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Prologue

 


If I ever find a bottle on a beach, you
know, the kind that has a genie trapped inside, I’m gonna rub it,
and if a genie actually does pop out and says I’ll grant you one
wish, I’m gonna tell him my one wish is to have a dozen more
wishes, and if he tells me sorry chump you get one and only one
wish, I’m gonna tell him, okay, here it is --- my one and only wish
is to have that Monday back again so that this time I can get it
right the easy way.


Chapter One

 


He tries to be unconventional and winds
up ticking like a clock, was what that fella, Too Right Tel,
had explained to me, adding, just stand outside his office on a
Saturday or Sunday and eventually he’ll show up.

So that’s what I did.

And sure ‘nough, that’s what he did.

‘Cept by the time he got around to showing
up it was already Sunday afternoon, which meant I’d been standing
there for the better part of two days --- which went real slow ---
even if it had taken me almost a full three weeks just to get this
far. Still, the moment I spotted Thomas d’Aquin Whitestone --- his
bald head now glistening in the rain --- taking four giant steps
from the back seat of his baby blue Rolls Royce to the front door
of his office building, I was long convinced that even if he didn’t
care much ‘bout me till now, the time had finally come to make him
care.

He was juggling a huge bouquet of
long-stemmed red roses and a magnum of champagne in one hand, and
trying to unlock the large antique mahogany door with his other
hand, but he couldn’t manage it and the champagne started to slip
out of his grasp. Somewhere in his mind he must have realized he’d
have to make a decision --- save the flowers or save the bubbly ---
and he chose the bubbly.

The flowers crashed onto the wet
pavement.

“Bloody hell,” he said loud enough that I
could hear him where I was hiding, clear across the street.

His chauffeur jumped out of the car but
Whitestone waved him off, unlocked the door, bent down, grabbed the
flowers, shook the wet off the plastic wrapping paper, signaled
that it was all right and stood there --- his six foot three inch
frame slightly stooped --- forcing one of his Buddha-like smiles,
until the chauffeur climbed back into the car and pulled away.

As soon as the car was gone, the smile
disappeared too.

The little voice inside my head urged,
let’s go, he’s there, we got him where we can get to him.
But my brain didn’t send the message to my legs fast enough ‘cause,
by the time I moved away from the side of the building at the
corner of the square, he’d already stepped inside and, as soon as
he did, the door shut firmly behind him.

I stopped and sighed, and thought about
myself getting soaked on a rainy Sunday afternoon in the middle of
a deserted downtown London England, and thought about him all
decked out with roses and champagne. Knowing what I already knew
about him, which by this time was one helluva lot, I didn’t have to
work for NASA to understand that he didn’t bring that stuff ‘cause
he was expecting me to show up.

I checked my twenty buck Cartier to see
that, even by knock-off watch time it was just 2 p.m.

So now I asked the voice, do we wait
until after he scores or do we get in the way and hope that just to
get rid of us this time he comes to terms with the fact that he’s
not gonna get rid of us this time?

The voice didn’t hesitate a bit. If
nothing else, getting in his way is drier.

Right. I stepped off the curb,
crossed the street and marched up to his locked tight front door.
There was a bell, I thought about ringing it, then noticed the
security camera staring down at me. ‘Cause there was no way he’d
answer the door if he knew it was me, I put my finger on the bell
and pushed it seven times. That’s a little trick I worked out when
I was flogging stocks and bonds. I’d need to get into a building
where I don’t know anybody and if I rang any bell at random just
once, the guy at the other end would want to know who was there. If
I’d answer, I’m sorta Wall Street’s equivalent of the Fuller Brush
man, he wouldn’t let me past the welcome mat. So to make the person
at the other end think he knew who was there, I’d push his bell to
the beat of “Shave and a haircut, two bits!”

Which is what I did with Sir Tommy’s bell
--- dah dah dah dum dum, dah dah! --- before scurrying out
of camera range.

Sure ‘nough, a few seconds later, his
familiar voice came over the speaker to say, “Bon jour, bon jour,
top floor.” The door buzzed, I opened it and hurried inside.

What I hadn’t rightly expected was that the
damn door would swing shut behind me so fast that I couldn’t find
the light switch, leaving me in the dark like that. All I could see
was the thick Persian rug I was standing on and outlines on the
walls of some very large paintings.

Just then, the grinding noise of an elevator
broke into the silence. It moved down, as if in some kind of pain,
from all the way up on the top floor, until it arrived on the
ground floor. When it stopped, casting a feeble glow at the end of
the hallway, I walked there, opened the main door only to discover
another one --- this time a real fancy, old fashioned gilt cage
door. Inside, a pair of long narrow light bulbs, flickering like
candles, just-about lit a dark red leather seat for two.

I told the little voice, when you have
more money than God you get a better elevator than him, too,
and sat down. The outer door closed automatically, I leaned forward
to pull the cage door shut, then pushed the top button --- which I
counted, would take me up to the fourth floor --- crossed my legs
and waited while the motor that powered the elevator coughed and
jerked a couple of times, before starting its groaning rise
upwards.

The light bulbs flickered a couple of time,
shut off, then just as quickly came back on.

I passed the second floor, then the third
floor --- the lights went off again and the elevator gave out a
real sickly wail --- then finally came to an abrupt halt.

I stood up.

The outer door opened from the other side at
the same time that I yanked the cage door open, and standing right
there was Whitestone himself. Wrapped smartly in a blue blazer,
gray slacks, lemon yellow shirt with a yellow and blue silk tie, he
had the roses in his right hand, a glass of champagne in his left
hand and his best Buddha smile on his face.

I waved, “Howdy.”

His smile instantly evaporated. “What the
bloody hell...”

I grinned, “Hope I’m not interrupting
anything.”

“Mr. Doone... you again?”

“Sir Tommy... me again.” I acknowledged,
“Nice tie.”

Staring at me, he shook his head back and
forth several times --- “You are indefatigable” --- put the
champagne glass on an antique table next to the elevator and tossed
the flowers onto an antique chair next to the table. Behind him, I
could see what looked like the livingroom of a fancy hotel suite
--- you know, a lot of dolled-up English furniture and a real
comfortable overstuffed couch filled with tapestry covered pillows.
Behind that, I presumed, was a bedroom. There was music on the
stereo which took me a few seconds to figure out. “What on earth...
Mr. Doone... what are you doing here, now, this time?”

I had to ask, “Julio Iglasias?”

He ignored my question. “Mr. Doone, would it
be too much to ask that you kindly find someone else’s house to
haunt?”

“Problem is,” I confessed, “I’ve been
looking but there are no other houses. Least I can’t find any. Just
yours. And then, you’re not home most of the time.”

“But why...” He demanded, “why Mr. Doone,
why are you here now, this afternoon?”

“Now? This afternoon? I’m here ‘cause you’re
here. Which you weren’t in New York two weeks ago when you said you
would be. Or in London after that when you said you would be. Or
last week in Paris when you said you would be. And ‘cause I almost
gave up chasing you when you escaped to... where the hell was it,
India?”

“Mr. Doone...” He took a gentle grip on my
elbow, moving me back into the elevator. “Mr. Doone... please
excuse me but I have a previous engagement this afternoon...” He
stepped into the elevator with me, closed the cage door and pushed
the button for the ground floor. “Perhaps tomorrow, Mr. Doone...”
He shook his head several times, then checked his watch --- a huge,
gold Rolex Oyster with diamonds imbedded all ‘round the face of it
where numbers should be --- then shook his head again. “You see,
this is a most awkward time...”

“Actually, Sir Tommy, it is the perfect
time...”

The elevator jerked, the lights went out,
and the cage suddenly fell a couple of feet.

“Jeezus,” I screamed.

Then it stopped.

“What happened?”

“Perfect, indeed” he mumbled, pushing the
button once, then twice, then a third time. “Yes, absolutely
perfect, Mr. Doone.” He tried opening the cage door, which wouldn’t
open, then banged the buttons again. “I don’t believe it...”

“Are we stuck?”

“What does it seem like to you?” He spun
around to asked, “May I please borrow your mobile phone?”

I could just about see his face in the dark.
“My mobile phone?”

“Yes, please, Mr. Doone, your mobile phone,
or your cellular phone, or whatever Americans call them? Because,
yes Mr. Doone, we are stuck.”

“Ah... my cell phone... I had one but they
cut me off... I had to leave it home. Anyway, what about your cell
phone?”

“Perfect.” He started banging on the
elevator buttons again. “Perfect... perfect, indeed.”

“Does this happen often?”

“You mean, do I often get trapped in a lift
with someone and have no way to ring for help?”

The little voice in the back of my head
suggested, if we don’t admit we’re trapped we won’t be
trapped, so I told him, “Just keep pushing the button. It will
work.”

He did.

Nothing happened.

“Well... ah...” I suggested, “How ‘bout we
start shouting for help?”

He fell onto the red leather seat. “This is
Sunday afternoon. No one will be anywhere within earshot until
after nine tomorrow morning. But...” he gestured, “please, Mr.
Doone, be my guest.”

I tried to force open the cage door but it
wouldn’t budge for me either. Then I hit all the buttons several
times.

“Indeed, Mr. Doone,” he repeated dejectedly,
“please... be my guest.”

First I hit the buttons real hard. Then I
pushed them real soft, thinking maybe they didn’t like being hit
hard and would only work if I took the gentle approach.

Eventually I settled into the seat next to
him. “Your guest? Sir Tommy, yeah, well... I think I finally
am.”

 


*****

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


The Monday that actually turned out to be
the first day of the rest of my life --- the one that dawned
exactly 20 days before I stepped into that elevator with Sir Tommy
--- began usual enough.

I was up at 5:20, on my running track by
5:30 and teasingly kissing the inside of Lorilee’s ear by 5:40. At
first, she purred. I whispered, “Don’t start without me.” Then she
turned over, grabbed two of our dozen pillows, rudely tossed one at
me, stuck another over her head, and mumbled, “I’m asleep.”

Usual enough.

I got the fast train from Stamford, sat
where I always sit, sorted through my newspapers --- the Wall
Street Journal for the markets, USA Today for the late West Coast
basketball scores, and the Daily News to see how badly the Knicks
were playing --- scurried along Platform 35 in Grand Central
Station, jumped on the shuttle to Times Square and changed there
for the #1 Train downtown to South Ferry. I walked across the
street to Lauriston Livermore Tower on Water Street --- tossed a
penny for luck into the waterfall fountain that was part of the
entrance --- made my way to the newsstand at the rear of the big
marble hall to buy my morning’s supply of M&Ms, then stepped
into an elevator and was whooshed upstairs to the 49th
floor. Two minutes later, I sauntered past
Garrison-Cotton-Braddock’s glass doors --- inscribed GCB sideways
in huge gold letters with speckles of tiny green dollar signs ---
ducked under the imitation McDonald’s arches of the
floor-to-ceiling glass wall at the far end of the still empty
reception area and entered the “War Room.” Just as I did, the
digital clock on the back wall labeled New York --- clustered in
the middle of a group of digital clocks labeled London, Paris, Tel
Aviv, Moscow, Singapore, Hong Kong, Tokyo, Honolulu, Los Angeles,
Denver and Chicago --- clicked over to 7:29.

Usual enough.

Taking up the entire south half of the
49th floor and covered in gold carpet with more of those
tiny green dollar signs --- if you squinted hard you could see that
they formed a running pattern to spell out GCB --- the War Room
offered the world’s greatest view of Staten Island, which would
otherwise be okay if it wasn’t an oxymoron.

We were about 130 traders in all, pretty
minor league by Wall Street standards, but old man Garrison ---
recently deceased --- designed it that way ‘cause he believed that
medium sized fish in a medium sized pond were the dine-ers, where
as medium sized fish in big ponds were the dine-ees.

Philosophy, he used to brag, was his strong
suit.

That was followed, only just, by his
fondness for all things soldierly, like the way he’d personally
designed the War Room.

The first bank of computer consoles is where
everyone starts their GCB careers --- he insisted they be referred
to as buck private foot soldiers --- unless, you happened to have
married into G’s or C’s or B’s family, like the schmucks who were
presently running the company.

Next level up are the sergeants. Then there
are the lieutenants, the captains, and the colonels. Finally, along
the far wall, just under the clocks, are us six generals.

All this, being the brainchild of a man
whose particularly brilliant army career consisted of five months
active duty during the late 1940s stationed in a air raid tower on
the beach at Ocean City, New Jersey.

Again, just like the army, he dictated that
promotion should come to those who showed bravery in battle, which
translated to mean that in order to move up the steps you had to
bring in new clients, which is the way I moved up, much to the
eternal chagrin of the management. Most everyone else had to wait
for someone higher up to leave. A lieutenant would get promoted to
captain, a sergeant would get promoted to lieutenant, a private
would get promoted to sergeant and a new private would get hired.
Garrison preached that this created a neat and orderly system of
advancement. The rest of us knew that, more often than not, it
simply created an excuse for knocking off the guy one workstation
higher.

Garrison also dictated that just like in the
army, here too, rank would have its privilege. In the case of us
generals, privilege meant a side-table with room enough for
telephones and lunch pails, which was his subtle way of trying to
get us to eat lunch at our desks.

What he knew that we knew was that this
military crapola was just a sneaky way of capping trading limits so
that the firm wouldn’t have to pay all the traders the same level
of commission. What he didn’t know that we knew was that he’d
acquired the side-tables for free and couldn’t figure what else to
do with them after picking up a pile of office furniture for the
directors’ conference room from a bankrupt trader ten floors below
us. What we knew that he knew was none of us generals ever intended
to eat lunch at our work stations ‘cept on days when the market was
going to hell in a handbag.

Lunch, he would mumble on slow days as we
all filed out at 12:30, is for losers. But that obviously didn’t
include him or any of the C’s, B’s or G’s ‘cause they had lunch
catered in and served by a waitress in a skimpy black dress, which
is what used to go on every day at 1 o’clock behind the closed
doors of the directors’ conference room with the used
furniture.

Though the place took a little getting used
to, I’d been there just over seven years now and little by little,
had assembled my own creature comforts, like using my secondhand
side-table to hold a NY Giants football helmet bowl where I kept my
M&Ms.

“What’s with London,” I asked a private on
my climb up the steps of the still very quiet War Room.

He fidgeted with his hands but kept his nose
buried in his screen. “Ah... I think it’s up a couple.”

“Frankfurt do its thing yet?” I called out
to a sergeant.

“Yeah, hi,” he said sheepishly, avoiding any
eye contact.

“Hong Kong?” I turned to a captain. “Hang
Sang?” But, either he didn’t hear me or he didn’t want to tell
me.

“What’s going on here this morning.” I asked
a particularly idiotic colonel named Binterman, whose workstation
was just one rung below mine.

“Yeah... well... that’s for me to know and
you to find out.”

“Find out what?”

“What I know.” He forced a nasty smile, then
made a huge effort to turn back to his screen.

“Have a nice day,” I said, searching to find
at least one friendly face in still sparse the crowd.

Little Debbie wasn’t in yet.

And even though Pinky’s tent-sized jacket
was hanging over his chair, he wasn’t anywhere to be seen.

Falling into my chair, which squeaked loudly
as I swung sideways, I pushed a button to open a phone line to
Snack Attack Central --- Maynard had to wait for Garrison to die
before he could change the name from “The Mess” ‘cause he thought
Snack Attack Central was cool --- ripped loose my tie, called into
the speaker, “One coffee and one bialy please... Doone. And please,
this time, not butter... margarine.”

That done, I was just about to pour my bag
of M&Ms into the football helmet when I noticed my screen was
blank.

“What the hell?” I hit the reboot button but
nothing happened.

Suddenly I realized that most of the eyes in
the War Room staring at me. But when I looked up, every eye
abruptly turned away.

“What?” I shrugged, “You’re all long on
butter? How about going short on cholesterol?”

It was as if no one heard me.

So now I glanced down to the glass walled
offices of the “Chiefs-of-Staff.”

Miller Maynard, chairman and CEO, was in a
huddle with Hogan Cotton, the youngest of his two partners. Cotton
had his hands on Maynard’s shoulders, and their heads were very
close, ‘cept instead of looking at each other while they conferred,
they were glaring across at me.

I broad-grinned them, mouthing the words,
“Up yours.”

Maynard’s gray hair was set back off his
forehead, accenting his pointed nose, making his face look
something like the front of a supersonic jet fighter plane. He
seemed flustered.

Cotton, two inches taller and emaciatingly
thin, had been born with a silver spoon, ‘cept instead of having it
in his mouth, it was rammed up his ass. He immediately turned
away.

The easiest one to stomach was D. Whitt
Braddock --- there was no doubt in my mind that the D stood for dim
--- but only ‘cause he spent most of his time traveling and
therefore proving the old adage, outta sight, outta mind.

Being 15 years my senior made Maynard ten
years older than Cotton, which made Cotton five years older than
me, which, frankly, is one of the few non-derogatory things I can
think of saying about either of them. Though to give the dogs their
due, it wasn’t an entirely unholy-alliance. Both were Yale. Both
were rabid-WASPs. Both were borderline-incompetent traders.

As far as I could tell, Maynard’s only
bankable asset was to know more dirty golf jokes than anyone else
on earth. Did you hear the one about the midget caddie who says
to the lady golfer about to make a putt, what’s the difference
between a mashie niblick and cream soda?

Cotton’s claim to fame was to own the
world’s worst collection of neckties, most of which came right out
of the Disney Store --- a grown man pretending to be a force to
reckon with while wearing pure silk images of Goofy.

The only other thing I give them credit for
is that when it comes to women they’re both smarter than me. What
did it really matter that Marylou had a mouth like Bianca Jagger?
Or that Carrie in a bikini could bring a beach to a standstill? Or
that sex with Lorilee deserves to carry a government health
warning. ‘Cause Maynard married one of Garrison’s twin daughters
--- Braddock married the other --- and Cotton married Maynard’s kid
sister.

Blood being thicker than Evain --- a bottle
of which gets delivered with the directors’ compliments to each
traders’ desk every morning --- the “chiefs-of-staff” pick up a
million bucks a year for a 30 hour week, get a secretary and a
chauffeured driven Lincoln Continental, while I’m making a quarter
as much for a 60 hour week, can’t deduct my subway fare and have to
choose between looking at Staten Island or sitting with my
binoculars, staring into the other office windows, hoping no one in
any of them starts complaining to the cops about some voyeur at
GCB.

Not that I’m saying I’m underpaid. But I’m a
trader and traders have to earn their M&Ms every day.

Maynard, Cotton and Braddock only had to
earn theirs once, on their wedding night.

Anyway, there I was that morning, sitting
all the way back in my chair, looking at them --- watching them
stealing glances at me --- wondering what they’re talking about.
That is, until the little voice inside my head screamed, it’s
us, idiot.

So after my screen failed to light on the
third reboot, and after my bialy and coffee failed to show, even
though I phoned for breakfast two more times, and even after I
picked up my binoculars and focused on them and still couldn’t read
their lips, I summoned up my nerve, pulled myself out of my chair
and trekked along the War Room mezzanine, then down the steps to
Maynard’s glass wall.

As I did, every eye in the room was back to
following me.

“What’s going on?”

Maynard and Cotton were clearly perplexed,
but I didn’t take that to mean anything ‘cause I’d long ago written
them both off as terminally perplexed.

“Mr. Doone? We, ah...” Maynard motioned for
me to come inside his office.

“You can call me K. C.,” I reminded him.
“Only my friends call me Mr. Doone.”

He didn’t get it. “K. C. ... okay... yes...
you see... it’s that Mr. Cotton and I...”

I didn’t budge. “Mr. Cotton? Gee, Mr.
Maynard, you promised that as soon as I was eighteen I could call
him Hog.”

“I meant Hogan...” he corrected himself.
“Hogan and I...” He turned to Cotton who clumsily pushed Maynard
close enough to the glass that his nose was touching it. “Hogan and
I... K. C., would you please be kind enough to step inside?” He
pointed to the glass between us. “It’s that... this is a
metaphorical barrier standing between a meeting of our
minds...”

“But this is...” I rapped it with my
knuckles, which startled him... “metaphorical glass.”

“A meeting...” he stammered, “... about your
future here. K. C., I don’t have to remind you that you’ve never
been a team player and I’m afraid that...” He turned to Cotton, as
if he was a man desperate for moral support. “It’s that the
TransMare-Telco incident...”

This time it was me who didn’t get it. “What
TransMare-Telco incident?”

Cotton joined him at the glass in a show of
moral support. “TransMare-Telco. They’re supposed to run telephone
cables under the oceans...”

“What do you mean, supposed to?”

“They don’t,” he said. “You mean, you don’t
know? They’ve gone under.”

“Huh?” That stopped me. “Impossible.”

“One o’clock this morning,” Maynard
said.

Cotton nodded to confirm it. “That was eight
o’clock Hong Kong time.”

“Hong Kong?” I swung around, marched over to
the nearest empty desk and punched up our real-time headline news
service. “What the hell does Hong Kong...” Halfway down the list I
spotted the words, “HK Police Raid Kow-Tig-Tun - TransMT
sinks.”

“Oh... shit!”

Grabbing the mouse, I double clicked on the
headline to bring up the story.

“HK Police raid premises of broker
Kowloon-Tiger-Tung. Six Chinese nationals, three Japanese nationals
among 19 arrested, charged with money laundering, stock
manipulation. TransMare-Telco hollow in pump-’n-dump scheme washing
Triad gang drug cash. Assets disappeared or non-existent. Shares
suspended. SEC notified.”

My head started spinning.

Dow Jones had the same story.

So did AP.

I wanted to scream but the little voice was
already doing it. Chump, we’ve been had.

All I could manage was a feeble, “Son of a
bitch...” ‘cause the little voice was right.

Not that I was ever going to admit this to
Tweedledee and Tweedledum staring at me from inside their glass
house, but what really pissed me off was that I should have known
better.

“Oh... Shit!!!”

I knew that Kowloon-Tiger-Tung was slightly
suspect. But if a trader like me stopped dealing with every broker
on the planet who was slightly suspect, Wall Street would be a
parking lot and there’d be no one left to play with. So it wasn’t
that air raid signals should have blasted when I discovered that
Kowloon-Tiger-Tung was involved. It was that I didn’t recognize a
‘chop’ when it was stuck like a Post-It on the very end of my
nose.

Been had, the little voice repeated,
been had good and stupid.

A gang of crooks had infiltrated a
brokerage, hit on a stock that didn’t trade much and bought into
it. They’d cold-called and hard-sold the shares, run the price up
twenty-thirty-forty times, strong-armed legitimate brokers to keep
from bailing out too soon, then dumped the shares on an otherwise
unsuspecting market at the inflated price. That sent the shares
back to a rock bottom. Presumably, the gang had also shorted the
shares, so that when the roof caved in, they stood to make another
wad.

It was a phenomenon becoming all too
familiar around Wall Street, along with the presence of guys in
small brokerage houses with shoulder-holster creased shirts and
broken noses. By owning their own pipeline into the markets,
organized crime easily washes whatever dirty money they have.

Still, if I was gonna to be honest about
this --- which I was decidedly not gonna be to anyone else,
‘specially Maynard and Cotton --- I didn’t get done by some
tattooed Chinamen playing at the NASDAQ, I got done by my own
greed.

I’d first read about TransMare-Telco in a
tipsheet I liked a lot called Cassandra. Apparently she was some
sort of Greek princess given the power of prophesy by Apollo. The
guy behind the sheet was a two-dollar-window player named Dimi
Ionides, whose grandfather came from some island with an
unpronounceable name in the Mediterranean and had opened a coffee
shop on 9th Avenue off 57th Street. Dimi inherited the coffee shop,
which turned out to be his only qualification for picking stocks.
Personally, I liked the guy. As a coffee shop owner, he committed
the worst imaginable offense --- selling bad coffee and yesterday’s
pastries --- but as a stock picker, he was sometimes pretty good.
He had a feel for penny shares and I’d made some dough off him for
my clients. Sure, he was one of a ballpark full of guys forever
touting the next Microsoft and Intel. But he’d spotted Durango
Dairies five years ago at $2 and today it’s at $42, and he’d
spotted PharmaChem-Noga at $1.50 a year ago and today it’s $18 and
he’d spotted Crestiles two years at when it looked flat on its back
at 75-cents and today it’s $11.50.

He was the one who put me onto
TransMare-Telco, touting them at half a buck.

That was a month ago when trading on the
shares was invisible. I got in at 15/16, they went to 1 1/4 in two
days and I sold at 1 1/8. When it slipped a bit, I bought at 1,
sold at 1 3/4, bought in again at 2 and held on until I could sell
3 5/16. It dropped to 3 and this time I got in big.

Too big.

Shit... much too big!

I didn’t have a doubt in the world that the
shares would hit 5, so I leveraged a bunch of portfolios --- as a
General I had big limits --- brought in some of the firm’s money
and, to protect myself, put in a stop at 2 7/8. Ionides said he was
buying too and forecast $10 before the year was out.

Enough guys read his tip-sheet and it looked
like enough other guys like me got in while the getting was really
good because buying sent the shares up to $6. When they hit $7.50,
I reckoned this was going to be my career maker, so I moved my own
pension fund into TransMare-Telco.

What I never considered was how much of that
buying was being done at gun point.

Everyone knows it’s a gamblers market, which
normally suited my short term interests just fine. In the past, I’d
say hey, if the Chinese want to punt and I can make a bundle on the
way up there’s no way I’ll get caught still holding on when it nose
dives down.

But this time, obviously, it wasn’t
normal.

My golden rule has always been, don’t
gamble, trade. And following that golden rule, I normally live with
trailing stops, meaning that at each stage I move my sell orders
just that much higher to keep protecting my downside. But this time
I figured it different. I told myself, if I sell at $8 I can retire
to Connecticut. The thing is, I was already living in Connecticut.
I convinced myself, wait till it hits $15 and retire on the
moon.

Instead, the Hong Kong cops broke down the
door of Kowloon-Tiger-Tung and found the floors covered in
worthless TransMare-Telco paper.

“You understand, of course, that we have no
alternative but to reconsider your employment...” Maynard came out
from behind the glass barrier to stand a few feet from where I was
still staring blankly at the news on the screen. “The firm’s funds
were not suitably protected...”

Associated Press was reporting, “This was
just one of 18 separate inquiries currently being pursued by the
Hong Kong authorities. The threat posed by globally organized crime
is real and must be met.”

“No alternative, I’m afraid, whatsoever,”
Cotton agreed, although he was staying on his side of the
glass.

A spokesman for FBI commented that while the
extent of the influence of organized crime on Wall Street was not
known, the TransMare-Telco case demonstrated how, “Mobs looking to
launder drug profits in the world’s stock markets are like buzzards
circling over a herd of starving cattle.”

“Under the circumstances,” Maynard went on,
“I regret that compensation will not be forthcoming from the
firm...”

A spokesperson for the Securities &
Exchange Commission was quoted as saying that they too would be
looking into the TransMare-Telco dealings. “We cannot allow
organized crime groups to edge into the canyons of Lower Manhattan,
which they are doing now that their longtime control of traditional
rackets has weakened.”

“We are confident,” Cotton said, “that you
understand the sensitivity of our position...”

“Huh?” I looked up at Maynard, then at
Cotton. “What?” Out of the corner of my eyes I noticed Binterman
sizing up my workstation for himself.

Cotton concluded, “... and that your
position here has become untenable...”

Maynard cut in. “If you’ll check your
contract you’ll see that...”

“My contract?” That’s when I finally
understood. “You’re cutting me off?”

“I’m afraid,” Maynard said, “you have left
us no alternative...”

“Cutting me off? No alternative? Am I
supposed to tell you it’s too late to fire me ‘cause I already
quit?”

“Perhaps if you would prefer... for the sake
of your resume...”

“Took you long enough, didn’t it?”

“What did?”

“Finding a way to get rid of me.” The little
voice demanded, kick ‘em both in the balls, but the best I
could muster was a meek, “Couldn’t just do it to my face... no, not
you guys, you needed to find some excuse...”

Maynard backed away. “This is hardly just
some excuse...”

“Yeah, right. We’ll see about that.” I
stormed out of the War Room.

We’ll see about that, I repeated over
and over again to myself --- quieter and quieter each time --- as I
went down in the elevator and outside to the waterfall.

Yeah, we’ll see about that...

I stopped, looked around, then had to ask
myself, now what?

My clients had lost a fortune. My firm had
lost a fortune. I was unemployed.

And... I was broke.

If only the day had ended there.

 


*****

 



Chapter Three

 


“I think we might be able to get out of
here,” Sir Tommy said, surveying the grated hatch at the top of the
elevator cage. “If one of us could fit through that, then climb out
of the lift, just past the motor, he might be able to get back
through the door...”

“Sounds like a plan,” I said, sitting right
where I was, motioning for him to go ahead.

“Fine. Then let’s begin by shoving the
grating aside. You’re smaller and lighter, so if you will step up
here on the seat and I shall try to boost you high enough to get to
the grill.”

“Me?”

“Yes, you.”

I looked up at the trap door. “Hey, this
is... like, dangerous. I don’t want to climb on top of some
elevator cage. What happens if I fall?”

“If you fall,” he pointed out, “you will
land on the roof of the lift.”

“Yeah... well... what happens if... I don’t
know, let’s say I get up there and the door won’t open and the
elevator suddenly starts moving. What happens if the elevator
crashes?”

“If it starts moving down, we shall be
saved. If it crashes down, I see no practical difference between
being inside the lift cage or outside. If it crashes, I suspect
we’ll both be killed, either way.”

“Charming,” I mumbled. “And what if I’m up
on top and the thing starts going up? I’m the one who gets
squashed.”

“If it starts moving upwards, then I shall
help you get back inside before it reaches the top.”

“Yeah, well, how about if I help you get
back inside before it reaches the top and that way you’ll be the
one who doesn’t get squashed?”

“Mr. Doone, might I remind you, I would not
be in this predicament if it weren’t for you. I am therefore asking
politely, please step up here on the seat and I shall try to boost
you high enough to get you through the grating.”

“Funny, but the way I see it, neither one of
us would be here if you hadn’t kept giving me the slip.”

“I have done nothing of the kind.”

“No, of course not. All you’ve done is shown
enormous care and concern...”

“Care and concern? Mr. Doone, at the risk of
overstating the obvious, my concern at this very moment is about
our predicament and I would be grateful if you would at least
pretend to show equal care...”

“Care? I care about my own ass. How ‘bout I
boost you high enough to get you through the grating?”

He must have realized I wasn’t going to give
in ‘cause he took off his blazer and handed it to me --- “If you’d
be so kind” --- then stepped onto the leather settee. At his height
he had no trouble reaching the trap door, but almost as soon as he
poked it, the grating flew up, clanked into something above it and
sparks flew.

“Bloody hell...” he howled, and came off the
settee, landing squarely on his feet in the middle of the elevator
cage. “What was that?”

I suggested, “A warning that we shouldn’t be
fooling around up there.”

He studied the grill as if he was waiting
for flames to shoot out --- the possibility of which was definitely
going through my mind too --- then, stepped back onto the settee
and very gingerly, pulled the grating into place.

“Be careful,” I said, ‘cause I figured I had
to say something.

Without responding, he stepped down,
mumbled, “So much for your bright idea,” brushed off the settee and
sat down.

“My bright idea?” I might have argued that
point had I not noticed an acrid odor. “Do you smell something?
Like burning electrical wires?”

“Ironic,” he muttered, “having spent the
morning looking forward to an afternoon of romantic pleasure, only
to find oneself spending the afternoon looking forward to dying in
a lift fire.”

“You always this cheerful?” There didn’t
seem to be any smoke and, ‘cept for those sparks, there didn’t
appear to be anything glowing up there. “I suppose if there’s some
sort of short circuit, the fuse will blow...”

“How comforting, Mr. Doone, to know that
among your many talents is electrical engineering.” He drew in a
few long breaths, then volunteered, “The odor isn’t getting worse,
which I take to mean that it came from those initial sparks.”

“Smoke rises,” I said. “So does heat. If
there is some sort of fire about to happen...”

“Would you please hand me my jacket.” I did.
He hung it on the elevator door handle, slipped out of his tie ---
folding it meticulously before putting it in one of the blazer’s
pockets --- then unbuttoned his collar.

When he was finished, I took off my raincoat
and hung it on the door handle too, over his blazer. “Now what?”
And just as I said it, a buzzer rang upstairs.

“She’s here,” he announced in a soft, almost
forlorn voice. “That’s her, ringing the bell.”

“Help,” I screamed towards the bottom of the
elevator shaft. “Help. We’re trapped in the elevator. Help.”

He didn’t budge.

“Maybe if we both shouted... I mean, you’re
trapped in here too.”

He shook his head. “The door is antique
Hungarian oak. It’s thirty feet down to the ground floor and
another thirty five or forty feet to the front of the building. The
door weighs... I don’t know, probably three hundred pounds. It’s
this thick.” He gestured about four inches with his fingers. “Even
if we were standing just the other side, it’s doubtful that anyone
would hear us.”

She rang again.

“Well...” I tried to think of something.
“When you don’t answer, she’ll get concerned. She’ll phone. There
won’t be any answer. She’ll figure that something is wrong.”

He looked at me. “Do the women in your life
worry about your health when you don’t answer the door? If they do,
you must be a very lucky man, Mr. Doone. Unfortunately, I’m afraid,
at least in my case, when I don’t answer the door, women get angry
and plot ways of making me pay for it the next time we meet.”

We both listened as the bell rang another
eight or nine times.

I had to know, “You stand them up once and
they’re willing to give you a second chance so that you can do it
to them again?”

He asked me, “Did you ever know anyone who
had a dog that would bite without cause?”

“Huh?”

“Some friends of mine,” he explained, “used
to have a shitzu named Snorkle. You know, one of those tiny
Chinese dogs about the size of a large rat. Well, Snorkle would
bite anybody and everybody without cause. Nobody could get close.
Everyone knew it and yet everyone tried. Despite all sorts of
growling from him and warnings from his owners, everyone who ever
met Snorkle invariably got down on his or her knees and attempted
to play with him. True to form, Snorkle never failed to take his
pound of flesh. Literally. Everyone knew he would and yet everyone
always tried. Do you know why?”

“Why... what? Why he bit people?”

“No. Why everyone disregarded the warnings
and opted to play with him.” He didn’t give me a chance to respond.
“Because everybody wanted to be the one Snorkle didn’t bite.”

I was expecting the woman at the front door
to ring again, but she didn’t.

“Do you see the point?”

I told him the truth. “Not really.”

“Everybody wanted to be the one to claim to
have tamed Snorkle.” He said quietly, “It’s precisely the same with
women and me.”

“What, you mean, the more flesh you rip from
them, the more they come back hoping to be the one to have tamed
Sir Tommy? How admirable.”

“Tell me, Mr. Doone, do you always treat
women admirably?”

“Admirably?” I didn’t have to think about
that very hard. “I’ve had more than my share of problems dealing
with women. So maybe admirably isn’t quite...”

“You’ve had problems dealing with them? Or
might it be the other way around?”

“Nope. I’ve been the victim.”

“Mr. Doone, men always see themselves as the
victim. No matter how much, as you put it, flesh we rip from them,
it is we who suffer. Just as it was with Snorkle.”

“How did Snorkle suffer?”

“Everyone wanted to stroke him. He’d bite.
So he wound up never getting stroked. Sound familiar, Mr.
Doone?”

“Sounds pretty morbid, Sir Tommy.”

He confessed, “I tend to get morbid when I
worry, Mr. Doone. And right now, thanks entirely to you, I am a
worried man.”

 


*****

 


 


 



Chapter Four

 


Sue the bastards!

“Hi.”

That’s what we’re gonna do, the
little voice kept prodding me, we’re gonna sue the
bastards!

“Happy Monday....”

I’ve got a contract, I reminded the
voice, so they can’t do to me what they’re doing to me.

“Hello?”

That’s right, we’ve got a contract so we’re
gonna get us a lawyer and we’re gonna dispatch the bastards into
penury.

“I said... hell-o-ho... anybody home?”

“Huh?” I turned around to find Little Debbie
standing there, grinning up at me through dark bangs that poured
past her over-sized bright red glasses.

She was waving. “Did I wake you?”

People pushed past us on their way into the
building. “Hey... howdy...”

“Are you going upstairs? Good. Let’s go up
together. If you let me ride upstairs with you, I’ll even buy you a
package of M&Ms.”

“Ah... thanks... listen...” Rush hour was in
full swing and it seemed like millions of people were pushing past
us to get to their offices. “I’m not going upstairs.” I took her
hand and moved us a few steps out of the way. “From now on you’re
on your own with the Three Stooges,” I said, referring to Mssrs.
Maynard, Cotton and Braddock. “I’ve already been upstairs and... I
think I’ve just been fired.”

Her mouth opened wide. “You think?”

“I know.”

Now her eyes got red. “Oh my God...” And
then she started to cry.

That’s when Pinky rushed out of the
building. “I just heard...” He fought his way through the traffic.
“I missed the elevator you were on... I tried to catch up to
you...” He threw his big flabby arms around me and squeezed
tightly.

“It’s okay,” I lied.

Neither of them believed me, so I stood
there for a short while, getting bear-hugged by a 6 foot 3 inch,
265 pound gay 22 year old wearing a thick black beard and a pale
green yarmulke, while at the same time trying to comfort a 5 foot 1
inch waif of a 21 year old with tears streaming down her face.

“It’s okay... really it is.”

“They can’t do this to you.” Now Pinky was
crying too.

“Listen... guys... this is not going to
solve anything...”

But neither stopped, and after a few
seconds, Debbie disappeared into Pinky’s huge arms.

“They can’t do this to you,” he wailed.

“To us,” Debbie cried from somewhere inside
the huddle.

“Really guys...”

Just then one of the building’s security
guards appeared, wanting to know what was going on.

I assured him, “It’s... kinda like a death
in the family...”

He said, “The thing is that we don’t like
people hanging out too close to the waterfall... for security
reasons... so these two persons must desist from crying right here.
If you want, these two persons, accompanied by yourself, can go off
the property and cry there. But I can’t have people crying at the
waterfall, it’s against the rules.”

I had to ask, “Against what rules?”

He decided, “Security.”

“Security?”

“That’s correct,” he nodded confidently.

“Gee... officer... we wouldn’t want people
in mourning to cause a security...” I obligingly tugged Debbie and
Pinky out of the way. “No problem officer... come on guys... just
over here...”

The guard waited until we were halfway down
Water Street before he nodded contentedly and went back inside.

“They can’t do this to you,” Pinky kept
saying.

“They just have... but everything’s gonna be
okay.”

“You know what I’m going to do?” Pinky
decided, “I’m going to quit in protest.”

“Me too,” Debbie said. “We’ll all walk out.
The entire office.” Her tears quickly turned to indignation. “I’ll
organize it. I know how to do that. I led a protest once in high
school. They didn’t want us to have a cola machine so I got
everyone together...”

“That’s it,” Pinky agreed. “We’ll organize
the entire office to walk out. That will teach the gonifs a
lesson. My cousin Harry is a lawyer. I could talk to him....”

“They’re not just gonifs,” Debbie cut
in, “they’re also...” She hesitated, then blurted out, “Schmucks.”
She said it loudly and confidently, almost as if she was proud to
have come up with an adult expression. “Schmucks,” she
repeated.

“Gonifs, maybe.” That was one of the
few Yiddish expressions I knew. But then, no one could work on Wall
Street for more than 15 minutes and not know that gonif
means crook. “Schmucks... definitely. But worse than that, they
vindictive. If they knew you guys were down here plotting against
them, they’d fire both of you.”

“They can’t fire us,” Debbie said, “because
we’re going to quit. We’re coming with you. Wherever you end up,
we’re going to work there too.”

“Yeah, well, I haven’t ended up anywhere yet
this morning ‘cept out on the street. So go on, get upstairs and
pretend like nothing happened. Keep your jobs. I’ll be all right.
And I’ll be in touch.”

Pinky started shaking his head. “You got me
named Rookie of the Year. I don’t want this job unless you’re
there.”

“I didn’t get you anything,” I corrected. “I
just fought your corner when the Three Stooges said they wouldn’t
give the Rookie of the Year Award to anyone who was... well, you
know...”

All six generals sat on the Promotion and
Awards Committee, the theory being that the generals would rubber
stamp all decisions by the Chiefs-of-Staff, that way giving the
impression that the landlords consulted the serfs. But when Pinky’s
nomination as Rookie of the Year came up --- which he deserved by
being able to out-trade any of the other privates --- everyone
chimed in with an emphatic no. ‘Cept me. I knew that in their eyes
Pinky had a couple of strikes against him, but that they could
never come out and say one of them was the skull cap. Overt
anti-Semitism along Wall Street was tantamount to suicide. So they
sidestepped the issue by going after the softer target. I figured I
could box them into a corner by saying that if they refused Pinky
on the grounds of being gay, I’d not only phone the papers, I’d
also see that the New York Association of Gay Traders moved their
protest machine into the War Room. Suddenly, Maynard, Cotton and
Braddock had no place to go. It didn’t keep me any friends in the
upper echelons at GCB, which wasn’t really a problem ‘cause I
didn’t have any friends there to begin with.

Anyway, the Chiefs-of-Staff gave Pinky the
award. That was something I was proud of ‘cause old man Garrison
never concealed his feelings when it came to minorities of any
kind, the only exception being the ultra-rich.

If God didn’t want them to be
minorities, he once explained, then he would have made them
like us.

“You won it,” I reminded Pinky, “‘cause you
deserved it.”

“Well, you got me my job,” Debbie said.

The problem with her was totally different
but absolutely typical. Old man Garrison had a loudly-enunciated
but otherwise unofficial policy against hiring young single women.
It had to do with fertility. Mirroring the then popular argument
about admitting women into the military academies, he sincerely
believed that young females were biologically unable to control
their own sexual appetites and, ‘cause they were naturally wanton,
their presence was not only disruptive of discipline and decorum,
it also inevitably led to pregnancy.

When I first started there it was an all
male shop. Just before the old man died, he reluctantly hired half
a dozen women. But they were all married and with children.

No sense training some young filly,
Garrison preached, if she’s only going to be here long enough to
get mated.

When Maynard took over, he hired four more
women, two of whom were already at the tail end of their biological
clock. Their field is drying up, he explained, so it’s
time for us to plant our own crop and take advantage of the
female’s genetic sense of intuition to reap hearty profits.

Then Debbie showed up.

Maynard’s initial reaction was to refuse
hiring her on the grounds that women were “anatomically unruly.”
Almost as soon as he said it, I threatened to bring the entire
women’s movement into the War Room. Luckily Maynard didn’t call my
bluff. Instead, he passed the buck to Cotton who, genetic coward
that he was, hired her.

That Debbie had a talent for trading was
never a consideration. Cotton confessed, by whispering in my ear
with Maynard standing a few feet away for moral support, that he’d
given her a job ‘cause he felt guilty. He told me that Debbie told
him she needed the money to support her aging mama who’d once been
a dancer but had broken her leg. ‘Cept Debbie swore she wasn’t
interviewed by Cotton and that her mama is not a former dancer with
or without a broken leg.

Still, Maynard wanted me to understand that
pity had limits, and that if Debbie didn’t make the grade quickly,
or if she wound up “parturient” --- I hurried to the dictionary and
found out it means, “with child” --- she’d be fired and I’d be held
personally responsible.

As it turned out, Debbie was a fast learner
and with each small trade gained just enough confidence to get her
through a bigger trade the next time. She worked hard and made real
progress real fast. And yet, she was automatically passed over for
promotion to sergeant in the first round. I knew she was hurt,
though she never said anything about it to me. And it bothered me
too, though I never said anything about it to her, ‘cause the only
reason for not promoting Debbie was to prove a point to me.

“You guys need to keep your jobs,” I
insisted. “Y’all don’t understand that if you walk out, they
win.”

“But they’ve already won,” Debbie said.
“They’ve gotten rid of you.”

“We’ll see who’s won,” I said, turning them
both towards the door. “Now go on upstairs.”

Debbie hesitated, then threw her arms around
me and started crying again. “I’m going to miss you.”

“Me too,” Pinky said, his arms big enough to
toss around both of us. “Me too.”

It took me several more minutes before I
could entangle myself and get them both heading back to work.

Once they’d gone inside, I asked the little
voice, now what?

Now what, we’re gonna sue the
bastards.

Right.

I headed for Lorilee’s brother’s office over
on Broadway ‘cause Duke had drawn up my contract with GCB and Duke
always knew what to do.

I walked there, and when I got upstairs I
told the receptionist that I had to see him immediately.

She was unwilling to interrupt his
meeting.

So I insisted.

Giving me a nasty look, she went to the
conference room and after a minute or two Duke came out.

He was wearing a thousand dollar blue suit
and silver snakeskin boots. “What’s going on?”

“I’ve just been fired.”

An odd look crept across his face. “They
can’t fire you. Contract says so.”

“They think they can. And they just
did.”

“I’ll have to look at it real close, but if
memory serves... let’s think here a minute... the only thing they
could possibly get you for is some sort of breach of fiduciary
trust.” He wanted to know, “Y’all haven’t breached anyone’s
fiduciary, lately, have you?”

“No.” I shrugged, “I haven’t. It’s just
that, well, we had a little trouble with a company I got us into
called TransMare-Telco...”

“Insider type trouble?”

“No. And I wasn’t really all-that-over my
discretionary limits, ‘cept that I kinda fudged a few figures in
order that I could get in fast and get the hell out fast...”

“But not fast enough?”

“Guess not.”

“So it must be fiduciary...”

I snapped, “I don’t know what the hell a
breach of fiduciary trust is....”

“And I don’t have time to explain it,” he
said motioning towards the conference room. “Those guys in there
pay me real money so that comes in front of free advice. Look,
y’all go home. Tell Lorilee what’s happened and don’t worry.
They’re going to have to pay you a whopping big amount of money to
get rid of you.” He stopped, then added, “Unless, of course,
there’s been that breach of fiduciary...”

The voice inside my head urged, go for
blood, so I told him, “I want blood.” Turning on my heels and
heading for the door I said, “A whole blood bank full of
blood.”

Back on the street, I tried to recall where
I’d put my copy of my contract. A couple of three years ago, we
rode a big wave for several months and my bonus was nearly as much
as my salary, so I bought a little one-bedroom place for Lorilee
uptown just off First Avenue. That way we’d always have someplace
to stay in the city when we wanted to go to dinner or a show. I
assured myself, it’s probably there, and headed that way to get it.
But after a few minutes I decided, the hell with it ‘cause Duke
must have a copy and I just think I want to go home.

Long before the opening bell sounded at the
NYSE, I was back up at Grand Central, waiting for the next thing
smoking to Stamford.

I bought two jumbo-sized bags of M&Ms
but wound up sitting on some snail-slow local, which stopped
everywhere, which meant I went through both bags. During that time,
when I wasn’t mumbling about how laggard the damn railroad was, I
was trying to figure out how I was going to break the news to
Lorilee.

The little voice inside my head stayed
quiet.

By the time I got off the train, I’d decided
that my best defense was a strong offense. I even rehearsed it out
loud in the car as I drove home.

We’re gonna fight this thing together,
Lorilee. And Duke is gonna get us one mama-of-a-huge settlement.
Don’t you forget that I know where all the skeletons are buried at
GCB...

I reckoned she’d fall into my arms and
swoon, ‘course Duke is gonna do that for us ‘cause he’s my big
brother and you’re my husband and I feel safe knowing that you’re
both gonna protect little ol’ me.

I’d reassure her, you bet I’m gonna
protect you... and then, just maybe, we’d fall into bed for a
minor matinee.

A blue Porsche was parked on my side of the
driveway.

Huh?

I pulled in behind it --- ‘cause Lorilee was
real sensitive about me using her side of the driveway and not
being able to get her car in and out of the garage without having
to ask me to move mine --- climbed out of my car, walked to the
front door, unlocked it and was just about to call out to her when
I heard loud pounding music coming from the back of the house.

What the hell...

I followed the music all the way to my
bedroom, opened the door and stood there staring at some young stud
pumping away bare-assed naked on top of a writhing Lorilee.

“What the hell?”

He looked up, spotted me --- it was Manuel,
her personal trainer --- and he froze in mid-stroke.

Then she looked at me, screamed, bucked him
away, sending him over the far side of the bed crashing to the
floor, and rushed to find some sheets. “What are you doing
here?”

“Goddamn Lorilee...”

“Get out,” she demanded.

I turned to Manuel and motioned towards the
door. “That means you.”

“No,” she screeched, “I’m talking to you.
Get the hell out of here.”

“I live here.”

She reached over to the night table, grabbed
a clock and tossed it at my head. It missed.

Without saying a word --- the little voice
screamed, bitch! --- I swung on my heels and stormed out,
headed back to my car, drove back to the station, and got on the
first train going back to New York.

Long before anyone on Wall Street even
started to think about lunch, I was in Grand Central Station,
marching along Platform 37, aiming for an uptown subway.

*****

 


For the next two hours I couldn’t focus on
anything.

I just kept pacing through the apartment.
Going from the bedroom to the livingroom. Then back to the bedroom.
Picking up all of my ten pillows off the bed and throwing them down
again. Then marching into the livingroom. Before returning to take
my vengeance out on my pillows.

The only thing that interrupted my routine
was the phone. I guessed it was Lorilee, so I marched over to the
answering machine and switched it on.

Instead of a message, it was my mama sobbing
uncontrollably.

“What’s going on?” I grabbed it, got an
earful of feedback from the answering machine, snapped the damn
thing off and now got another earful of weeping. “What are you
crying about?”

She couldn’t talk sense for nearly five
minutes, until I convinced her to take a shot of bourbon --- she
always kept a bottle in the kitchen cupboard on the same shelf as
the peanut butter --- which shortly calmed her down enough to
string a couple-a-three words together. “It’s my apartment.”

“What happened?”

“It’s the bank.”

“What bank?”

“The bank.”

“Your bank?”

“The other bank.”

“Mama, I don’t understand. What’s going
on?”

“Wait.” She put the phone down and I heard
her traipse back to the kitchen. A few seconds later I heard her
slam the cupboard door shut and knew she’d taken another hit of
bourbon. When she finally picked up the phone again, she was
better, but only just. “It’s the bank. The one who owns my
apartment.”

“No bank owns your apartment. It’s all paid
off.”

“Not the mortgage...”

I started to say, “There is no mortgage...”
when, suddenly, a terrible thought dawned on me. She was only 71.
If this was a first sign of Alzheimer’s... “There’s nothing to
worry about...” I’d spoken to her two days before and she was fine.
She’d always been fine. Now, the thought of her starting to go
loony... I needed to get my own life back together before figuring
out what the hell to do about hers. “Mama, listen to me... your
mortgage is paid off. ‘Member, after we sold the house in Boston,
we used what was left of papa’s pension fund to buy the
apartment... ‘member the house in Boston?”

“Don’t y’all go on treating me like I’m some
sort of crazy woman, hear?” That second belt of booze had clicked
in ‘cause now she was angry. “‘Course I remember the house in
Boston. But I’m telling you that the bank... I don’t know it’s damn
name... it’s just a bank... something Federal...”

“Mama, we paid off your mortgage a long time
ago. Like ten years ago. It was at...” I tried to recall...
“Barnett Bank. Y’all know the one... just off West Lantana Road?
‘Member we went in there together...”

“Not that bank,” she snapped. “Federal
something. The bank where I had to put the sweepstakes... the money
I won.... that bank.”

“What money you won?”

“The money I won that I never told you about
‘cause I didn’t really win it... ‘cause it’s kind of like a
mortgage... I don’t know, your papa always took care of these kinds
of things and then you used to and when they told me I had to sign,
I did what they all said I had to do. Now they’re telling me that I
gotta get out within ninety days.”

“Who’s telling you that?”

“The bank,” she said loudly. “They’re the
ones holding my damn mortgage.”

“You signed another mortgage?”

“That’s what I just told you and now they’re
telling me...”

Alzheimer’s Light struck me as a much better
alternative. “Mama... I need to look at all the paperwork. You got
copies of everything, don’t you?”

“I don’t know.” She was crying again.

“It’s going to be all right, mama. Is there
a Kinko’s somewhere near you
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