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			1950

			The sun was hot at midday over the fields in the Jaliscan Highlands of Mexico. Sotero Ramirez wiped his brow as he worked and then redonned his sombrero. It was September and almost time to harvest the beautiful plants he had nurtured with his sweat and love. He had pruned the sharp stalks, the quiotes, and had even hired extra men to help him, the jimadores. And they had fought off all the killing insects and worms hungry for the blue Weber agave.

			These plants were ten years old— he had worked that long for this harvest, and he had big plans. Soon he would take the hearts and slowly bake them in his large brick oven, then crush them with his stone wheel, extracting the pungent juice inside. Next would come the intense long days to produce the magic liquid that his father had taught him how to make. First the fermentation— he had a special kind of yeast for this— and, second, distilling the fermented liquid, the mosto, twice, which itself would take ten days. Finally, he would age the tequila in barrels before bottling.

			Sotero had produced his biggest agave crop ever. This year, he planned to make not just the white, the blanco, but also the rested, the reposado, and the old, the añejo. A third he would bottle right away, while the rest went into white oak barrels, one third for three months and the other third for a full year.

			Barrels were expensive, but Sotero had decided to make the investment, taking a huge leap of faith that his guess would pay off. Over the shrill objections of Xiomara, he had taken out a loan using his farm as collateral. The interest and terms had been oppressive— at first the Mexican banker had not agreed to loan Sotero the funds.

			“Why do you need to make a different, more expensive product?” the banker asked.

			“It’s my only way forward,” had been Sotero’s answer. “The white I can sell, but everyone is making white, so I barely break even. If I make the reposado and añejo, I have almost no competition. No one else is doing it. And it is so wonderful to sip— you don’t just drink it all in one quick gulp. The oak enriches the flavor— it is wonderful, so smooth. I think I will be able to sell the reposado for twice, maybe three times the price of the blanco. And with the añejo, maybe even more.”

			The banker shook his head. “I don’t think so. You think the cowboys and peasants will be interested in sipping tequila? Nonsense. They just want to get drunk as fast as possible. And the rich folks will look down their noses at your tequila, thinking it is low-end. They still just want their whisky Manhattans or gin martinis. And when it all fails, I will have to take your land from you— are you loco? Do you want to risk losing a property that has been in the Ramirez family for generations? Even with pieces sold off to pay for its upkeep, it is still the largest single farm in our region. Sotero, go home and give up this pipe dream.”

			But Sotero did not go home; instead, he begged and pleaded and cajoled until the banker relented. Sotero Ramirez got his loan, bought the barrels, and started working harder than ever. At first, he had not planned on making any blanco, but Xiomara had insisted. “How are we to pay for food? Or for clothes? Or for all the other costs of keeping up this infernal place?” she had demanded.

			“We can use some money from the loan to get us by,” Sotero explained.

			“You idiot!” Xiomara cried. “We can’t take that much of a risk. Have you forgotten your children? Pedro is almost six, but he is growing like a weed, so we need to keep getting more clothes for him. And Marta, she is so smart, even at seven she is reading so many books and needs constant stimulation. And when was the last time I had a new dress? All you think about is tequila and your dreams of making it big with your father’s old recipes. Well, you cannot take everything from us. You must make the blanco and sell the silver tequila in town like all the other producers so we have enough money to get by. Not negotiable!”

			Sotero could not stand the wrath of Xiomara, and after all, she had a point. She was already pregnant with their third child, and Diosmío, children were expensive. He wondered why he had been so willing to start a family in the first place. But then, he knew why. Xiomara with her dark eyes and long black hair and deep brown skin— she had a temper like a tornado, but she so excited him even with her angry looks. He adored her. He had wooed her for months until she finally relented and agreed to marry him.

			“Why should I be interested in you?” she asked him. “You are just a farmer. You will always have dirty fingernails.”

			“Maybe so,” Sotero answered, “but you will never go hungry. It is a big farm. Besides, don’t you think I wash up before coming into the house? And our hacienda is old, but it is large, big enough for a big family.”

			She had looked at him with those piercing eyes, both condescending and not completely trusting. But finally, she succumbed to his logic— and also to his patience and persistence.

			“But you must promise me,” she said, “that my children will be educated. I don’t want them to be farmers. They shouldn’t have dirty hands all the time.”

			Sotero promised and proposed. They were married in a church a few miles outside of the town of Tequila. After the priest pronounced them man and wife and he took her home, he found he could not have her enough. But she would tease him and make him wait and then require him to profess his deepest devotion to her before she would let him seduce her. He was completely devoted— the couple enjoyed that passion of lovers in their twenties, when they have no need for sleep and can make love for hours upon end. Xiomara kept getting pregnant. Sotero was almost thirty and would have three children by then, with more to come if their habits continued. That was part of his reason for seeking bigger returns— his love for Xiomara and the certainty of a huge family to raise and pay for.

			After he had harvested and baked and fermented and distilled and aged and bottled, he brought his bottles of reposado into town to show the distributors. The reposado had a fancier label— another investment of his. He told the distributors that this was a very special tequila that commanded twice the price.

			“Why should we pay so much for this batch?” they asked, and so he opened a bottle and offered them all a taste. To his delight, they became very excited and began competing with one another to purchase his product and distribute it. He sold his entire stock of reposado on the first day, and it yielded such a profit that he was able to pay off his loan in its entirety.

			“Ay caramba,” exclaimed the banker. “I guess you were right all along. Perhaps you can send me a bottle of that stuff since I was good enough to loan you the money.” But Sotero just smiled.

			Xiomara was ecstatic. “How much did you end up with?” she asked excitedly.

			“Well, after I paid off the loan, there is not much left,” he explained.

			“What?” she almost screamed at him. “How much did those distributors make off of you? All they do is just ship your bottles. You do all the real work.”

			“I think they mark up the tequila by 250percent— two and a half times what they pay us,” Sotero said. “But that is the way it has always been done. And we can sell the añejo at a higher price to them, and all of that will be profit. They can make their money— it will be okay.”

			“Aaaah!” she cried out. “We need to do that ourselves. We can distribute our own product as easily as they can.”

			“But I have always just sold my product to them— I haven’t done that before.”

			“Well,” she said, “we are going to start.”

			“If we do that, the distributors in town will be very angry. We will be taking away their livelihood. There may be trouble,” he said.

			“Why should we worry about them? They have been taking advantage of us for years. We will do what is best for us.”

			“Okay, but we had better be ready.” A shadow of concern crossed Sotero’s face.

			But Xiomara could not be deterred. Despite this warning, she began to focus on the business side of selling and distributing tequila. She wrote to liquor stores in California and investigated how to ship the product from Mexico to the United States, how to deal with customs, and how to rent trucks to move their product. She worked in the office at the hacienda while her children played in the yard— except Marta, who wanted to be near her mother all the time. Xiomara discovered as time went on that Marta was very good at math. Marta would check her mother’s calculations and catch any error. Xiomara worked late in the evenings when the younger children were asleep. Marta would curl up on the couch and stay with her mother.

			After a year, Xiomara had set up her small distribution network, and Sotero no longer sold his tequila to the distributors in Guadalajara; instead, rented trucks transported his product up to California. And their profits increased threefold. After a couple of years, Xiomara realized she hated to pay anyone else to move the product, so she bought one truck, then two, and hired some of her relatives to drive the product to America, deal with customs, and sell it based on the agreement she had made from her home in Mexico. They now had a family business, with only family members involved, totally integrated from production to distribution. Soon, other producers were asking Sotero if Xiomara could arrange to distribute their tequila. Xiomara agreed, charging a much smaller fee than the distributors in town, much less than the other tequila producers had ever had to pay.

			The timing was auspicious, since America was in a period of post-World War II boom. Unemployment was low, personal income was doubling, factories were shifting from wartime equipment to consumer products, and the “buy now, pay later” mentality became popular. People wanted to forget the traumas of war and enjoy life, so cocktail parties and drinking at lunch became common. And the Ramirez family operation grew even larger and more profitable.

			“We are getting bigger,” Sotero said to Xiomara one day while she was working in her study with Marta. “Maybe we ought to have a name for our company. What do you think?”

			Xiomara looked thoughtful. “We are a family company,” she answered. “No one must ever forget that. We are the Ramirez Family Company. Isn’t that good enough?”

			“It is a bit long,” said Sotero. “Can’t we make it catchier? And shorter? We could put the name on all our trucks and maybe it will help sales. The word ‘family’ makes us look so small and unimportant. Everyone wants to appear bigger than they really are, so why shouldn’t we? People are impressed with size today. No one cares about some family from Mexico.”

			Xiomara thought about this. She knew he was right.

			“What about just calling it Ram?” Marta suddenly interrupted. “That is short, but everyone in Tequila, Mexico, will know that it stands for our family. And you know, a ram is a male sheep in English. It also means hitting something hard, like a ram would ram into you if he was mad. So it would sound strong to Americans.”

			The two parents looked at their young daughter, then at each other.

			“Ram,” said Sotero.

			“Ram,” said Xiomara. And they both hugged Marta and kissed her cheeks.

			“We could also paint a picture of a ram on our trucks,” suggested Marta, smiling at her parents. “It would be like a symbol of how strong our family is.”

			Sotero looked at his daughter, then at Xiomara. “It could be an angry ram, snorting and pawing, ready to charge and ram into something. Or someone,” he said thoughtfully.

			“That could suggest that the drink is strong and virile, and the company is strong and virile too,” added Xiomara. She hugged her daughter again. “You are a genius, my sweet. We have a name and a mark, and it is all about our family!”

			Sotero reached his arms around both of them in a group hug.

			The name “RAM” with a picture of a raging ram began to appear on all their bottles, on their trucks, and everywhere else they could think to put it. Their brand became familiar in the industry, and their sales continued to grow, as did their profits.

			One evening while her mother was working and Sotero was out in the distillery, Marta, now age twelve, heard the sound of a truck coming up the roadway to the hacienda. No one was expected, so she looked out of the window and saw a vehicle she did not recognize enter the round drive in the front of the hacienda, and four men jumped out. Each man carried a bat or a club of some kind and had a grim look.

			“Mama,” Marta cried out. “Some men are here and I am scared.”

			Xiomara rushed over to the window and saw the men approaching. “These men are here for no good. Run as fast as you can and get your father. Tell him what is happening.”

			“But Mama, what about you?”

			“Don’t worry. I will be fine. Now run!”

			Marta ran— out the back and the hundred yards or so to the distillery where her father was working. Meanwhile, Xiomara went boldly to the front door planning to confront the intruders, who she saw carried clubs as well as torches that they were now lighting. She burst through the front door angrily, screaming, “How dare you? How dare you come to our home? Get out! Get out!”

			“Papa, Papa, men are here and I am afraid they are going to hurt Mama,” Marta cried out breathlessly as she ran up to the distillery.

			Sotero did not answer her, but he ran to a closet and took out a twelve-gauge double-barrel shotgun and a bag of extra shells. “Stay here,” he ordered her and began sprinting back to the house.

			But Marta did not stay. She followed him, although she could not run as fast as he. She could hear yelling and screaming in the distance and a crash of glass as she approached their hacienda. And then she smelled it. She ran faster, straight to the back door of the house, in the door, up to the bedrooms.

			“Wake up! Wake up!” she screamed at her brothers, Pedro and Carlos, as she grabbed her baby sister, Francesca, from her crib. She led them all out of the back door and away from the growing smell of smoke. They hurried toward the distillery, but then Marta stopped and handed the baby to her little brother Pedro. “Stay here!” she ordered. They were all crying, but she had no time to console them. She began to run to the front, but before she could get there, she heard two big booms that made her stop running. Marta looked up and saw flames on the roof of her home growing bigger and bigger very quickly. And then she heard two more big booms. The flames seemed to be all over her home.

			She rounded the corner of the burning building and saw it: Her father had shot four men and they lay bleeding on the ground, two of them writhing, two not moving. Then she saw her mother on the ground, with her father kneeling by her. She watched Sotero rise from Xiomara, reload his shotgun, and walk over to the men who were on the ground. Then she watched as he shot each one of them again in the head, even the ones no longer moving. He tossed aside the gun, walked back to Xiomara, picked her up, and carried her away from the flames.

			When morning came, the hacienda had burned to the ground, and Marta no longer had a home or a mother.
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			Houston— Present Day

			The black limousine sat parked in front of the spa waiting for its passenger. This was the most expensive spa in town, and it only catered to the very rich. The Temple of Bliss spa rewarded its customers with the highest prices, topping even spas in Manhattan or Beverly Hills, but its wealthy clientele raved about the treatments and affirmed it was well worth the ridiculous price. Dmitri sat patiently in the driver’s seat, properly attired in a black suit and tie, listening to Russian radio that he was able to pick up on his system and at the same time focusing on the screen of his phone. He knew this was an easy ticket, a simple drive to the airport and a big tip. It was five p.m. and he was early, but he had the time and was more than happy to listen to the news of his homeland.

			A second black limousine pulled up behind him. Dmitri glanced up and then went back to his phone. Other drivers with other fares were to be expected at this place. But a moment later, he looked up to a tap on his driver’s side window. A Hispanic fellow in a similar type of black suit was signaling him to lower his window. Dmitri was annoyed.

			“What the fuck do you want?” he growled, lowering his window.

			“Hey man,” said the Hispanic. “You don’t need to be here anymore. Your ride has been cancelled. I got it.”

			“No fucking way,” Dmitri shot back. “This is my fare.”

			“Hey, I get it. It’s a big fare. What is it? Two hundred fifty dollars? Three hundred dollars? But you see, this woman’s husband has a special surprise for her that he has arranged, so we are taking her there when she comes out. It’s a surprise, get it? So she doesn’t even know about it. And that’s the way he wants it. He’s a big shot in Los Angeles and he wants to do something big for her. We will take it from here.”

			“I haven’t heard that my job was cancelled.”

			“And you won’t, see, because this is a surprise so she wouldn’t cancel.”

			“What about my fare? I am not going anywhere, man.”

			“No problem. Here.” And the Hispanic ripped out four crisp hundred-dollar bills and passed them to Dmitri.

			This was even more than he had expected on this trip, and now Dmitri did not even have to share it with his boss. But he was still not ready to give up. “I don’t know,” he said, at which point the man lifted his jacket to show a .357Magnum pistol in his belt.

			“Don’t make this harder than it has to be, man. Just take your money and drive off.”

			Dmitri did not think about it anymore. He drove off immediately, heading for his favorite bar to have a bottle of their best vodka. He sent a text to his boss that the client cancelled at the last minute.

			The new black limousine pulled forward to take its place, and a second car, a white van with two more Hispanic men sitting in the front seats, pulled up behind it.

			Nora Ramirez sauntered up to the checkout desk inside the spa. The two young girls behind the counter both smiled at her.

			“We hope you have enjoyed your stay, Mrs.Ramirez,” said one.

			“Why, Lisa, it was just marvelous,” Nora replied. “And you have such lovely new things in your shop— I had myself a good old time. Now be sure to email that bill to my husband, Tomaso Ramirez. It’s gonna be a big one and his getting that is icing on the cake for me. In fact, I just think I’ll take another peek in your gift shop— maybe there is something I missed.”

			Nora smiled in delight, thinking about how Tomaso would groan. She virtually floated out of the spa fifteen minutes later, feeling rejuvenated and totally happy. A box was to be shipped from the pricey store directly back to Los Angeles with not one, not two, but three different cover-ups, since she simply could not make up her mind. She had just spent a fortune, a massive bill that she would make sure her husband saw. She had also purchased a chic new sweatsuit and sandals at the spa’s expensive shop, and she wore her comfy new outfit with relish for her trip home. Her large yellow Goyard tote bag, embossed in blue with her initials, NMR, hung over her shoulder. She almost skipped out to the waiting limousine, and the attentive Hispanic driver politely opened the door for her to enter. She breezed in.

			“What a day, what a time, what a life! I just love Texas,” she said to no one as she sprawled in the back of the vehicle. The limousine moved off with the white van trailing close behind. Nora looked out the window as the buildings passed by. It was a cool autumn day but clear, and the sun shone brightly. The car moved through town as Nora continued to bask in her many recent spa experiences. She thought that just maybe she would give one of those cover-ups to her teenage daughter Jocelyn. Or perhaps not; she could decide after trying them on again when back in LA.

			When the city was left behind, the limousine made a sudden turn into a cul-de-sac to a location that was hidden from the main road. The white van followed. Nora had been lounging but sat up, accidentally knocking her yellow Goyard purse onto the car floor. Some items spilled out of it.

			“What are you doing?” said Nora annoyedly to the driver.

			“Sorry, Señora, I have to check on something.” He quickly stepped out of the car.

			“What?” she said. But suddenly both back doors of the limo opened, and two burly men grabbed Nora from both sides. She screamed, but there was no one to hear her. She kicked but the men were quite strong and held her firmly. The driver produced some zip ties, and soon Nora’s hands and feet were tied and her mouth was gagged. The men carried her from the limousine and carelessly threw her in the back of the van like a sack of potatoes. Her yellow Goyard bag was left behind in the back of the limousine. The limo driver pulled Nora’s cell phone out of the bag, smashed it on the ground, and then drove in the opposite direction while the van left the city.

			Nora was bruised and confused, stunned and terrified, and she kept kicking with her bound legs at the side of the van. The men ignored her. After twenty minutes, the van stopped, and the men pulled Nora out of the back of the van. She looked around and realized she was in a heliport. By this time, it was dusk turning to dark, and the men had parked the van on the side of the building, so it was mostly out of sight from anyone around the heliport. The area was deserted anyway, but the men had opted to take no chances that they would be seen. They stuffed Nora into a large burlap sack, hog-tied and gagged, and then carried her to a nearby helicopter and pushed the flopping sack into the middle of a passenger seat. They jumped into the helicopter on either side of her. The pilot was already in the cockpit and had been waiting for them. The helicopter took off and began its flight to the south with only the pilot, the two men, and the sack.

			“Señora,” one of the men yelled to the sack, loudly enough to be heard above the sound of the rotors. “We are going to take you out of there so you can sit up, but only if you don’t struggle or kick or fight with us.”

			“We are high above the ground now,” said the other kidnapper, “so if you make any trouble, we can just push you out of here, but I don’t think you would like that.”

			The men untied the sack, pulled Nora out of it, and sat her between them. They also took her gag out of her mouth. She immediately started screaming.

			“What are you doing? Why have you taken me? Please don’t hurt me! My family will pay for me, anything you ask,” Nora pleaded. The men ignored her, and the sound of the flight was so loud, it was easy to do. “I’m thirsty. Can I have some water?” They still ignored her. “Please, please,” she persisted, and finally one of the men gave her a bottle.

			They flew for hours and then landed. The pilot turned off the engines and jumped out, but the men on either side of Nora did not move. Nora realized that the helicopter was refueling. She thought about trying to attract some attention, but looking at her two captors, she gave up the idea. Soon the pilot was back and the helicopter quickly took off again. It was already dark, and Nora had no idea what was happening or where she was going. Her wrists and legs hurt, her head ached, and her bladder was uncomfortably full, but there was nothing she could do.

			Soon she realized they were over the ocean, and they flew on for a long time. Hours later, she saw the lights of a ship in the distance, and the helicopter began to lower. It flew to the ship and landed on a helipad at the front, but the pilot did not turn off its engines. Instead, a large black man, lowering his head to avoid the propeller, approached the door of the helicopter, and the two kidnappers slid open the door and pushed Nora out of the cockpit to the black man, who carried her as if she weighed nothing. He moved out of range of the blades with Nora slung over his shoulder. The helicopter took off immediately, and the sound of it soon faded. Nora began to wriggle and yell, but the man held her tightly.

			“Who are you?” she cried. “My family will pay for me. Please put me down.”

			But the man carried his whimpering cargo to the stern of the boat. He flopped her down on a bench and she cried out in pain. She was sprawled on her side, but the man sat her up, and then tied her to the seat so she could not get up or move. Although completely traumatized, Nora struggled to get her bearings and calm her spirits for whatever was to come next. The large man sat on a bench across from her and began to whittle with a pocketknife. She was about to try to speak with him again when another man came up from below the deck, walked over to her, and shined a flashlight in her eyes.

			“Well, Nora, so good to see you!” he said. “Welcome to the Caribbean. I hope you enjoyed your trip.” He smiled at her with a wicked grin.

			Her heart filled with dread when she realized who he was.
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			Los Angeles— Two Weeks Earlier

			The Stanley Mosk Courthouse is located on the top of Bunker Hill in downtown Los Angeles. It was constructed in 1958 with a hundred courtrooms, and it is in desperate need of an upgrade, if not just total demolition. The building is an ugly structure— not like the majestic federal courthouse or the historic state courthouses of Santa Barbara or Riverside County. A dirty, nondescript beige, the odd structure has nine floors, although a portion of the building rises to only six stories, and the rest hops up another three floors— who knows why the architect concocted such nonsense? In fact, the great irony is that the seat of justice for LA County has been in violation of numerous building codes for decades and is a very dangerous place to be in the event of a major earthquake.

			But its long almost endless halls were just like the comfort of home for attorney Brian Youngman, who had spent the past twenty years frequenting many of the courtrooms throughout the structure. A graduate of Berkeley Law School, Brian had wanted to begin his career in public service, so he started as a deputy district attorney, choosing to represent the state and put bad guys in jail rather than represent the bad guys and get them a pass on jail so they could commit another crime. But after only a few years, he grew cynical about the policies and politics of the Los Angeles District Attorney and realistic about the controversies in both the LAPD and the LA County Sheriff’s office. He met a lot of good cops and also a lot of smart and dedicated DAs, but he saw some bad ones too, and he didn’t like the way the unions always defended those bad ones like they were heroes.

			Brian Youngman had learned he was not interested in big corporate law when he was a law clerk, although he had a few offers from some of the most prestigious firms. He worked during his summers in law school at a couple of those places and had a bird’s-eye view of what life was like as a young associate attorney. That life meant a big salary to do a lot of meaningless churning. The big firms all required annual billable hours in voluminous amounts, so the young lawyers were often given assignments that would take a lot of time and lead to large bills but no benefit for their clients.

			So on leaving the DA’s office, Brian did what almost no one in his law school class had done: He hung out a shingle and opened up his own shop. His prior job as a prosecutor with plenty of trial experience made him attractive to many clients, particularly because his billing rate was low compared to the big firms. As a solo, he was able to keep his overhead low, could take any type of case, and did not have to report to anyone. Those were the days when his wife had helped him, supported him even. She had been his billing clerk and office manager and accountant— his key team member. But of course, that was before the divorce.

			“I’m not surprised,” his Jewish mother, Irene, had said to him when he told her that his short marriage was already over. “Judith was never really your type. If you had asked me, I would have told you. But you didn’t ask.”

			“Mom, I am not about to ask my mother who I should marry,” Brian had responded with annoyance.

			Irene continued, not taking any note of her son’s response. “At least it wasn’t a big wedding, such an expense.” Irene was an accountant, although she had worked most of her life with Brian’s father, who ran a small real estate management company. Irene had been doing the books of the business for most of their marriage, and she counted the pennies.

			Brian heard his mother’s tone and focus on money and felt like a child again when she chided him for being reckless with spending. Of course, he had never been that reckless— just helped out a friend or two when they were in a bind, but they always seemed to forget to pay him back. He had been loath to press his friends for repayment. He noted that none of those “friends” were his buddies these days.

			“Well, Mom,” Brian had responded, “at least we didn’t have children. Then we would have all the mess of child support and custody.”

			“That’s the one thing you could have done for me— given me a grandchild.” Brian was an only child, and his parents had both been encouraging him from the moment he was married to start a family.

			“Well, it’s good I didn’t,” Brian responded, trying in vain to ignore the guilt trip. “We only need to divide up our assets, which is pretty much nothing. And neither of us need or deserve any support, so it will be an easy split.”

			“You still need a lawyer,” his mother had responded. “And as you know, they ain’t cheap.”

			That had focused Brian on family law. He had handled all types of real estate, business, and personal injury matters, even some will and trust disputes. But he had thought family law was beneath him— that is, until he had to learn family law for his own divorce. When he saw the fees that divorce lawyers got away with charging— with the express support of the judges themselves— and looked at the huge debt he was in post-divorce, he decided that representing spouses who were fighting over dishes and generating substantial fees was starting to look a lot better. And so, he became an expert in all areas of family law— domestic violence, child support and alimony, property disputes— you name it. With all his courtroom experience, Brian found he was good, very good— in fact, better than most.

			Brian learned something else about the divorce practice— sometimes he could actually make a positive difference in people’s lives. That satisfied his longing to be a do-gooder in the world— at least that is what he told himself: Make some real money, pay off those debts, and occasionally guide a parent to do a better job with his or her child or convince a wife to stop drinking or a husband to take anger management classes. As he practiced, his cases got bigger and bigger.

			Today he found himself comfortably in Department13, a dedicated family law courtroom, before Judge Elliot Grazer, arguing for attorneys’ fees and discovery in a brand-new divorce case representing a woman who had just two days before wired $100,000 into his trust account. He had not even met her and did not know what she looked like, but she signed his retainer agreement and sent the money, so he was ready to appear. Hearing the clerk call his case, Brian promptly stepped past the bar and up to the lawyers’ conference table before the judge’s upraised bench.

			“Good morning, Your Honor. Brian Youngman for the petitioner, Ms.Nora Ramirez.”

			“Good morning, Mr.Youngman,” Judge Grazer responded gruffly. “Please take a seat.”

			As Brian did so, he saw another figure step to the table on his right.

			“Your Honor, Sam Callahan of Johnson, O’Reilly & Callahan for Mr.Ramirez.” Johnson, O’Reilly & Callahan was the largest and most expensive divorce firm in Los Angeles. Brian had not known who his opposing counsel was going to be until that moment, and he inwardly groaned. He had gone up against Callahan once or twice before, and it had always been unnecessarily contentious— no courtesies or cooperation, just World War III.

			“So, this is a new matter, I see. Hold on for a few moments, sit down, and let me look at the file,” said the judge as he examined his computer screen. Both lawyers took seats since it was obvious Judge Grazer had not bothered to review the case before it was called. Another long day in court, Brian thought. He had often seen judges be completely unprepared and read the case file for the first time while everyone waited and the lawyers’ clocks kept ticking. Many of his colleagues were perfectly happy with this inefficiency; they billed by the hour, so it just increased their fees. But Brian chafed to see even his wealthiest clients have fees double because a judge would not take the time to do even the most cursory preparation before taking the bench and calling the case.

			Suddenly, another attorney stepped up to the lectern that divided the two conference tables in front of the court. Brian looked with surprise at the new arrival, obviously an attorney, immaculately dressed in an Armani suit, Gucci shoes, and a Versace tie with matching pocket square.

			“Bill Simmons of Findley & Goodwin, appearing specially for RAM Industries Inc.” Findley & Goodwin was a multinational law firm, based in New York but with a huge LA office that handled every type of complex corporate matter. Simmons had pronounced the firm name loudly and clearly so that its status could be emphasized.

			Judge Grazer looked up. “Okay, counsel, so what are you doing here, Mr.… uh…”

			“Simmons, Your Honor. Of Findley & Goodwin.” Again, he emphasized his famous firm’s name.

			“Mr.Simmons,” the judge started, “this is a divorce case, and RAM Industries or whomever you represent is not a party. Not unless corporations can marry— which hasn’t happened yet. And as far as I know, your firm doesn’t even handle divorce. Isn’t this a bit out of your orbit?”

			“Well, normally true, Your Honor,” Simmons responded. “But we filed a special appearance this morning— we are intervening in this case.”

			“They can’t do that,” Brian interrupted, not even standing up.

			But Simmons continued. “You should see our papers in your computer at the very top. We are representing RAM Industries, which has an agreement with Nora Ramirez regarding the matter before you. Specifically, there is a prenuptial agreement between my client and Mrs.Ramirez, and there is also a prenup between Mr.Ramirez and RAM. We filed these documents along with declarations from the CEO of RAM this morning as well.”

			“We join with Mr.Simmons on his requests,” Callahan immediately commented, even though Simmons had not made any requests.

			“Your Honor, I object!” Brian exclaimed, jumping to his feet. “This is nonsense. A company cannot have a prenuptial agreement. I have received no motion to intervene or any of these other filings. We are here on this newly filed divorce petition, and we need orders for legal fees and also for discovery.”

			“Your Honor, that is exactly why we intervened,” Simmons quickly countered. “Mrs.Ramirez expressly waived these rights in her agreement. You can see that in the papers we filed.”

			“No way,” Brian piped in, but Simmons was not to be diverted from his plea.

			“There is a sixty-four-page agreement, every page initialed by Mrs.Ramirez. Her signature is notarized, and she was represented by competent counsel. There is even a transcript of the signing ceremony that proves the process was both fair and voluntary. Mrs.Ramirez was paid a substantial sum in exchange for her agreement that she had no rights in RAM and that in the event of a divorce she would have no right to obtain any information about RAM.”

			“I object,” Brian said vehemently. “That’s against public policy even if a corporation can enter into a prenuptial agreement, and it can’t. My client has a right to learn everything about her husband’s interests in RAM and also what the value of her community interest is. And to the extent Mr.Ramirez contends his interest is not part of the community, we would need to do discovery to investigate that. As we understand it, RAM has vast ownership interests in numerous liquor and other beverage brands as well as other products and businesses— we don’t know to what extent because it is a private company. We are entitled to find out everything about RAM— that is the law.”

			“Your Honor,” came Simmons’s nasal response. “We have provided numerous authorities in our briefs supporting the legitimacy of RAM’s agreement with Mrs.Ramirez. And these were all served by email on her counsel this morning. We also brought him a hard copy as a courtesy, which we will provide him right now.” A young man carrying a large box stood up from the audience and came over to Brian. The box was placed on the table, and Brian could see it was full of papers and briefs that would take him days to go through.

			“Your Honor, this is trial by ambush,” Brian complained. “I can’t be expected to read all these documents now.”

			“Nor can I, Mr.Youngman, nor can I,” offered Judge Grazer with a sour look. “And while Mr.Simmons’s position may be unorthodox, I am not prepared to say one way or another whether his claim has merit. It will take me some time to go through all of this, and I will need to ask for one of the county law clerks to help research all these cases. And I certainly will give you a full opportunity to oppose their position. So, I have no option but to continue this matter to another day.”

			“That is fine with us, Your Honor,” responded Simmons. “We want Mr.Youngman to have all the time he needs to respond to our arguments. We will file the appropriate replies, and Your Honor will need time to digest all this material. I suggest we reschedule for six to eight months from now.”

			“We agree with that, Your Honor,” Callahan quickly stuck in. He could not agree with Simmons fast enough. It was obvious to Brian that Simmons controlled the purse strings in this matter.

			“Six months? That is way too long. How about next week?” said Brian.

			“That will not give anyone enough time,” answered Simmons condescendingly. “And, Your Honor, this matter deserves your careful attention. I do want to inform the court that our client has authorized us to file both a writ and an appeal in the unlikely event that Your Honor does not agree with our position, although I am sure you will.”

			Judge Grazer scowled. “Well, six months does seem like too long. I will continue this matter for ninety days. Mr.Youngman, your client should respond forty-five days before the next hearing, and all replies should be filed thirty days prior. If I need more time, I will let you know. In the meantime, the matter is otherwise stayed, but of course the ATROS remains in effect. That is the automatic temporary restraining orders, for your benefit, Mr.Simmons. Go read them. Mr.Ramirez is not to dispose of any assets or in any way encumber or transfer them. Remember that. Thank you. Next case.”

			Brian shook his head as he left the courtroom, struggling to carry both his briefcase and the heavy box of motion papers. Simmons followed him out.

			“What kind of bullshit move was that?” Brian snapped at him. “You sure know how NOT to make friends.”

			Simmons looked at Brian with contempt. “I would expect no other comment from a low-class divorce lawyer,” he replied smugly and strode off, followed by two associates.

			Callahan came out into the hall a moment later, as Brian put down the box of RAM’s extensive papers on a stone bench in the hallway. “Hey, you’re in the big leagues now, Youngman,” he called out with a smirk. “Just think of all the fees you’ll make as you try to win against us. Tons of stuff for you to read and research. You should be ecstatic. I’m certainly going to read every word of it over the next few weeks— at nine hundred dollars per hour.” And he walked off with a smile. Brian sat down on the hard bench.

			“What happened in there?” came a woman’s voice with a slight Texas drawl. Brian recognized the voice and looked up. Nora Ramirez was a beautiful woman, dressed in the most expensive dress, diamonds dripping from her neck and ears, in Jimmy Choo high-heeled shoes. Standing at a model’s height of almost six feet in heels, she was fortyish, blonde, slim, and adorned as if the courtroom was a fashion show. It appeared that she had her hair and makeup professionally done. Brian had only spoken with her on the phone and had not had time to discuss much of anything with her before the hearing. He had not even looked back in the gallery to see who was there, so he had not seen her enter the courtroom. He shook his head.

			“Gameplaying. Your husband has gotten his company into this to try to delay everything and increase the expense.”

			“Well, that sure is no surprise to me. He always runs to his sister whenever he has a problem and she just always fixes it for him. But she couldn’t fix me. She tried, but I am done with all this. That Ramirez family was really never my cup of tea. I don’t know how I got through the past seventeen years. It was mostly awful. But you’re going to help me get away from them. And I’m definitely going to have some fun with all this.”

			“Divorce is not really any fun for anyone,” Brian commented.

			“Well, it will be for me. And it is finally going to let me be free of him. And from his creepy brother. From his sister too, and that old mother of his. From that whole damn family. His sister really controls everything.”

			Brian looked at her with confusion. “Who’s his sister?”

			For the first time, a smile left Nora’s face and she scowled. “Maria Ramirez. She’s the CEO of RAM. She’s smart too. Maria is in charge of everything and everyone, including that useless husband of mine. You’re probably going to meet her before this whole thing is over.”

			Brian looked thoughtful. “Actually, I’ll probably depose her. I doubt she’ll care much for that.”

			A smile immediately reappeared on Nora’s face. “Wonderful! That will be fun. Can I watch?”

			Brian rolled his eyes. Another vindictive divorce client, he thought.

		


		
			Chapter Three
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			New York

			Maria looked out at the Hudson River from her fiftieth-floor office in the Freedom Tower in downtown Manhattan. It was a lovely autumn day, and the leaves had begun to change colors, making the view even more spectacular. She always loved the views of New York— they had inspired her ever since her mother first moved there with her.

			She had sometimes wondered if she should have rented that office near Trump Tower so she could look out at Central Park— what a tough choice that had been. She had even looked on the other side of the river in New Jersey, which was far less expensive, since she knew her current view of Hoboken could not rival the view she would have had from Hoboken of the magnificent Manhattan skyline. But she had to be in the city, had to be in the Financial District, had to be in the Freedom Tower, the great feat of construction that New York had erected in response to the attack of 9/11. She was proud to be an American, proud to be in this building, and especially proud of the family business she had worked so tirelessly to expand both in America and throughout the world.

			Her brother Miguel had only wanted to be in Miami, which was fine because then he did not get in her way or embarrass her among the New York elite. She had gladly allowed him to manage the rum business in Florida and the Caribbean, which was only a small, limited, and discrete part of the company. She kept him away from the farms and producers in Mexico, the international distribution network, the distillery in Scotland, and the newly acquired hotel and casino in Puerto Rico, although she knew Miguel sometimes had extravagant stays there at company expense. No matter, let him have his fun as long as he did not ruin the company. He was so rash, so loco sometimes, and he had a mean streak that she had seen and it scared her.

			She had always wanted to conduct company operations in a safe and legal manner— as aggressively as possible, yet not over the line— but she knew Miguel did not concern himself at all with legalities. He had already put them at risk with his Caymans game playing, importing rum surreptitiously without paying the duty. If he got much worse, she feared she would not be able to control him at all. She worried that Miguel would do something to destroy RAM.

			Maria had slowly built the air fleet, acquiring planes one by one. She had also seen and jumped at the opportunity to buy a hotel and casino in Puerto Rico at a discount price. It was Miguel who had started the rum business, and she had allowed him to use the small air fleet to import rum into the country. But soon after, he had surprised her by buying several ships, taking out a huge loan to do so without her knowledge, and forging her signature. At first, Maria had been livid and was going to try to cancel the transaction, but she had to admit that using company-owned ships for transport was going to be less costly than importing through the air. If only Miguel had not borrowed so much money and handled the matter so poorly, she might have made her peace with his conduct and even given him credit. But when she examined the loan documents, she saw he had foolishly agreed to oppressive terms, including a variable interest rate with no cap— it could go as high as the market might take it.

			Maria had concluded she did not want Miguel in the business at all, but she could not get rid of him. Under the Family Master Trust, which dictated who controlled the family business and how it was to be managed, Maria did not have the right to just toss Miguel or her other brother, Tomaso, out of the company. Her hands were tied, but she figured she could mitigate the problems those two created. Tomaso had a big title, RAM Industries President of West Coast Operations, but she made sure he was just a figurehead, relegated to taking business associates golfing or drinking and dining. He knew how to do that. And before now, the worst problem Tomaso had caused the company was being too drunk to meet a business associate for dinner. But Miguel was another story. She had moved him to Miami and limited him to rum, but he was still dangerous.

			Colleen Stevens entered the open door of Maria’s office carrying a file. She was a fifty-five-year-old black woman who had graduated from Yale Law School and now was general counsel to RAM Industries Inc. and all its various affiliates, subsidiaries, and parents. She was not just highly educated and well connected, but she was as street smart as they come, having grown up in one of the poorer areas of Philadelphia. Making sure she had perfect grades in high school and acing standardized tests, Colleen had been accepted into the University of Pennsylvania, qualifying for a full scholarship. Her hard work and dogged determination got her into Yale Law School and then a position in the mega-firm of Findley & Goodwin, which had no other black associates and was delighted to hire someone who was both black and a woman and even a Yale graduate. While there, she had done some corporate work for RAM and happened to meet its young Latina CEO during one closing. Maria had made Colleen an offer the next day, and she had been working for RAM ever since. Indeed, Colleen had been the architect of the complex structure of entities created to avoid tax, take advantage of import laws, shield the owners (all Ramirez family members), and maintain privacy.

			“I just heard from Simmons, and he got the whole thing postponed and bumped for three months,” Colleen reported.

			Maria smiled at her. “Good. That will give us time to deal with Ms.Houston Texas as well as my idiot brother,” she quipped. “Now let’s get those two bozos on Zoom, assuming we can find them, and Tomaso is not either on the golf course or drunk. Or both.”

			“Miguel is at his home in Miami. I got an email from him this morning about a new contract he has with a potential rum supplier in the Caymans.”

			“And Tomaso?”

			“As to him, your guess is probably correct, but we can try.” Colleen gave directions to Susanna, Maria’s assistant. Susanna was much more than a secretary; she accompanied Maria everywhere and handled virtually everything in her life.

			“I have Miguel,” Susanna called into the office. “I will put him on your screen.”

			Maria moved over to her large oak desk. She had opted for old-fashioned office furniture, not the newer sleek and modern styles. It was part of her recognition of the history of the company. She always wanted to remember that her current exalted status was the result of the sacrifices and hard challenges that her family had suffered and overcome and that she was beholden to the past. Her grandmother had died trying to defend the old family home at the original agave farm, but her grandfather, with the help of her mother, who was so young at the time, had struggled on. They had done things the old-fashioned way, not always legal, often taking matters into their own hands. Miguel was like that, perhaps more so than anyone, but not in a good way.

			Today, it was not Miguel’s nefarious actions that she was focused on; it was the youngest sibling, Tomaso, who had created such a mess with his abomination of a marriage. She had despised that woman from the moment she laid eyes on her, when Tomaso giddily introduced his Texas whore to the family. Nora was so obviously a gold digger, a few years older than Tomaso and on the hunt. Why could Tomaso not see that? He could have just had some fun time with her, satisfying his various physical needs before any wedding and then ditching her to find another Texas whore or whatever and do it again. But no, he was so naive and stupid, and Nora had used her significantly greater experience to bewitch the younger man. She had gotten pregnant and convinced him that he had to marry her. And she had taken their last name. How humiliating!

			Nora— Maria shuddered even when she thought about her— had quickly gotten pregnant two more times. Three children! All of them were incredibly spoiled and, although enrolled in an expensive private school in Los Angeles, so far unremarkable. Apparently, Tomaso’s DNA was so watered down by that Texas puta that Maria’s niece and two nephews were simply rich, lazy, entitled teenagers who lacked both ambition and talent. And of course, they had their issues: One, Justin, was already a drug abuser like his father with alcohol, while the other son, Billy, had been diagnosed as autistic and at times had required full hospitalization until the psychotropic medications could moderate his illness. Meanwhile, her niece, Jocelyn, had food issues and was bulimic. Maria wondered if she also wandered into drugs, which were apparently quite available in the private school system in Los Angeles.

			Now with the ill-fated marriage finally on the rocks, Maria knew the California court would ultimately allow Nora’s lawyers to obtain very private information about RAM. She could not allow that to happen. It was inevitable that any competent forensic hired by Nora would see things that no one must see. And that could be very bad for the company, indeed disastrous for her family, resulting in disgrace, bankruptcy, possibly even jail.

			Miguel came on Maria’s screen, while Colleen stood behind, always present so that the attorney/client privilege would cloak their discussions and make them undiscoverable. Miguel was shirtless. He might have been naked, but the screen only showed his hairless golden-brown chest. He had long black hair and a large diamond in one ear. He was quite handsome in a sinister sort of way. And his smooth and clean-shaven face made him look young and just a bit feminine. Even his gestures suggested an ambiguous but dynamic sexuality.

			“Well, the lawyers in Los Angeles delayed things for a few months,” Maria began.

			“That is only a very temporary solution,” Miguel hissed. “We need to deal with this woman in a way that is more permanent.”

			“No, Miguel,” Maria quickly responded. “She is the mother of our nephews and niece. Like it or not, she is family. We will just have to pay her. A lot. And before the lawyers can get started. And we need to keep any of our dirty laundry buried.” Colleen was shaking her head, trying not to imagine what Miguel had in mind.

			Miguel continued. “Perhaps so. But she had better not ask for too much. I will hold back for now, but I do have some ideas that would work quite well if you cannot accomplish the goal of shutting her down. Reasonably. I am a reasonable man after all.” He smiled, and his white teeth showed. “Just let me know how it is going. I will be interested to hear everything.”

			“Maybe we can use those three kids as a lever against her— I mean legally, Miguel. Nothing evil or wrong, just that we can try to take them away from her and get the court to give them to Tomaso.”

			“That is just a joke.” Miguel now grimaced. “Our idiot of a brother cannot take care of himself, much less three teenagers. He will just drink more— if that is possible.”

			“Maybe we can help him get on a better path,” said Maria hopefully.

			Miguel laughed derisively. “I think you will be coming back to me and letting me handle this situation. You don’t need to know how— you can keep safely in the dark as you have done before.”

			“I have Tomaso,” Susanna interrupted. “Shall I add him into your screen?”

			“Yes, do so,” said Maria, and the round face of the younger brother appeared. He had a beard and mustache, and his hair was cut short, unlike his brother’s. He was unquestionably the least good-looking of the three siblings, which was something the facial hair could not hide. Maria was a classic Mexican beauty, and Miguel while not masculine was quite attractive and in perfect shape. Tomaso by contrast had a large belly and a red nose and always appeared to be inebriated, as drunks often do.

			“You fucking moron,” Miguel yelled. “Why the fuck did you ever marry that cunt? Just because you were finally getting some pussy. You stupido. Now she is putting us all at risk.”

			“Enough!” cried Maria. “This does no good, Miguel. So, Tommy, your lawyers got some time. But now we need to find out how much we need to pay her to keep her quiet and end this thing. Can you talk to her and find out?”

			“I don’t think so.” Tomaso was glum. “She has told me she is going to put me in the poorhouse. She says she wants to show the family that she is not to be trifled with. I don’t know, I just don’t know.”

			“Can we use the kids against her?” Maria suggested.

			“Maybe. But those kids have their own minds. Ican hardly talk to them. And they are pretty devoted to her — Idon’t know why.”

			“You don’t know shit,” Miguel piped in. “You’ve hardly been a father to them, that is why. And your failure as a parent and as a husband is only rivaled by your incompetence in handling our West Coast business.”

			“We are not getting anywhere with this kind of talk, Miguel,” Maria interrupted. “I will call the company lawyers. We will see if they can work something reasonable out with Nora. I will let you know, Tommy. But you will probably need to step up and spend some more time with your children. We will need them to cooperate too.” And with that, Maria ended the Zoom. Speaking to Colleen, she said, “You know what to do.”

			“Do you want me to tell your mother?” Colleen asked.

			Maria frowned. Marta would not be pleased. “No, Iwill tell her. I am going out there tonight. I will have the driver take me, and I can work in the car. Emilio and I have arranged a meeting at her house— neutral ground.”

			Odd to think of her mother’s East Hampton compound as neutral in any way, Maria thought. But it was better for her, since with Marta there hovering, Emilio would likely agree to whatever Maria proposed. Still, Maria could not ignore the reality that Emilio was a loving father, that their son idolized him, and that she was far too engrossed in RAM’s many ventures to devote the time to their son that he needed, that he deserved, she thought with remorse. The recent hospital stay had been far too long, and she had started to realize that what was best for Antonio was to get away from that sterile medical environment and start living like a normal kid. His treatment course was tapering. It appeared that some new arrangement should be made.

			Guilt over her son oppressed her daily, and even the anticipation of this discussion with Emilio brought on new pangs. Yes, he would agree with her, but the best thing for Antonio was to be with his non-working and devoted father, not his overworked and absent mother, and she knew it. She was going to allow her son to move to Emilio’s home, but she wanted some conditions, including that she could drop in any time to see Antonio and that Emilio would bring him into Manhattan regularly at her request. Even these conditions were not going to assuage her guilt or make her a better mother, but she felt she had no other legitimate or responsible choice. Especially with this new transaction she was putting together, Maria knew she simply could not be present for her son.

			She cried for a long time on her way out to the Hamptons to meet her ex.

		


		
			Chapter Four
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			Caymans/Miami

			At five a.m., the fishing boat pulled up to the dock at Barcadere Marina northwest of George Town on Grand Cayman, just before the light of day. It had traveled all the way from Miami with its precious cargo. It was to unload here and then proceed to Jamaica to pick up a different type of cargo, then return to Miami. Three white males were waiting for it on the dock, but only one of them was armed with an AK-47 and a machete. The other two were simply responsible for taking the various bags off the boat and putting them onto the waiting truck, then driving them to the plantation where their contents could be verified. Then the bags would be taken to the bank in town.

			Compared to other Caribbean islands, Grand Cayman was a relatively safe place with much less corruption, not like Jamaica or Haiti. The Caymans had a large banking community, a sound government, and docile inhabitants, but there was a thriving illegal money laundering business there as well.

			The bags from Miami were loaded with U.S. dollars that had to be cleaned. That the plantation on the island purported to have generated such a huge amount of cash was perhaps laughable, but the authorities did not care about this kind of crime and just required that someone sign a piece of paper verifying the income. The plantation claimed to produce sugar and also various exotic and extremely expensive fruits, vegetables, and other plant products for export, but in fact there was only a small amount of farming done on the compound and only enough sugar to produce a modest batch of local rum. The plantation also boasted a distillery, but the size of the production was known only to those on the farm. Once declared as income from a foreign business, the money was both clean and largely immune from U.S. taxes, thanks to some of the loopholes the United States Congress had enacted.

			The humble-looking fishing boat also declared income from a remarkable amount of catch, although there were never any fish on the boat except from an occasional line thrown into the water by a bored crew member. After the unloading of the bags of cash, the boat was headed to Jamaica, although sometimes it made its way to Haiti or to other ports that could supply what was wanted and do so quietly.

			This entire operation had been designed by Miguel, and he had not told Maria the details about it. For example, Maria did not know that in addition to rum and other alcohol products that were avoiding customs, Miguel was also smuggling both marijuana and cocaine on the boats and selling the drugs to local distributors in Miami, except for what he kept for himself. This little side business was just extra pocket cash for Miguel that he did not comingle with corporate funds, although he was using RAM assets to operate his illegal venture. He had made contact with a Mexican cartel to obtain the illegal drugs and was laundering his ill-gotten gains through the banks in the Caymans.

			He had presented Maria with a fait accompli with his purchase of vessels and this shipping venture. She had been angry, but he had argued hard with her about it, and in the end, there was little she could do. Miguel had pointed out how unreasonable the customs officials were, how much time and cost they added to importing the rum, and how it was actually very American to find ways to avoid paying fees and taxes.

			“Everybody in the business runs rum into the U.S.,” he had pointed out. “And if we want to be competitive, we need to do the same thing. Besides, how will we ever successfully expand our brands if we cannot supply enough to our distributors?”

			“How dare you!” Maria had responded. “You had no authority to do this, and you committed fraud.”

			Miguel was not deterred. “Without sufficient volume, they will drop us and just service the Constellation Brands of the world. I have already bought the boats and hired the crew and purchased the property on the island. Everything is ready to go— actually it is going right now, since I have been doing runs to make sure it worked.”

			Maria gasped. “You are up and running— importing illegally already?” she responded, outraged.

			Miguel had smiled, enjoying his sister’s discomfort. “Of course. You agreed to let me handle rum and have Miami as my territory, and so I am doing it. You are dealing with New York and Mexico and all the rest of the world. You won’t even let me run the hotel and casino. I deserve to have my area of control. I am a family member the same as you.”

			Maria had a moment of weakness and, while not agreeing, she also had not actually vetoed Miguel’s plan as she had wanted to do. Then, when she saw the loan documents, she knew her hands were tied.

			Under her management, the rest of the business had thrived, with RAM producing and supplying more and more brands and new products, more than just tequila and rum, but also Polish vodka and both Japanese and Scotch whisky and Mexican beer. The company had expanded into glassware and other drinking-related items, like cheese plates, nut and snack assortments, and bar implements. These could be manufactured cheaply in Mexico, and like all of their business, Maria made sure that RAM both produced the product and transported it directly to market, just like her mother had taught her and her grandmother had envisioned. Cutting out the middleman meant investment in delivery trucks, which had required taking on debt, but it had been worth it, since they were easily able to undercut their competitors. And Mexico did not have the same job safety requirements or high union-negotiated wages and benefits as in America. More importantly, unlike Miguel’s rum-running business, Maria made sure all of these other supply chains followed the rules, both locally and at the border.

			She was very unhappy about Miguel’s “Bermuda Triangle,” as she called it, and she intended to deal with it. After she figured out how to handle all the debt Miguel had taken on, she intended to find a way to shut his Bermuda Triangle down, although she knew Miguel would fight with her about it. But she had been focused on her complex new hotel transaction, and she had not gotten up the energy for the Bermuda Triangle battle. Of course, she had no idea about the cocaine Miguel was bringing in on the company boats or his money laundering.

			The drug business was not the only wrongdoing Maria did not know about. Miguel had another very personal use for his Bermuda Triangle, one that would have horrified Maria even more than drug smuggling. That is because Miguel was a sadist. And he was mercilessly cruel. In all the ports their ships visited, Miguel was always able to locate some desperate young man, even a boy, who longed to leave the poverty of the poor island. Miguel would smile and smile and make offers and promises, always with a sly and conspiratorial mien. He offered passage to America and a job in Miami working for his company, as long as he would get full cooperation from the man or boy. Miguel did not hide that he expected sexual services
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PREAMBLE
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development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
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open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership

with others.



The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and

redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The

fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
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names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
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"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright

Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
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