spare.  As for what we’re looking for, I think we’ll know once we start looking.”

Jeri stared at Mathis.  The voice in the back of her head was booming, screaming caution.  Her father’s voice.

“Makes me wonder…” Mathis said almost casually.

“What?”

“If Revell was setting someone up when he hired me.”

 “Okay, Clay.  Let’s go.”


Chapter 27

They were headed west on the interstate, ten thousand feet above sea level, but they would soon emerge from deep inside the mountain range that divided the continent.  Jeri’s eyes had finally adjusted to the relative darkness of the tunnel when the Jeep rounded a gradual bend and the light made her squint.  Mathis flipped down the sun visor to block the afternoon sunlight which streamed in from the west portal of the Eisenhower Tunnel.

“Why did you get involved with Revell?”

“Money,” Mathis said.  “Pure and simple.  Why else does anyone work on Wall Street?  Sheer unmitigated greed.”

Jeri flipped down her own visor and shifted the Jeep into third gear in anticipation of the long down-slope from the tunnel into the heart of the Colorado high country.  Aspen lay some three hours ahead, through the gathering storm clouds that daily inundate the central Rockies.  The ride with Mathis had thus far been subdued.  Jeri was still absorbing the reality of Barinsky’s suicide.

“Is that all it is for you,” she said, “a lavish lifestyle?”

“Is there anything else to this insane game?  Scads of overindulged, overpaid egomaniacs playing computer games with each other in an enormous electronic casino, the winners and the losers making piles of money in fees as they place stupid bets with other people’s life savings.  I find it appallingly dismal, all in all.”

Jeri tapped the brakes to keep the Jeep under control as it rushed down the mountainside.  She shot passed a slow-moving semi lumbering down the right lane, just as a sports car doing ninety, a mountain bike strapped to its roof, zoomed past her in the left lane.

She down-shifted into second gear.  “So why are you here?” she shouted over the roaring engine.  “You sound as if you hate it.  Why do that to yourself?”

“I don’t hate it, I really don’t care.  I’m interested in the money, and as long as I get paid, the rest is irrelevant.”

“But you’ve pissed all your money away at the track, right?”

Jeri looked at Mathis as she asked the question, and saw him smile.  He glanced at her.     “We all have our vices.”

They sat in silence.  The Jeep roared past Dillon Reservoir and into a steeply walled valley.  Finally, Mathis glanced at Jeri.  “What about you?”

“I’ve begun to wonder about it.  When I was done at the police department, I thought finance looked like the perfect change for me – clean, professional, no low lifes, and no violence.”

“Ah, sweet irony.”

“Well, it worked for a while.”

“How did wind up working for Revell?”

“He called me.   I think I came to his attention from my involvement with the Mor-Research underwriting.”

“Is that how you knew Barinsky?”

“He was crucial to the underwriting of Mor’s IPO.  He became a client of mine after the IPO when I was still at Parker Griffith.”

“He seem like the type to kill himself?”

“Not to me.”

Jeri sped around another semi as the road curved passed a dormant ski area, and started the long climb up Vail Pass.  The sun shone directly through the windshield as the Jeep angled up the steeply graded highway.  They sat in uneasy silence. After they crested the summit of the pass, Jeri negotiated a series of switchbacks and hairpin turns as the highway descended into the Vail Valley.  As they sped past the huge ski area with its ersatz Bavarian alpine village, they talked sporadically about small things and stayed away from Revell and Barinsky.  The Jeep cruised effortlessly down the interstate, across the high plain between the southern edge the Gore Range of the Rockies, and headed for the Sawatch Range and the former mining town of Aspen.

As they passed through Glenwood Canyon, the late-afternoon sunlight was blocked by thousand-foot walls of granite, and the ribbon of highway, built on concrete stilts, worked its way back and forth across the Colorado River.

“You climb, don’t you?” Mathis asked.  “Ever climb these cliffs?”

“My father owned a cabin a couple of hours from here, just outside of Montrose.  We spent summers there, within hiking distance of the national monument at the Gunnison River.  I did most of my climbing down there.”

“I’ve never been able to grasp the appeal of mountain climbing.  Why tempt fate?”

“It’s hard to explain to someone who doesn’t climb.  You either accept the challenge and set out to understand the mountain, or you don’t.”

“Aren’t you out to conquer the mountain?”

“No, you never conquer anything – that’s flatlander thinking.  Just because you complete a climb, that doesn’t change the nature of the relationship between the climber and the mountain.  The mountain, or the canyon, always dominates the climber.”

Less than an hour later, with the square peaks of the Maroon Bells looming over the town, they arrived in Aspen.  The waning light cast the valley in an eerie luminescence.  The dark outlines of the grassy slopes of the ski runs that rose from the center of town overshadowed the low-slung buildings, many of them preserved from the days when the silver mines still operated.  The town was crowded with summer tourists, and traffic crawled at a mid-ski-season pace.

“Hungry?” Jeri asked.

“Famished, but let’s get something to go.  I want to get to Revell’s place before dark.”

Jeri pulled into a gas station at the end of town.  She worked the pump while Mathis bought a couple of cellophane-wrapped sandwiches.  As they ate, Mathis directed Jeri to the road that led to Revell’s chalet on the side of Ajax Mountain.

They arrived at the chalet at dusk and Jeri marveled at the extravagance of the place.  Built along a service road that wound behind the ski area and nestled in the pines that protected the privacy that had been purchased at an enormous price, the house was more a mansion than a ski chalet.  The massive structure, at once regal and formidable, rose three stories from the road and was constructed from thick granite slabs.  A huge veranda wrapped around the entire facade.  Jeri had skied Aspen since she was a toddler, and she had watched it change from a quiet ski town to a jet-setter playground, but she had never before seen such an ostentatious display of wealth and arrogance.

Although a cobblestone driveway led directly to a garage that was built under the veranda, Mathis directed Jeri to a graveled path at the side of the chalet.  The path continued on up through the trees to a ski run that cut across the mountain above them and behind the chalet.  As she parked, Jeri was careful to leave enough room between the Jeep and the granite wall for Mathis to open the passenger door, and still allow herself room to exit from her side without banging against the thick lodgepole pines.

“This road rarely sees any traffic,” Mathis said as he climbed out of the steeply inclined vehicle, “but I’d rather not draw any attention to us while we’re here.” Jeri set the emergency brake before she turned off the ignition.

Mathis led the way to an alcove next to the three double-wide garage doors.  Inside the alcove was a rustic wooden door.  As Mathis punched a code into the disconcertingly sophisticated digital lock, Jeri realized the first of the three stories visible in the front of the chalet was underground in the back, the entire structure having been built into the side of the mountain.

Inside the garage, she noticed that a portion of the hybrid basement-garage was a staging area for skiing.  A carpeted platform to allow skiers to change out of wet clothes without actually entering the house.  The wall was lined with cubbyholes and hooks for gloves and goggles and parkas, and there were benches next to an array of ski boots and skis.  Down a step from the platform was the actual garage, which housed a gleaming new Land Rover.  The four-wheeler seemed lost in a space designed to easily accommodate six vehicles.

Mathis entered a code into another electronic lock on the interior door and led Jeri into the living quarters.  They walked down a long dark hall to a staircase and climbed to the main floor of the chalet.  A huge moss-rock fireplace dominated the living room to Jeri’s right, and it was flanked by several two-story windows that captured the meager light still available from the outside.  The island of couches and chairs in the center of the room seemed lost under a vaulted ceiling.  Crystal sculptures of eagles in flight stood as sentries by the oversized front entrance that led out to the veranda.  Jeri could see the veranda wrapped entirely around most of the main floor, elevated in front over the cobblestones, and dug out of the mountain in the back of the chalet.  To her left was a large dining room with a low ceiling and seating for twelve, flanked by a gleaming kitchen capable of servicing a good-sized restaurant.

Mathis left the lights off as they climbed the stairs to the third floor. They reached a landing that overlooked the living room, and then they turned and walked down a hall that was flanked by spacious bedrooms.  Mathis opened an unlocked door to what was obviously a study at the far end of the chalet.

Inside the study, Mathis finally switched on a light.  A large desk was the only furniture in the room, and the walls were lined with books.  On the desk were three computer screens, a phone, and a smaller version of the crystal eagles that guarded the entrance of the chalet.

“This room is the furthest from the road, and the window is not visible from any of the neighboring houses.  We’re almost at ground level here because of the way the house is built into the mountain.”  Mathis walked to the window and looked outside as if to confirm that the window was hidden from the rest of the world.

He turned back to the desk, which faced the door of the study.  “One of these computers is networked directly to the server at the office, but I doubt the information we’re looking for is on the network.  My guess is, that it’s on one of the hard drives, and Revell accesses the information directly over the phone lines.  If one of the computers is on, that’s probably the one we should look at.”

As Jeri walked to the desk, she looked behind the monitors to trace the connecting wires back to the CPUs.  The cables led directly into the desk itself, so she opened a small door and found two beige boxes with the Digital Instruments logo on the front plates.  Both of the computers were cold and dark.  She looked behind the desk and in the other compartments, but she was unable to locate the third computer.

“Maybe the one we’re looking for is in another part of the house with its own ventilation, since it’s probably on all the time,” Jeri said.

“Just flip on the monitors,” Mathis suggested.

Jeri located the switches and flipped each one.  Two of the screens came on, but offered nothing but a blank screen.  The third yielded the familiar DI logo and a dozen icons.

“Bingo.” Jeri settled into the chair and pulled out the keyboard tray.  “Okay, any idea where to look?”

“Try the spreadsheet directory, maybe something will pop out at us.”

Jeri grasped the mouse and was soon scanning the list of files as Mathis watched the screen over her shoulder.  They paged through the long list without success in identifying any suspiciously titled files.

“Looks like we’ll have to go through each one individually.”

“That’ll take a while,” Jeri said.  She opened the first spreadsheet, and she was able to quickly determine the value of the information contained within the file.

After examining several files, Jeri leaned back in the chair and stretched.  “I’m surprised there is no security system on this computer.  It may be that what we’re looking for isn’t here if we can just waltz right in and start rifling through the directories.”

“It’s possible, but my guess is Revell thinks he’s the only person in the world who knows this computer exists, and therefore there’s no need for security.”

Jeri turned and looked at Mathis.  “So how did you know about it?”

Mathis walked around the front of the desk and examined the books that lined the wall.  “I didn’t know about it, but after twenty years in the hunch business, a body tends to get lucky more often than you have a right to expect.”

“What do you suppose we’re going to find, assuming we find anything.”

Mathis turned toward Jeri and stuck a hand in his pocket.  He was still in his suit from the office.  “Trading records would be the logical find – notes on some of the participants, like Barinsky.  We don’t really know who else might have been involved in previous deals, so it will be hard to look for other names.”

“Tom Kendall might be a name to look for.”

“Kendall for certain”

Jeri went back to scanning the computer files.  She found the files only contained financial information about the companies in which the fund had taken major positions, but it was obvious to her that the information had been gleaned from the fund's research efforts or from public sources.

“Did Barinsky or anyone else at Mor-Research seem uneasy when you talked to them?”

Jeri had gone over her conversations with the various employees and executives in her mind many times.  She had been agonizing over the issue since she got the news about Barinsky, but she couldn’t come up with anything that seemed pertinent.  Nothing, she thought, except for that last conversation with Barinsky.  She wondered again about sharing that information with Mathis.

Mathis gave her an inquisitive look.  “What is it?” he asked.

“There is one thing I haven’t mentioned,” Jeri said at last.  “I met with Ted Barinsky the day he died, at his request, and he told me of an attempt to blackmail him.  He said someone was trying to force him to resign and to disrupt the merger they had announced with Paradise Solutions, to force down the price of the stock.”

Mathis’ expression darkened.  “Why didn’t you mention this earlier?”

“I’ve had some doubts of my own about our employer and the organization we work for.  I wasn’t sure who I could trust.”  Jeri felt her pager vibrate in her jacket pocket.

She reached for the pager as Mathis spoke.  “So Revell knew that Barinsky was crucial to the merger, and he was using blackmail to profit from the short sale.”

Jeri looked at the message displayed on the small screen on the pager.  It read, “Revell dead. Call ASAP. Deegan.”  She stuffed the pager back in her coat pocket.

“I’m sorry, I need to make a call,” she said as she reached for the phone.  She quickly dialed Deegan’s home, but she got his machine.  She dialed his office.  Deegan picked up almost immediately.

“Jeri?”

“Yes.”

“The news just hit.  Revell was discovered shot to death in his house late this afternoon.  Same caliber gun that Barinsky used to kill himself.  The news hounds are speculating that there’s a connection between the two, one station went so far to say it looks like a murder-suicide.  And get this – they found Carol Swenson in her house, shot in the chest, same as Revell.  No word if it’s all connected.”

Jeri looked at Mathis.  “I’ll have to call you back,” she said, and she hung up.

“What’s wrong?” Mathis asked.

“How did you know that Barinsky was crucial to the merger?”

Mathis tensed.  “You told me.”

“No, I didn’t.”

Mathis quickly reached behind himself, under his suit coat, and Jeri instantly recognized the motion.  She grabbed the crystal eagle and threw it at him, just as the gun came into view.  He tried to duck, but the eagle clipped his shoulder.  Jeri turned and lunged at the window, curled into a fetal position as she hit the glass, and absorbed the force of the crash with her shoulders.  For what seemed an eternity, she floated without bearings, unable to find up or down in the darkness.  She slammed into the pine needles below the window, and the broken glass showered down on her as she rolled down the hill toward the wall of the chalet.  She scrambled to her feet without brushing the shards away and ducked around the corner of the building, away from the window.  She ran toward the Jeep, which was parked at the far side of the house.  She stumbled once as her eyes refused to adjust to the pale light of the full moon.

She reached the driveway and was stunned to see another vehicle parked directly behind hers, blocking her exit.  She heard the thump and a grunt from Mathis as he hit the ground under the study, so she climbed into the Jeep, pulled the keys from her pocket, and started the engine.  She slammed the gearshift and the vehicle roared up the path toward the ski slope as Mathis rounded the corner, gun in hand.  He fell back as the Jeep flew past him, but Jeri heard two gunshots before she reached the end of the path.

Jeri wanted to get as many trees and yards between her and Mathis as she could as quickly as possible, but she had to decide whether to turn up the ski run toward the top of the mountain, or down the slope.  She had skied Ajax often, but had never been on this run, and she didn’t know if the end of the run would allow her to escape.  She quickly decided to continue up the mountain until she found a main trail, something she recognized, which she could follow down into town.

As she turned up the hill, it dawned on her that recognizing anything in the darkness would be a challenge.  The path she was on was narrow, more of a catwalk than a full ski trail.  The slope was gentle – it curved around the side of the mountain and gradually climbed toward the back side of the ski resort.  She drove slowly as her eyes adjusted to the darkness.  She kept the headlights turned off.

She had not driven far when a flash of light caught Jeri’s eye in the rearview mirror.  She looked back to see a set of headlights turn onto the catwalk from the path to Revell’s house.  Just then, she came upon a hairpin turn in the catwalk.  She downshifted the Jeep, leaned on the accelerator, and felt the wheels spit gravel under her as she guided the vehicle in a controlled skid around the bend.  As she fought to control the Jeep, she tried to think about the runs and trails that waited for her at the top of the catwalk.  She tried to recall the trail map, then inverted it from downhill ski runs to an uphill Jeep ride in the dark.  She knew from the route Mathis and she had taken when they arrived in town that Revell’s chalet was situated on the east side of the mountain, but she was less familiar with this side of the ski area.

The Jeep bounced and climbed up the catwalk, skidding and sliding in the grass. She saw the other vehicle below her through the trees, and its headlights blinded her night vision for an instant.  Jeri guessed she had about a hundred-yard lead on Mathis.  As long as she didn’t roll the Jeep or hit a tree in the darkness, she figured she could maintain enough distance between them to keep his gun quiet.

Mathis, she thought, what did he have to gain from all of this?  Why was Revell dead, and who murdered Barinsky?  How does anyone benefit from –

The catwalk veered suddenly to the left and sharply uphill, and the Jeep leaned sickeningly toward a bank of trees on the outside of the turn.  Jeri braked hard as she fought to balance on the fine line between rolling the vehicle and crashing into the forest.  The Jeep came to a complete halt a few feet from the thick trunk of a lodgepole pine.  As she yanked the emergency brake lever to prevent the vehicle from rolling back down the mountain, Jeri was suddenly bathed in light as Mathis’ headlights illuminated the trail.  She turned the wheel, hit the gas hard, and worked the clutch while she released the brake.  She felt the tires spin in place, as they were unable to bite into the slick grass on the steep slope.  She turned the wheel to angle the Jeep up the hill less steeply, and let it slip back a few feet.  She fought the urge to look at Mathis’ headlights, to preserve her night vision, but she desperately wanted to know how much of the gap he had closed.  The growing intensity of the light thrown off by his headlights made it seem as if he was on top of her.

She eased down on the gas, trying to coax the wheels to grip the ground as if the Jeep was on ice.  Slowly, the vehicle lurched forward, the tires alternately spinning and grabbing.  As she gained momentum and the Jeep moved out of the glare of the headlights, another shot rang out.  The bullet hit the passenger window behind her and sprayed her with shattered glass.  Ignoring the shards, she kept one hand on the wheel and the other hand on the gear-shift and gunned the engine as the Jeep roared up the catwalk.

Suddenly, the path leveled out for a short distance, and then it dipped, so that the Jeep was actually going down a short incline, which allowed Jeri to rapidly gain speed.  The trail widened as well and then crested into a large open expanse.  The light of the moon bathed the mountain, and Jeri looked around for a familiar landmark.  She turned right and aimed the Jeep toward the lights of Aspen.

Just as the outline of a ski lift came into view, the landscape was suddenly illuminated by Mathis’ lights as he crested the ridge behind her.  Jeri quickly got her bearings.  She realized she was at the bottom of the North Star run, a run she vaguely remembered.  She noticed the low-slung building in front of her and remembered it was the housing for the machinery that powered the Gent’s Ridge chairlift.  She searched her memory for the best route down the mountain.  She knew that she had to stay away from the most difficult runs, known to skiers as double black diamonds.  The risk of rolling the Jeep was too great on those steep slopes.  She needed to devise a route that put her on nothing worse than a less steep, intermediate run.

The Jeep bounced over the rocky meadow as Jeri frantically tried to recall what kind of terrain lay ahead of her.  She remembered that below the Gent’s Ridge chairlift were several double black diamond runs:  the Glades, Jackpot, Gentlemen’s Ridge.  She could not recall if there were any intermediate runs in this direction.  It had been years since she had skied intermediate runs.

She decided she couldn’t take the risk of winding up on an expert run.  She turned the Jeep hard to the left, circled behind the chairlift housing, and headed up Seibert’s, an intermediate slope that would get her to the center of the mountain.  She knew her way from there – she could get to Spar Gulch, then on to Little Nell and off the mountain.

Climbing Seibert’s, a wide ski run that angled up from the base of the chairlift, she accelerated to a greater speed than was possible on the catwalk.  The slope was moderately steep, but the Jeep’s engine measured up to the task as she roared up the mountain.  A small ridge that cut across the slope caused her to slow down briefly to avoid launching the vehicle into the air.  Even so, as she crested the ridge, the sudden change in the weight distribution threw the vehicle sharply to the right, and it skidded and leaned away from the hill.  Jeri steered into the skid and quickly righted the Jeep as her heart pounded, and she gripped the steering wheel tightly with clammy hands.  Again, she caught sight of Mathis’ headlights in the mirror as he rounded the chairlift housing and followed her up Siebert’s.

In the moonlight, she saw the vague outline of a gondola tower at the top of the run.  The light gave the tall steel structure a spectral appearance, but the recognition that she would soon reach the Silver Queen lift, the gondola that rose from the base of the ski resort at the edge of downtown Aspen to the peak of the mountain, came as a relief.  She knew that as long as she kept the gondola in sight, she would have no concern about losing her bearings.  The long row of towers was built on a ridge that ran parallel to the route she knew would lead her to safety.

The rear window of the Jeep exploded in a shower of flying shards and noise.  Involuntarily, she looked in her rearview mirror and just in time to see another flash of gunfire coming from the side of Mathis’ vehicle.  The noise of the shot was barely audible over the roar of the engine.  Mathis was barely fifty yards back, and he seemed to be gaining on her.  Jeri floored the gas pedal, fighting furiously to control the vehicle as it lurched toward the top of the ski run.

Blazing up the last yards of the Siebert’s, Jeri did not slow as she came over the ridge at the top of the run.  The Jeep flew off the lip of the ridge, reversing the action skiers take when they launch themselves down the mountain.  The sickening feeling of weightlessness and forward roll lasted an interminable second, then the front wheels slammed into the dirt.  The steering wheel jerked to the right again, nearly coming loose from Jeri’s grip, and she was sure the vehicle would roll on its side.  It pitched precipitously to the left, as the tires on the right side came off the ground.  Jeri yanked the wheel to the left and miraculously the Jeep fell back on all four tires.

The Jeep veered downhill now as Jeri angled toward the gondola tower.  The gondola was built on a ridge that runs up the center of the ski area, with steep trails falling away to either side.  Near the top of the ridge, the trails were somewhat gentler, like Seibert’s, and Jeri planned to head down the intermediate Deer Park trail on the other side of the tower.  That would lead to Spar Gulch and Little Nell, two expansive, intermediate runs that empty right into downtown Aspen.

As she traversed the short, relatively flat expanse at the top of the ridge, Jeri remembered a steep run called Sunrise.  At the top of that short, treacherous, double black diamond trail, the earth just falls away without warning, pitching skiers down a narrow chute to the valley below.  Although Sunrise was the next run over from the intermediate Deer Park trail she was headed for, it was much shorter and steeper.  Even in four-wheel drive, a Jeep would have little hope of navigating the chute successfully.  Jeri veered right and aimed for Sunrise.

Jeri checked her mirror to see if she had enough time to execute the maneuver.  Mathis was back about a hundred yards again, but he was closing the gap.  She pointed the Jeep right at the ledge that signaled the start of the Sunrise chute and let the vehicle coast.  Although the slope leading to Sunrise was only moderately steep, the vehicle gained momentum.  She kept her foot off the brake, so as not to warn Mathis that she was slowing down, and she instead downshifted and reached for the emergency brake.   As the Jeep approached the edge of the chute, Jeri pulled on the brake lever with increasing force.  The Jeep slowed some but was still careening toward the edge too fast.  She yanked on the brake handle and locked the wheels as the jeep went over the edge.

The Jeep pitched forward, and she nearly bashed her head on the wheel.  The tires slid for several yards before they began to bite into the gravel.  Now that she was into the chute, Jeri knew Mathis could no longer see her, so she slammed on the brake pedal and released the emergency brake, as she angled the front wheels to the left.  She wanted to get to the edge of the trail quickly but under control.  As the trees that framed the ski run loomed large outside the window, she once again yanked the emergency brake handle and the Jeep came to a halt.

Jeri turned back just in time to see Mathis’ lights come over the top of the precipice, his wheels locked but unable to reduce the forward momentum of the vehicle sufficiently.  Mathis went over the edge too fast, and his front tires were airborne first, followed by the rear tires.  The vehicle was only a few feet off the ground, but the ground kept falling away, the steep slope of the ski run nearly matching the trajectory of the four-wheeler.  Slowly Mathis’ vehicle pitched forward, nearly vertical, before planting its nose in the ground and vaulting forward like a long jumper, airborne again, tumbling down the chute.  The headlights had been doused by the vehicle’s initial impact.  It rolled down the length of the run in the moonlight and came to rest on its side in the valley.

The wind was calm and the mountain was bathed in the cool light of the low-slung moon.  The quiet was broken by the gentle hum of the Jeep’s motor.  The cab was cold and damp, and Jeri shivered, her hands cold as they gripped the steering wheel.  As the adrenaline slowly drained from her bloodstream, she slumped forward in the seat and rested her head on the back of her hand.  Her head was pounding.  She closed her eyes.

Slowly, carefully, Jeri inched down the rest of the ski run.  She kept an eye on the other vehicle, but there was no sign of movement.  As she reached the bottom of the run, she drove toward the four-wheeler that contained Mathis.  It was another Jeep, one she didn’t recognize.  Mathis drove a Lexus coup to the office; she had never seen him in anything else.  The windows in the crumpled Jeep were gone – only a few jagged scraps of glass remained.  The top of the vehicle was battered, but it had remained intact – it had not collapsed into the passenger compartment.

Jeri could barely make out his body inside the cab, and the remains of the deflated airbag that draped over the wheel.  She considered stopping to see if he was still alive, but how could he have possibly survived – anyway, she had no strength for it.  She decided she would alert the police when she got into town, and she drove slowly toward the lights of Aspen.


Chapter 28

Deegan’s voice jarred her.  “Jeri, where are you?”

Jeri slumped against the side of the phone booth, exhausted.  She had just finished talking with the police.  She gave them less information than they wanted, but she wasn’t willing to become a part of the investigation, at least not yet.  First, she needed to sleep.

“I’m at a pay phone just outside of Aspen.”  She filled Deegan in on the evening’s events.  “The thing that bothers me is that other Jeep. Where did it come from?  Who drove it to the chalet?”

“Well, whoever it was, they’ve got to be in cahoots with Mathis, and they’re probably after you now, too.  Jeri, I think you’re crazy if you don’t go to the police.  Mathis just tried to kill you.  They should know about that, you should tell them what happened.  You need protection.”

“From the Aspen Police Department?  Come on, Mike, there’s nothing they can do.  I need sleep, not protection.  I’m going to get a hotel room and go to bed.”

“Look, at least get out of Aspen.  If you can’t drive all the way to Denver, go to your father’s cabin.  I’ll drive up and get you.”

“There’s no reason for you to come all that way.  I’m fine, I just need some rest.”

“Go to the cabin.”

“Okay, Mike.  Okay.”

Now that she was almost at the cabin, the drive from Aspen almost seemed worth the effort, if only to be in familiar surroundings.  As the Jeep wound its way up the dirt road from the highway, through the stands of scrub oak and pinion pine trees, Jeri thought about the first time her father brought her to the place where he would build his last home.

She had been five years old, Jack was seven, and Joe was a freshly minted teenager.  Her father had purchased the land with a small inheritance left to him by his father.  The bequest was at once a pittance and a fortune – a lifetime of sweat and sacrifice boiled down to a number, the final balance in no way indicative of the quality of the man who had produced it.

Jeri would find out years later that her mother was never consulted about the bequest and its intended purpose – she said it was the only time her husband treated her as less than a full partner.  John Jameson drove away without warning one bright summer day and returned a week later.  Without a word of explanation, he quietly packed them all into the big Ford Impala and drove through the night.  They arrived at his father’s legacy at dawn.

Jeri clearly remembered her first glimpse of the land.  The five-acre parcel bordered the national monument.  It was situated on a rise that afforded spectacular vistas of the distant Sawatch Range to the east and the Uncompahgre Plateau to the west – even her young eyes were overwhelmed by the majesty of the place.  She remembered her father taking her mother’s hand, leading her to the clearing amid the scrub, and saying simply, “Let’s build here.”

Over the next two years, John Jameson built the cabin with Joe’s help and nuisance assistance from Jack and Jeri.  When the school year ended, the family would move into an old Airstream camper on the property, and slowly the structure took shape.  Built from plans her father had secured from a colleague in the engineering college, the cabin could charitably be called rustic.  Cozy, her mother had called it upon completion.  Built in the then-popular A-frame fashion, the first floor comprised a living room dominated by a large wood-burning stove, a small kitchen, and the only real bedroom.  In the peak of the A, a loft served as the children’s sleeping quarters, and in the early days, there were three beds lined up along the length of the loft.  Later, when Jeri’s mother reminded her husband that his daughter would require some privacy, John installed a wall across the back third of the loft.  From her bed, Jeri used to gaze out the small window at the sun rising over the mountains.

Jeri approached the cabin with a growing apprehension that surprised her.  She parked the Jeep in front of the small front porch, sat in the quiet darkness, and stared at her father’s most cherished possession.  Then it came to her – she had not visited the place since her father’s death.  The flood of memories washed over her again, as they had at the funeral; stronger now, in this place.

Exhaustion finally nudged her out of the car.  In the moonlight, she fumbled with the ancient lock on the front door until she heard the button lock pop open, and she pushed the door hard to pry it from the warped frame.  The darkness inside was nearly total; her father had considered window installation difficult and largely unnecessary.  She threw the door shut behind her, briefly considered falling into her parent’s bed, and then trudged up the ladder to the loft.  She was asleep as her head touched the pillow.

It was a soft squeak that nudged her awake.  The sun had just risen over the mountains, and thin rays of sunlight filtered through the curtain.  Still groggy from too little sleep, Jeri half-opened her eyes.  Another quiet squeak jarred her alert, the adrenaline flooding her arteries again.  Eyes wide open now, she turned slightly toward the small door of her tiny room.  The sound came from the front of the house.  Someone was trying to get in.

Slowly, silently, she rolled to her feet and cracked open the door.  She could see little.  The cabin was still dark, and the door to her bedroom was at the back of the loft, too far from the rail at the edge of the floor to afford a view of the living room.  She could see the top of the front door, however, and it was open.

Jeri checked her watch.  There was no way Deegan could have made the trip from Denver to the cabin so quickly – she must have been followed.  She carefully climbed back on the bed, moving slowly to ensure the old box spring did not groan under her weight.  A thin curtain that hung from old brass rings on a brass rail covered the window.  She pulled back the bottom of the curtain with one hand and held the rings with her other hand so they would not scrape across the rusted rail.

She heard the faint creak of a door as the intruder looked to her parent’s bedroom below her.  She unhooked the latch on the window, and she silently blessed her father for installing a cheap, swing-out window.  She pushed the window open, then held her breath as she realized she had pushed too hard, and it swung all the way around toward the roof’s soffit.  The window bounced gently off the worn wooden molding with a faint thump.  Jeri froze, as if keeping still would absorb the sound.  The birds chirping in the trees outside her window seemed raucous, and she hoped their songs had covered the noise.

Outside the door to her bedroom, Jeri heard the ladder shift slightly.  She waited. She decided that once the intruder was halfway up the ladder, he would be stranded in the most awkward position in the small cabin. She strained to listen, now cursing the birds she had moments ago blessed.  Nothing.  She moved carefully toward the window and readied herself.  She was standing on the bed now, and tried sliding the curtain open, but with the slightest movement, the rings scraped the rail.  It was barely perceptible, but the curtain would not open quietly.

The ladder creaked again.  Jeri remained motionless and stared at the door without seeing it – she focused her mind entirely on the sound of the ladder.  She knew the ladder had seven rungs – years of childhood trips the bathroom in the dark had burned that into memory.  She began to consider her choices once she hit the ground.  Could she get to the Jeep?  Only if the intruder came up the ladder, found the bedroom empty, and had to backtrack.  Even then, it would be close.  If he went straight back down the ladder and out the front door, she would have no chance – she’d be caught.  She would have to hide in the trees and wait for an opportunity to circle back to the Jeep.

Another creak.  Almost ready.  Hand on the curtain, ready to rip it open and go.  The drop from the window to the ground was no problem, she had done it dozens of times as a girl, during games with Jack.  She was older now, heavier, but it shouldn’t matter – she would manage it.

Keys!  The keys to the Jeep were on the table.  He must have seen them, would pick them up.  The Jeep was lost to her.

Another creak.  Jeri tore open the curtain and was out the window in one movement, turning as she leaped.  Her hands grasped the window sill, and her feet banged against the side of the house before she dropped to the ground.  She started running as she landed, heading north, away from the cabin and the road, to the closest and thickest stand of scrub oak.  As she crashed into the underbrush, she heard the front door of the cabin fly open and two quick steps across the wooden porch.  She listened for the sound of an engine starting up, but heard none.  She was being followed on foot.

She moved quickly, darting around the massive islands of thick, tangled branches and oak leaves.  The terrain was uneven but the hills were short and gradual.  The trails that she had explored and mapped as a girl were vague and distant, but she knew where she was headed.  She listened for her pursuer as she worked her way up a rise.  She thought she could hear distant rustling and footsteps, but she didn’t stop to turn around.

Although Jeri could not recall the precise details of the route, she was sure of her final destination, and she knew she would not, could not, miss it.  She had been to the national monument at dawn with Jack countless times, usually to go to the exact spot she was now headed.  At this hour of the morning, however, even in the heart of tourist season, she knew the place would be deserted – she would find no assistance from park rangers or civilians.

Yeah, she thought, I’ve done this before.  The first time it was a dare, a challenge thrown down by her brothers – implicit from Joe, explicit from Jack.  “Can you do it, Jeri?  Can you?  I can do it, Joe showed me how.  You’re not gonna be a girl about it, are you Jeri?”  She had been about ten.  Jack had been scaring tourists for a year already.  Jeri was determined to do it, too.  She was no “girl.”

Jeri stumbled over an exposed root.  She caught herself before she pancaked, and scrambled forward.  She could hear the footsteps now – he was closing on her.  She labored to breathe, and her thighs burned.  The cold morning air helped, as did the knowledge that she must be close.  She had to be; she didn’t have much energy left, and her pursuer was obviously in great shape.  She needed some distance between them, or the plan would not work.  She would be totally exposed for the last thirty yards and she needed to get through the clearing and into the cave before he saw her.  If she could reach the cave before he made the clearing, she knew he’d never find her, but she needed time and she wondered if she had enough.  Not that it mattered – she was committed.  There was no turning back.

Suddenly, the scrub opened up and she was on the road.  She had never been more relieved to see a stretch of asphalt.  She darted across the deserted two lanes, glancing at the sign that designated the official trail through another stand of underbrush.  One hundred yards to go.  The realization that she was almost there boosted her energy.  On the hardened trail, her feet seemed lighter, she felt faster, and since the trail angled slightly downhill, she picked up the pace.  The underbrush still gave her cover, and she no longer heard the footsteps.  She was close now.

Loose sand under her foot caused it to slip, and Jeri fell to her left.  Her knee hit first, slamming down hard on the path, pain shooting up her leg.  She skidded to a stop and clutched at the damaged knee.  Gravel covered her jeans, and a fresh tear in the cloth and her skin was already oozing blood.  Without pausing to flex the leg, she hobbled to her feet and limped down the path.  Each step sent a jolt through her nervous system, but she tried to ignore the pain and gain speed.  Again she heard footsteps on the path behind her.

Jeri reached the clearing. The scrub oak was only behind her now as the view opened.  The path went down a steep grade to a concrete sidewalk that ran along the edge of the viewing area. A thick steel railing embedded in the concrete looked perfectly secure but wholly inadequate.  The magnitude of the monument dwarfed mankind’s feeble attempt to protect itself from what the Ute Indians called Tomichi or “Land of cliffs and water”.

The forbidding Black Canyon of the Gunnison lay at Jeri’s feet.  The Black.  The stunning chasm fell away from the rolling hills without warning, a startling gash in the face of the gentle plateau, deep and brutal.  Dark walls of granite plummeted two thousand feet, the sheer drop broken only by black spires rising along the edges of the canyon floor.  The roar of the Gunnison River floated up from the bottom of the gorge.

Jeri ignored the panorama as she limped gamely toward her goal.  The southern rim of the Black was irregular – when viewed from above, it looked corrugated.  Along the edge of the deepest sections of the canyon, steel railings lined the precipices to allow the tourists to peer over the edge without plunging to the bottom.  The most famous of these tourist attractions was a long, narrow formation that jutted out fifty feet into the canyon like an aisle through invisible pews.  The aisle was only six feet wide, with railings that guarded the thousand-foot vertical cliffs on either side.  At the end of the formation was a small, circular stone platform known as The Pulpit.

Jeri hobbled toward the end of the clearing and the entrance to the thin slice of granite.  Jeri feared she wouldn’t reach the edge of the canyon before he reached the clearing, but she knew there was no turning back now – she was completely exposed, closer to The Pulpit than the safety of the scrub.  She could no longer hear his footsteps, but she knew the roar of the white water that echoed up the walls of the canyon would mask the sound.  She nearly stumbled again at the end of the pavement, and she scurried on the uneven surface of the top of the canyon wall.

A gunshot sounded behind her and she heard the whistle of the bullet as it flew by her toward the far wall of the Black.  Involuntarily, she hunched down, but her only protection was the thin steel railings.  Jeri kept her head low, running in an awkward crouch down the long aisle.  Another shot rang out and the bullet skidded on the ground behind her, barely missing her heel.  Ten more feet to the end.

She reached The Pulpit and went into a slide, like a baserunner stealing second, her feet out in front of her body now.  She slid under the railing at the very end of stone platform, her jeans skidding easily over the slick granite surface, and her feet shot out past the end of the platform and dangled above chasm.  As her momentum carried her past the edge of the cliff, she reached out with both hands and grabbed the post in the middle of the platform that held up the railing.  Her momentum spun her around to her stomach, and she jackknifed under the ledge.  As she hung on to the post, she reached with her feet for the ledge she knew was there.  She felt the solid stone shelf under the balls of her feet and released her grip on the post.  She gripped the rock to prevent falling over backwards.

The ledge she stood on was two feet wide and four feet from the base of the post.  A shallow hole, cut back into the granite by the river when the canyon was young, allowed her to hide from anyone on The Pulpit.  She used to hide in this tiny cave as a youth, as her brothers had before her, crouched beneath The Pulpit, waiting to scare the bejeebers out of the first tourist to wander out to enjoy the spectacular view.  The ledge angled down slightly into the hole, making it easy to sit, back to the wall, and watch the sky in the canyon, waiting.

Jeri did not sit now.  She tried to press as tightly into the hole as she could.  She was larger now, harder to hide.  He had seen her go over the edge so hiding was not a long-term option.  Another plan formulated in her mind.  She knew she would only get one chance.  She positioned her right foot tightly against the left, but ready to slide it out to the lip at the edge of the shelf.  She rose up out of the squatting position and pressed the back of her neck and shoulders against the inverted slope at the top of the hole.  She needed to wedge herself into the tiny cave, not only to hide, but also for leverage.

She waited.  The river would drown out any sound of approaching footsteps; she knew that from years ago.  She and her brothers had worked out a signal to time the tourist ambush.  Without a spotter, she had no choice but to wait.  She knew that someone standing at the railing could not see her, no matter how far out they leaned, and not many had the stomach for that.  The only way to see someone hiding in the hole under The Pulpit was to get down close to the ground, grab the post she had just used, and lean out to look under the edge of the granite pedestal.

The seconds dragged.  Jeri’s knee was throbbing, even as she leaned against the granite to ease the load on her left leg.  Her right thigh was burning now; she knew she would not be able to hold this position for much longer.  She kept her eyes on the underside of the ledge.  Her heart was pounding.

Something moved.  A few grains of sand fell from the top of the ledge and landed on the ridge at her feet.  The adrenaline flooded her system as she tensed and pressed even harder into the shallow hole in the side of the cliff.  She unconsciously reached for a handhold with her left hand, but there was nothing to hold, just a smooth rock surface.  A few more grains of sand fell, but no other signs.  She crouched down a bit lower and tried to get an angle to see, knowing her pursuer was trying to do the same thing a few feet above her.  He must have seen the ridge by now, she thought furiously – he must know, this isn’t going to work, I’m trapped.  She fought hard to control the panic.  She was not altogether successful.

Then she saw it.  As she crouched lower in the hole, momentarily giving up her leverage for a better view, she glimpsed the butt end of a handgun.  She couldn’t see enough of the gun to tell what make, but it was unmistakably a firearm.  The gun and the hand and the arm moved slightly but came no lower.  She hunched down as low as possible, trying to see more, her thighs on fire, the pain in her knee searing.

The hand came a bit lower, revealing more of the weapon.  It was a clip loader of some kind, not a revolver, good size – the gun retracted and disappeared from view.  Jeri’s thoughts swirled.  Was the unseen pursuer giving up the chase, or just backing away, content to wait Jeri out?  Jeri could stay on the ridge for hours if need be, waiting for the throngs of tourists to cover her escape, but she could not maintain this crouch for much longer.  Her knee was already stiffening, her legs exhausted, but she remained motionless.

Suddenly, the gun reappeared and fired.  The shot rang out like a cannon as the bullet slammed into the granite next to her feet.  Jeri grabbed at the gun, pushing it away from her, but in doing so she threw her weight away from the cliff.  She had not been prepared, had not pushed up and wedged herself tightly into the hole, and so she had no leverage.  Only her grip on the hand and the gun prevented her from tumbling out of the hole and down the cliff toward the river.  The pursuer must have had a grip on the pole, for he was able to support the weight of Jeri’s lunge.  Jeri regained her balance and moved to her original position, and she gained some advantage.  The gun discharged again, the sound crashing into her ears and reverberating up and down the canyon, but Jeri had both hands on the gun now and was forcing the barrel away from her.  The bullet shot straight down the cliff.

Jeri fought to maintain a tight grip on the hand, and she twisted and yanked to pull the gun free.  She shifted her weight, turned to face out away from the cliff, and braced both of her feet on the lip of the ridge.  The forearm of her assailant was now almost fully in her view.  She banged the arm against the side of the cliff over her head, trying to dislodge the gun.  Suddenly the arm offered no resistance as she pulled and her pursuer tumbled over the side of the ledge above, startling Jeri.  The pursuer fell out, away from the ridge, immediately yanking Jeri forward.  Jeri could not hold the weight and the hand and the gun immediately slipped from her grasp.  Jeri watched horrified as a woman fell away from her, hundreds of feet in free-fall before bouncing hard off a hard, black outcropping.  The body tumbled and the limbs flailed before it came to rest on a ledge halfway down to the river.

Jeri slumped back into the hole.  She did not recognize the face, but she would never forget it.  She closed her eyes and wrapped her arms around her knees, hugging them tight, ignoring the pain.  Her body shook, slightly at first, then more.  She realized she was crying.  She made no effort to stop.


Epilogue

Deegan looked dumbfounded.  “Revell’s own daughter killed him?”

“Stepdaughter.  According to Mathis, there was some abuse when she was quite young.  The police are checking it all out, but they haven’t found any reason to doubt him.”

“How does Mathis know what happened?”

“They were lovers.  We’re still not sure how she found him, but she sought him out several months ago, and he was always a sucker for a pretty face.”

“So this whole thing was premeditated, right from the get-go?”

“That’s Mathis’ story, and given how bad it looks for him, I don’t see why he would make it up.”

“Why did he get involved?”

Jeri paused.  She still had trouble with the contrast between the man she worked with and the accomplice to two murders.  Not to mention his attempt to kill her.

“He needed the money.  He was into the loan sharks for more money than he could ever hope to pay and she promised to bail him out after she inherited Revell’s fortune.”

“Why’d she kill Barinsky?”

“She told Mathis it was a spur-of-the-moment type of thing.  When Ted showed up at Revell’s house with his own gun, and then Revell got the gun away from him, she decided it was a perfect set-up for a murder/suicide.  Barinsky was holding the gun when it discharged in the struggle, so he had powder on his hands.  She killed Barinsky first, then she shot Revell.  She called Mathis and together they make it look like Barinsky killed Revell in a fit of passion, then he drove off and committed suicide.”

“Jesus H. Christ.  What about Carol Swenson?”

“Swenson was in on the deal as well.  She and Revell were lovers at one time, and apparently harbored a grudge.  Mathis said she had designs on taking control of Black Canyon after Revell was out of the picture.  Mathis wasn’t sure exactly what went wrong, but Shannon killed Carol the day before she killed Revell and Barinsky.”

Jeri leaned back in the chair and closed her eyes.  Just a few days ago, Barinsky was still alive.

“Why did Mathis come after you at the chalet?”

Jeri opened her eyes and looked at Deegan.  “Just before you paged me, he let it slip that he knew about the blackmail scheme against Barinsky.  That’s what tipped me off that Mathis was part of Revell’s illicit operation.  They had to keep that quiet even though Revell was dead.”

“Why?”

“Because if it came out that Revell’s success was the result of criminal activities, his whole fortune could be confiscated.  The stepdaughter wanted revenge against Revell for the abuse, but she also wanted the money.”

“Why did Mathis go to the trouble of sitting around Revell’s chalet with you?  If the plan was to kill you, why didn’t he just do it?”

“He said the plan was to find out how much I knew, not to kill me.  He was willing to sit by and let the stepdaughter kill Revell, but he didn’t want to kill me.  Barinsky’s murder was bad enough, or so he claims.”

“But you would have seen the other vehicle when you left the chalet?”

“I guess the stepdaughter planned to kill me either way.”

“But why did Mathis bring you to the chalet?  Why look for incriminating evidence if he didn’t want you dead?”

“There was no evidence at the chalet.  All of the records of the blackmail and espionage organization were on Mathis’ laptop, nowhere else.  The trip to Aspen was a diversion, a way to get me isolated, in case they had to kill me.  The daughter was in the chalet, waiting for a signal from Mathis.  That’s where the second Jeep came from, the one that boxed me in and forced me to go up the mountain.”

“Then how did she follow you to your cabin at the Black Canyon?”
        “There was another vehicle, a Land Rover, in the garage.  When she heard me and Mathis go up the mountain, she went into town in the Rover and waited to see who came down off the mountain.  When she saw it was me, she followed me from Aspen to the cabin.”

“Why did she wait until morning to enter the cabin?”

“I’m not sure, but my guess is, it was easy to follow me on the main roads from Aspen to Gunnison, but when I turned off the highway, she lost me.  She probably spent the night searching the back roads around the canyon, looking for the Jeep.”

Deegan went quiet.  He stared at Jeri and she stared back.

“You’re lucky to be alive.”

“Yeah, I just can’t get over how lucky I’ve been.  I should play the lottery.”

“What will you do now?”

“I’m going to take some time off, go someplace that’s nice and flat.”

Deegan smiled.  “Then what?”

Jeri closed her eyes again as a great weariness engulfed her.  “We’ll see, Mike.  We’ll see.”

Click here to leave a review of

Black Canyons - A Financial Thriller

cover.jpeg
LLena White

Marqus Black

Nl
\ | |
N |

A\

A Financi‘ﬁl’ﬂifjl]er

lii”\; it






page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




