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Chapter 1


          

          
            The Clandestine Profiteering Scheme

          

        

      

    

    
      Saturday, June 7

      4:35 p.m.

      The afternoon sun disappeared behind a tall stand of cypress trees, and she felt cooler instantly. Jessica Martin wore Gymshark leggings and an Ernest Leoty bodysuit as she jogged along the familiar park pathways. Why not? She had the money to do it right, and she considered herself trendy, but not pretentious. Jessica made a left turn onto an unpaved trail beside the playground where children squealed, racing to the top of a slide, and playing on swings while demanding that tired looking parents push them higher. She followed the trail upward and when she crested the hill, caught view of the expansive pond next to the trail. It was a bucolic setting that seemed incongruous with the conduct of big business.

      At forty-five Jessica was in the best shape of her life. With a slim physique under expensive clothing, the deepest of blue eyes, and jet-black hair that she wore at shoulder length, she made an impression on everyone. Astute, insightful, and always weighing options, Jessica was the consummate professional.

      She ran down the hill and onto the paved trail that circled around the pond, checking her smartwatch as she ran. This was more than just her workout time; it was a means to an end. She was to meet him in five minutes and if she was not on time, he would wait only two minutes before leaving.

      Everything had to be so damn precise. It was a little overly dramatic, but there was no room for error. There was too much at stake. Jessica didn’t like the way it made her feel, furtively looking over her shoulder for anyone who might be watching, even though no one was ever there. She made her way past ducks sitting between the pathway and the pond, who were entirely unconcerned with her presence.

      A soccer ball flew in her direction from a field adjacent to the path. She caught it and looked in the direction of its arrival. A pre-teen boy with a face full of freckles and shaggy red hair said, “That’s our ball, ma’am.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Jessica called back and threw the ball to the teenager. “Be careful not to hit others please.”

      The boy studied her silently and replied, “Sure thing.” He turned back towards his friends, and they all began to laugh, dismissively. ‘Little shits’ Jessica thought, shaking her head and continuing down the path. She was only a minute away from her destination now. Though the process was always daunting, she smiled at the prospects of what this meeting would bring. The information she gained today should make her more money in the coming week than most middle-class Americans made in a year. And it was as easy as it could be.

      Jessica reached the end of the pond and made her way through a meadow of tall grass. A quarter mile later, she came to a towering stand of eucalyptus trees where a bench dedicated to a long-deceased patron of the park had been positioned. She sat down on the unoccupied bench and checked her watch again. The meeting was scheduled to happen in one minute, but there was no other human within three hundred yards of her.

      Jessica put her feet up on the bench and looked across the meadow towards the pond where coots gathered noisily, the stand of eucalyptus now behind the bench. No one was moving in her direction. He wasn’t going to make it. Maybe something had gone wrong, and he had to abort. She would give it one more minute and then begin the long jog back to her car. She looked around her repeatedly. Ducks and coots were the only other life form she could spot. She checked her watch again and then stood, feeling the disappointment of a lost deal.

      “Hey,” a voice said from behind her, and she jumped.

      She turned to see a man of about fifty. He was six feet tall and slender, with a full head of grey hair. He wore an expensive suit and a wide grin.

      “Jesus, Jim, you scared the shit out of me.”

      “I noticed,” he replied with a self-satisfied smile.

      “Did you come out of the woods?”

      “Yep. A little short cut from Eighth Avenue I figured out,” he said, grinning.

      She turned away from him so that she wasn’t looking his way as the conversation continued. “Well, aren’t you an innovative and amusing guy?”

      “I thought so, yeah,” he offered with a chuckle.

      “This conversation is already too long if anyone is watching.”

      “No need to be nervous. There’s only you and me and a thousand ducks out here.”

      “As far as we know, yes. So, what’s the news?”

      He turned back towards the forested area behind them and said, “Landmark Properties is being acquired. There is a tight window on this one because the news will go public on Tuesday before close of business.”

      “Understood,” Jessica said softly, still not looking in Jim Carson’s direction. “I have to go. I hate this part of the program. It makes me feel vulnerable.” She added, “Have a nice day,” and then began jogging away from him.

      He watched her slender form for a moment and then glanced around to assure that no one had been watching. Satisfied that they were alone, he disappeared back into the woods for the short walk to his car. He looked down to see that dirt and leaves were sticking to his three-hundred-dollar shoes. Better stay with the walkways from now on, he thought, shaking his head.
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        * * *

      

      Saturday, June 7

      6:30 p.m.

      Jessica climbed out of the shower and wrapped a towel around her. The nervousness of the afternoon was gone, and she was feeling the elation of the successful meeting and the rise in her income it would generate.

      “Have I told you how good you look lately,” her husband Ken said from the doorway.

      “Yeah but tell me again. I like it.”

      “You are looking hot babe.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Don’t forget we have a dinner reservation for 8:00.”

      “No problem. I need thirty minutes to get ready and about ten for a call and then I’m good to go.”

      He smiled and replied, “Okay.” He put a hand on her butt and added, “I guess the rest of what I’m thinking about will have to wait until later.”

      She smiled back at him. “I like the way you think. I’ll look forward to later.”

      “Perfect,” Ken offered smiling. “I’ll watch the beginning of the ball game while I wait for you.”

      “Good. Have fun.”

      Ken left the room as Jessica studied herself in the mirror. She smiled, thinking that she really did look pretty good.

      Jessica put on a black, V-neck evening dress and enhanced its elegance with a string of pearls and matching earrings. She checked the hallway to make sure Ken was nowhere to be seen. Satisfied, she closed the bedroom door and placed a call on her cell phone.

      “Yes,” came the singular response of a male voice.

      “I have it.”

      “Understood,” the male voice replied, and he was gone.

      Jessica took a deep breath. There was so much that Ken didn’t know. Secrets that she had to protect. What if he found out what she was doing? Ken lived at the ethical center of the universe. He would walk away from any deal that was even remotely tainted, even at great personal cost. Ironically, that was one of the traits that made him so attractive to her. She wondered how they had taken divergent paths; how she had allowed herself to go down a rabbit hole of temptation all alone; one that she could never tell him about because he would simply never understand. It would be the end for them as a couple. So, she had accumulated large sums of money and deposited it into eight secret accounts. The deposits were growing at a pace that could never be explained to Ken or to the Securities and Exchange Commission if they came knocking.

      Jessica loved the thrill, but she hated the secrecy. It was all so bipolar. She was either euphoric over the latest money-making thrill ride or fearful that it could all come undone, and she would lose her career, her marriage, and her reputation. She took a deep breath and checked her appearance in the mirror once more. She told herself that it was time to go to dinner with her husband and let go of the secrets that haunted her for a while.
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        * * *

      

      Monday, June 9

      8:22 a.m.

      Jessica walked into the office of Lowell and Sturgis and stopped at her assistant’s desk. “Good morning, Kathy,” she said with a smile.

      “Morning boss,” Kathy replied. “I have the Simmons portfolio ready for your presentation tomorrow.” Kathy looked at Jessica through big blue eyes. Her long, blonde hair framed high cheek bones and a small mouth. There was a captivating and effortless elegance to her appearance that seemed so natural. She was one of those people who could look good in the morning effortlessly. There was also a juxtaposition of striking beauty and girl-next-door expressiveness that got her many second looks. Her manner of speech and confident manner added to the allure.

      “You are amazing as always,” Jessica replied. After a moment she asked, “Pull up the price of Landmark Properties stock this morning.”

      Kathy Jenkins hit a few strokes on the keyboard and said, “It’s currently at $21.50 a share.”

      “What change from yesterday?”

      “It’s up twenty-eight cents.”

      Jessica nodded and then said, “Great, thanks.” She disappeared into her office and closed the door. She sat down at her desk and called up the stock on her screen. She studied it for a time and then made her decision. She knew it was going up. It wasn’t really a gamble. She entered a code into a program on her computer and in thirty seconds she was the owner of five thousand shares.

      Jessica leaned back in her chair and smiled. Just that easily, she had an investment of over a hundred seven thousand dollars that was going to grow in value over the next couple of days. By Friday she expected that market news would double the value of the stock and she will have made six figures in a single week. She leaned back in her chair and smiled. The sky was the limit. And the best part was that she had no relationship to Landmark Properties so there was no way of connecting the dots.
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        * * *

      

      Wednesday, June 11

      6:38 p.m.

      Kathy stood up from her desk and walked to the open door of Jessica’s office. “Good night, boss,” she offered with a smile. “I’m headed out for the evening.”

      Jessica looked up from her computer wearing a distracted look and said, “Okay, Kathy, have a great evening and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “You bet. I’ll be in a little early because there are a few things I want to get ahead of.”

      “Thanks for everything. See you in the morning.”

      Kathy walked past empty offices on her way down the hall to the elevator. It seemed like most everyone had gone home for the evening. The entire floor was as quiet as it was in the early morning hours before the phone started to ring. Kathy was already mentally transitioning to her next obligation. She needed to go home and study. In less than two weeks she would take her Series Seven broker’s licensing exam. Jessica had already offered her a spot as a junior broker with the firm if she passed the exam. After six years as an assistant to Jessica, she knew the business well and she was ready for the promotion. It was an exciting time in her career and Kathy was determined to make the most of it.

      Kathy took the elevator down to her car. As the elevator stopped at the floor where she parked, she realized that she had left her jacket in the office. She thought about it for a moment and then decided she would go back and get it. It would only take a minute. She punched a button and the elevator climbed back to the sixteenth floor where she worked. She walked back down the empty hallway to her office and grabbed her coat. As she started back towards the door, she could hear Jessica on the phone through her office door, which was slightly ajar. Kathy walked to the door and stood silently, catching a glimpse of Jessica’s profile as she faced the wall of windows and held the phone to her ear.

      “There was no news on Landmark Properties again today. I mean nothing,” Jessica said. Kathy stood frozen, not sure why she was listening to this call. There was a period of silence while Jessica listened to whoever she was talking to and then she said, “I understand Jim, I’m just a little nervous because I have over a hundred thousand in the stock and the acquisition was supposed to go public yesterday. No news of any kind and the shares are down almost four dollars yesterday and today.”

      There was another extended silence, and then Jessica said, “You’re right, one more day doesn’t matter as long as it’s really going to happen. You don’t have any doubt that the information is solid?” There was a quiet moment and then Jessica said, “You’re sure it’s tomorrow?” A brief pause and then, “Okay. Hopefully, there is reason to celebrate by the end of the day tomorrow.” Another pause. “I know. I’m sorry, we won’t talk again.”

      As Jessica put the phone in its cradle and stared out the window, Kathy moved quietly out into the hallway and made her way back to the elevator. She tried to make sense of what she just heard. Was Jessica trading on non-public information in Landmark Properties? If there was another answer, it didn’t come immediately to mind and Kathy found herself shaken.

      What if it was true? This was the place Kathy wanted to build her career. Should she report it? Should she step aside? No, she was getting ahead of herself. She would wait and there would be an explanation. There just had to be.
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        * * *

      

      Wednesday, June 11

      7:38 p.m.

      Kathy sat at her kitchen table, staring at an open book after reading the same paragraph three times with zero retention. She couldn’t concentrate on her studies because her thoughts were consumed by Jessica’s conversation with…with whom? She had no idea who was on the other end of that call. Someone named Jim.

      She pulled up Morningstar for the latest on Landmark Properties. It had closed at $17.92 and there was no reported news. She found herself hoping that there was no significant news concerning the company or its stock that was about to break because she didn’t want to believe that Jessica might be trading on non-public information. If Jessica was acting on inside information, it would become her problem too. She would have career impacting choices to make; either stay silent and let it happen, condoning or becoming part of the unlawful action or reporting the conduct, which could also cost her everything. One thing at a time she told herself. Don’t assume the worst.

      She pulled out her cellphone and made a call.

      “Hi babe,” came the familiar response.

      “Hi Matt.” She paused and added. “I just needed to hear your voice.”

      “I like that sweetheart. Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, I guess I’m a little overwhelmed and thought talking to you might help me past the feeling.”

      “I’m glad I’m the guy who gets to do that. I love you, babe.”

      “I love you, too. I wish you were here.”

      “Really? You’re not too busy studying to see me?” he asked.

      “No, I want to watch an old movie with you.”

      “Give me half-hour and I’m there.”

      “I’ll be waiting.” She needed to study but she needed a distraction more. Being with Matt would help her feel more at ease. He had a way of making things seem better. After two years of going out together it was beginning to make sense that he was the guy who should be her life partner. He already thought so, and she was gradually coming around to his way of thinking.

      She smiled as she reflected on the marriage proposal that he had delivered. In a crowded restaurant, down on one knee. There was applause all around them as he said, “I love you Kathy Jenkins and I want to be with you forever and a day. Please marry me and I will spend my life loving you.” He held a ring up to her and waited through an extended silence. When she spoke, she had said what would have deflated the egos of most men. She said only “Maybe.” He nodded and said, “Okay, that’s a start.” Then he stood up and turned to all the empathetic and disappointed faces of the other restaurant patrons. He raised both arms in the air. “She said maybe,” he yelled with an exaggerated grin. Everyone was confused enough to applaud the equivocal response that he seemed so content to have received. He took a bow and then sat down and finished dinner. Only then was wearing a disappointed expression.

      She tried to explain. She told him that she wasn’t ready yet, whatever that meant. He had been quiet for a time and then said, “I will ask again when the time is right.” Six months had passed since that night, and he had not raised the topic again. If he were to ask again, she would say yes. She loved him and he was like no one else she had ever known, but she had to overcome her hesitancy to commit to a lifetime with someone. Maybe it was the fact that her parents divorced in a messy way when she was ten, using her against one another in their endless fights. Whatever it was, she had lingering questions about whether two humans could co-exist, and stay in love, for life. And if they couldn’t stay in love, then she wanted no part of the acrimony that seemed to follow.

      She would set aside her concerns about Jessica and her studying and enjoy Matt’s company. They would watch Tippi Hedren become attracted to Rod Taylor as they confronted ‘The Birds’ in Bodega Bay. After Tippi and Rod escaped Bodega Bay, she would take Matt to bed and hold him close. Tonight, was all about distraction.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Outing The Boss. What Could Go Wrong?

          

        

      

    

    
      Thursday, June 12

      12:42 p.m.

      Kathy felt a great sense of relief. It was almost 1:00 p.m. in Los Angeles and 4:00 p.m. in New York, where the stock market was about to close for the day. There had been no news about Landmark Properties, and she was beginning to think that maybe she misunderstood the conversation that she overheard last night. It left her in good spirits. She walked to Jessica’s office door and said, “I’m going to grab some lunch. Can I bring you back anything?”

      “No thanks, Kathy. My 1:30 appointment with Eve Sommers morphed into a lunch appointment.”

      “Great. I’ll see you when you get back,” Kathy offered with a smile.

      Kathy walked down the street to a local sandwich shop and picked up a Caesar salad to bring back to her desk. As she emerged with her salad, the Los Angeles streets were bustling as they always were at the lunch hour. The day was clear and a comfortable 75 degrees. Kathy looked around at the crowds heading in every possible direction. It occurred to her that people watching seemed to be a forgotten art in the downtown area. Everyone put their heads down and moved towards their destinations, seemingly without noticing the thousands of others who shared the streets.

      Kathy walked slowly back towards the office, her thoughts turning to her upcoming Series Seven exam and all the studying that remained. Maybe once she got her license and was able to work as a broker she could fully commit to marriage. Matt deserved her full commitment, and she knew she would regret it endlessly if he decided to move on because of her equivocation. Her gut told her that even though he had handled her public ‘maybe’ in response to his proposal so well, Matt wouldn’t wait forever if she remained unable to commit.

      When Kathy got back to her desk Jessica had left for her lunch meeting. She opened her salad and poured on a little of the vinaigrette dressing. She checked her watch. It was one-thirty west coast time, so the market had been closed for half-hour. Out of curiosity she called up Landmark Properties stock on Morningstar and saw news that rocked her. Landmark was being acquired by Lexicon Investments and the price shot upwards to $32.00 per share before the closing bell.

      Kathy felt queasy. It was all true. Jessica had some inside information from somewhere and had traded expecting news of the imminent acquisition. The same Jessica who had been her mentor and promised to hire her as a broker as soon as she passed her seven series exams. Jessica had been so good to her, and Kathy had never before seen evidence of illegal or unethical conduct from her. What should she do? Should she stay quiet until she was asked to come aboard as a broker? Should she confront Jessica with what she had discovered in hopes of receiving some explanation?

      Kathy searched every news release she could find concerning Landmark Properties in the past three months, and there had been nothing that gave a hint about an acquisition before Jessica bought the stock. It reinforced her conclusion that Jessica had traded on information that wasn’t public. Kathy knew from her licensing studies and on the job training that those who traded on inside information supplied by others were called ‘tippees,’ and they were legally accountable under Section 10(b)(5) of the Securities and Exchange Act. Prison time and civil liability awaited those who violated the insider trading laws.

      Kathy needed time to think. Her stomach was in knots, and she couldn’t eat the salad that awaited her. She walked into Jessica’s office and closed the door. Maybe she could identify the “Jim” Jessica was talking to in the conversation Kathy had been replaying in her head. She sat down at the desk and logged into Jessica’s computer. She called up Jessica’s contacts and found five people named ‘Jim’ or ‘James.’ She quickly scribbled full names and addresses for each of them. Next, she scanned Jessica’s incoming email for the past week. There were emails from two of the Jims. One was Jim Carson, another broker addressing speakers at an upcoming industry event and the other was Jim Gray, who wanted to sell Jessica some software.

      Kathy quickly logged off from the computer and left Jessica’s office, returning to her own computer. She googled James Carson and searched through the names until she came up with a James S. Carson, an executive vice president at Magnum Industries. Magnum was a holding company that frequently acquired interests in other entities. His name was vaguely familiar, but she didn’t know where she had come across it in the past.

      Kathy’s heart was pounding as she dialed a number that put the after-hours phone message in play, picked up her purse and her jacket and walked out of the office. She emailed Jessica saying that she was going home because she wasn’t feeling well and would see her tomorrow. She needed time to think about whether she should confront Jessica, and if so, how she should go about it. As she walked out of the office, she remembered how she knew James Carson. Shortly after she started with the firm James Carson had been here, in the conference room for a meeting with Jessica. Several other people had been there too, but she couldn’t remember who they were. It could have been something perfectly innocent; just one more business meeting. Or maybe not, but how could she ever know?
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        * * *

      

      Friday, June 13

      12:45 p.m.

      With fifteen minutes until the closing bell on Friday, Jessica decided not to hold her stock Landmark Properties stock through the weekend. Her gut told her it was time to get out, and her gut had been pretty reliable. The stock continued to soar on news of the acquisition by a Fortune 500 Company, and Jessica sold the stock at $48.22 per share. It was a gain of $19.72 per share and a total gain of $98,600 on her 5,000 shares.

      Jessica stood up and walked over to the wall of windows that looked out at the city below. The excitement accompanying this major success swept over her as she looked out her window at the people who scurried about below. She was ecstatic about the money, but there was something else; it was taking chances and doing something close to the edge. The perverse thrill that came with the possibility that she could get caught and knowing that she wouldn’t. The team had this down. They had considered every angle to eliminate vulnerability and there was no way for anyone to follow their steps or connect the dots. There was distance and safety at every turn. There were no emails, no texts, no recordable phone conversations. There was nothing to put the players and the information together. And no member exceeded three transactions a month. They had mapped out every possible angle to minimize risk and maximize profit. Unless they did foolish things there was simply no trail to follow. She had been foolish in calling Jim Carson, but it had been after hours, and she could relate the call to the upcoming industry gathering he was pushing. Even while formulating how the call could be dismissed, she reminded herself that it had been a mistake she could not repeat.

      She walked out of her office and said, “Kathy, let’s talk about the business. We’re closing shop for the rest of the day and I’m going to buy you a drink.”

      “Are we celebrating something?” Kathy asked tentatively.

      “A lot of things. Your emergence into this business as a broker and a good day in the market.”

      “Okay,” Kathy replied. It occurred to her that the market had closed down about two hundred points, so Jessica’s good day had to have something to do with a particular stock and she was pretty sure she knew which one.

      As she followed Jessica out of the office, Kathy purposefully left her purse in the file cabinet. When they got to the parking lot, Kathy wore a look of surprise as she said, “Sorry, I left my purse upstairs. I’ll be right back.”

      “Okay,” Jessica replied, “I’ll have the valet get the car and wait for you.”

      “Right,” Kathy replied, moving quickly to the elevator. Once in the office she went into Jessica’s office and logged onto her computer using her password. She had to know. In less than a moment, she found the transaction. Jessica had turned a profit of almost a hundred thousand dollars on the Landmark Properties stock she held less than a week. It was just as Kathy feared; Jessica had turned a windfall profit based on inside information. No wonder she wanted to celebrate.

      Kathy logged out of Jessica’s computer and considered her options. Jessica was waiting for her downstairs. She really had no choice but to go with her to have a drink in celebration of something that was making Kathy nauseas. She grabbed her phone. There was a call she had to make before she could rejoin Jessica in the garage.
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        * * *

      

      Friday, June 13

      2:45 p.m.

      The Jade Sparrow had an English pub feel, with a massive bar that crossed the wide room, glasses hanging overhead and electric Guinness signs lining the wall. Square tables, each surrounded by four stools, were covered by red and white checkered tablecloths. Crowds were light because most of their patrons were still at work.

      Jessica and Kathy sat at a corner table, each with a glass of pinot noir in front of them. “So, today was a good day?” Kathy posed.

      “It was. A very good day?”

      “Why?” Kathy posed curiously. “The market closed down about two hundred points, right?”

      “Right, but we don’t have to worry about everybody’s stock. Several of our clients did very well.”

      “Okay,” Kathy replied, nodding. “Glad to hear that.”

      Jessica flashed her a smile. “And you are going to benefit from our successes.”

      “I’m studying hard. It’s a little unnerving, but I know I can do it.”

      “I know you can too,” Jessica replied confidently. “I’d bet on it.”

      “Thanks, Jessica. I appreciate all your support.”

      Jessica lifted her glass and proposed a toast. “To many more great days ahead.”

      “Cheers,” Kathy offered meekly, and they both drank.

      Kathy tried to think of a way to introduce the Landmark Properties stock into the conversation, but she couldn’t think of a way that sounded remotely subtle, so she tried to fish around the edges. “I’m glad a number of the stocks you picked did well on a down-market day. That has to feel good.”

      “It does,” Jessica replied. “It sure does.”

      “Any of the stocks that we’ve talked about?”

      “Maybe, but let’s not talk more business. It’s Friday night. Time to relax and have fun. As a matter of fact, you are done with work for the day and can head home for the weekend from here.”

      “That’s great,” Kathy replied. “Thank you. I can use the extra study time.”

      “You are going to nail this. I know your preparation habits and you are going to kill this test.”

      “Thanks, Jessica. I love your confidence.” She paused for a moment, groping for words and wearing a look of concern.

      “Something else on your mind? Jessica asked.

      “You have been a good mentor to me, and I really appreciate the way you helped me learn my way around the business.”

      “More to come, Kathy. When you get your license, we are going to be a relentless team. You are going to have a great career and make some serious money.” She checked her watch. “I have to run. I’m getting together with a friend tonight. Have a good weekend and I’ll see you on Monday.”

      “Okay, you have a good weekend too.”

      Jessica added, “I’ve already paid for the drinks and covered the tip.” She gave Kathy a wave and took off for the exit.

      Kathy sat transfixed, replaying the conversation she had overheard one more time in her head and wondering if it could be interpreted any other way. Is there any way that Jessica wasn’t trading on inside information? At this point that possibility seemed unlikely, and it felt like a gut punch. Her blossoming career hinged on how that question was answered. Part of her wished she never overheard Jessica’s conversation with whoever Jim was about the anticipated Landmark Properties announcement. Ignorance was bliss, and she couldn’t get that blissful ignorance back. She was trying hard to suppress the feeling, but her gut told her that there was really no choice; she was going to have to find a way to confront Jessica one way or another.
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        * * *

      

      Friday, June 13

      6:42 p.m.

      Jessica was hoping to go out to dinner with Ken, but she had not heard from him. He had told her that he was tied up in a negotiation, but he expected to be home by around 6:00. She dialed his cell for the third time and again, her call went to voice mail. “Ken, I wanted to go do dinner at Chez Olivar tonight, so I made a reservation for us. I had a good day and I want to celebrate. Call me honey.”

      Jessica walked over to the bar in the corner of the living room and poured a gin and tonic. She turned on the news while she waited for Ken’s return call. A late dinner would work out just fine. She checked her phone. No new calls. She shook her head. A watched pot and all that. She settled into her recliner and turned up the news, featuring protests across the country from people who didn’t think the government should decide what to do about a woman’s health or pregnancy. The Dobbs decision reversing Roe v. Wade after fifty years was more than a year old, but it had turned the country on its head.

      Half-hour after her last call, Jessica dialed Ken’s cell for the third time and was immediately directed to voice mail. Then she remembered the Tesla App. She could find the location of his Model Tesla S in a heartbeat. She called up the App and then scrolled down to location, seeing that the car was parked at 1721 W. Crossover Ave., Pasadena. She thought for a moment and then called on Google Earth to show her what was located at that address. It was a small house on a tree-lined street residential street. A cute house in a cute area. An area where she knew absolutely no one.

      As she studied the neighborhood her phone rang. “Hi Ken.”

      “Hi babe. Sorry for the delay. I got caught up.”

      “Caught up in your negotiations?”

      “Yeah, that’s right,” he replied without hesitation. “Chez Olivar sounds great for dinner.”

      She was quiet a moment as what she had learned settled. All of the excitement was gone, and she was suddenly feeling sad. “Good, we have reservations for 8:15. I’ll meet you there.”

      There was a moment of silence, probably while he figured out if he could get there from Pasadena that quickly. “Okay, see you there,” he said, apparently concluding he could before hanging up.

      Jessica returned her attention to the Google Earth map on her laptop. She wondered who lived in that house and how she met Ken. Then she wondered if he loved her. Waves of anger and sadness swept over her as she thought about what she should do. She had never even considered that Ken might be cheating on her because he was mister straight arrow, but they both worked long hours and he had plenty of opportunity for a tryst. She wondered how long he and the resident of 1721 West Crossover Place had been acquainted.

      She had a sinking feeling that he really was cheating. Ken found someone else he cared about. Ten years together and eight years married, and he had moved on without telling her. She poured another gin and tonic and stepped onto the back patio. Sunset brought orange bands of color that filled the western sky. On a different day she would have admired the beauty. Today, it made no impression.

      She took a sip of her drink and pushed an unwanted tear from her eye. She wasn’t going to be anyone’s victim. She decided to confront him tonight at dinner. All thoughts of the celebration she had envisioned were gone. Now it was all about dealing with a betrayal she never thought would happen.

      Jessica walked into Chez Olivar and gave her name to the hostess. The young woman nodded acknowledgment and replied, “Your party is already here. Please follow me.”

      Jessica followed the woman, each step feeling fateful—closer to a showdown that she would have done anything to avoid. The woman led her to an alcove where Ken stood up to greet her. “Hi babe,” he said as she took at seat across from him in the booth. She silently looked into his eyes, assessing. Was there discernible guilt that would be visible? She saw no trace of it.

      “How was your day?” he asked. “I assume it was pretty good because we are here tonight to celebrate.”

      She wore an incredulous look. She felt anger she could hardly suppress, and she knew that she had to confront him and let it unfold as it would. If they were over, so be it. She sat forward in her chair, ready to challenge him. “Anything unusual happen today?”

      He nodded and then his expression turned sad. “Yeah, something did.”

      “I know about it,” she said without hesitation.

      “You know about it?” he asked.

      “1721 Crossover Place. Your car was there.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “That’s right.”

      “Is that your assistant’s place?”

      His disappointed expression signaled that she had made some assumptions that were seriously wrong. “Yes, that’s right. I drove her home today because her son had a seizure, and her car wouldn’t start.” He paused a moment and then added, “Her husband arrived right after we did, and they took off to the hospital.”

      “Oh my God,” Jessica said. “I’m so sorry.” She felt like an idiot, and she felt a major sense of relief. How could she have gotten this so wrong?

      “I told her to take tomorrow and whatever time she needs, but I’m worried for them.”

      She felt like a total jerk. “Yeah, I understand. That’s scary.”

      Ken studied her for a time and then said, “You thought that I was having an affair with her.” It wasn’t a question.

      “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I should have known better.”

      “Yes, you should have,” he replied. They were quiet a moment and then he asked, “So, what are we celebrating? I assume it has something to do with the $96,000 you deposited into our account today?”

      Another shock she tried not to show. Shit, she had deposited the money into the wrong account. “Part of it was investment and part was a company bonus,” she offered lamely.

      “Wow,” he replied with a nod. “Pretty amazing.” There were other questions in his expression that he had not yet posed. She needed time to think about how to answer them. A tuxedoed server appeared with a bow and said, “How can we get you started this evening?”

      “Some champagne,” Jessica said. “We are celebrating,” she uttered without enthusiasm. She made two costly mistakes in the same evening, both with the potential to upend her relationship with Ken. As the smiling waited returned with the champagne, she felt a wave of nausea come over her. It was not the celebration she had envisioned.
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        * * *

      

      Monday, June 16

      10:45 a.m.

      Kathy spent the weekend consumed by thoughts of Jessica’s Landmark Properties transaction. Should she talk to someone? Should she approach Jessica and allow her to explain? That sounded right unless there was no explanation, which would make the conversation about as awkward as it could be. Or should she do nothing at all, forget about what she had seem and pursue her license? She changed her mind several times over the weekend about the appropriate course and on Monday morning she remained conflicted. Then she found herself standing at Jessica’s office door and asking, “Do you have a couple of minutes to talk?” It was almost like she had never really decided, but it was happening, so the decision had been made by default.

      “Yes, come on in Kathy,” Jessica offered. “Take a seat.” Kathy sat down, knowing her nervousness was apparent. “What’s on your mind?” Jessica asked.

      “I have a question.”

      “Okay, fire away.”

      Kathy drew a breath and asked, “How did you know about the Landmark Properties stock? I mean, how did you know when to jump in and buy it?”

      Jessica seemed to take it in stride. “I’d been looking at it for a while. It was a solid company that was undervalued. I figured it would do well, I just didn’t know how quickly that would happen.”

      Kathy leaned back in her chair and studied her boss. “Is that it?”

      “What do you mean,” Jessica asked, with a slight edge in her voice.

      This was it Kathy told herself. All the marbles. She just couldn’t bring herself to stop here and worry about the character of the person she worked with every day. “I overheard your phone conversation Wednesday night.” She stopped and watched as Jessica’s eyes narrowed.

      “What conversation?”

      “You said that you were expecting the announcement sooner.”

      Jessica’s expression flashed from fear to anger. She took a moment and then asked, “Are you accusing me of something, Kathy?”

      Kathy was nervously quiet a moment and then said, “I guess I was just hoping for an explanation.”

      Jessica glared at her with angry eyes and Kathy realized that she had been cornered. The silence seemed interminable, until Jessica leaned back in her chair and asked, “Is there anything else?” She tried her best to sound unruffled, but there was an edge to her voice.

      “No,” Kathy replied. “That’s all.” Jessica remained silent. Kathy added, “I was just thinking that there was something that could be explained…” She let the words trail off.

      Jessica studied her in silence, weighing options of her own, but she said nothing for a time. Then she decided that she couldn’t let the suggestion that she had been engaged in unlawful actions go unchallenged. “I hope you aren’t accusing me of something illegal, Kathy. If you are, say it out loud.”

      Nervousness had taken hold and Kathy felt trapped. She didn’t directly answer the question, but after a time she found some words. “Jessica. I’ve just been worried about what I overheard, and I figured that you could set me straight.” She shrugged and added, “I’ll go back to work now. Thanks for your time.” Kathy stood and walked out of the office and sat down at her desk. She was shaking. Telling Jessica about overhearing the call had been a big mistake. She had pinned Jessica and left her no plausible deniability.

      A few moments later, Jessica came out of the office and stood next to Kathy’s desk, hovering over her but looking out the window. She looked angry and distant. She looked down at the desk and then back at Kathy. There was an extended silence and then Jessica shook her head and said, “I think I need to make a change. Things aren’t working out between you and I Kathy. I think it’s better if we call it quits.”

      “What?” Kathy said, sounding surprised and feeling sad and angry that it came to this. But what could she have expected once she raised the unexplainable? “We’ve worked well together, Jessica. You were just telling me that I was going to have a great career…”

      Jessica cut her off mid-sentence. “I’ll see that you get a month’s severance pay. You should leave now.”

      “I see,” Kathy said. She shook her head at the betrayal and said, “I’m really disappointed, Jessica. I thought you were someone special.”

      Jessica said nothing more. She went back into her office and closed the door, leaving Kathy to gather her personal belongings and vacate the building. Kathy stood in stunned silence for a time, replaying the conversation in her head. It was surreal.

      She spent time gathering up her belongings. She placed pictures of her and Matt into a box, along with her phone, her coffee cup, and her personal notes. Her mind was reliving the conversation with Jessica, and she wanted to make some notes while it was still fresh. Thoughts of loss and unfairness filled her mind and she found herself getting angry. Looking into the small box of belongings that she had assembled, it felt like she had so little to show for her years of service. How could it suddenly be over? In an instant her whole world had changed.

      Kathy looked around the room, knowing that she was taking in the familiar surroundings for the last time. As she picked up her box of belongings and walked out the office door, one of the members of the Lowell and Sturgis security team stood waiting for her, wearing his blue blazer and security badge.

      “I’m really sorry, Kathy,” John Nielsen offered, standing at the door. “I have to walk you out.”

      Kathy had known John for a couple of years and could see that this was not something he enjoyed. She forced a smile and said, “I understand, John. It’s your job. I won’t take it personally.”

      “Please don’t. I’ve always liked you.” He shook his head and added, “It’s hard for me to believe that this is happening. I know you have your broker’s exam coming up and I thought you would be here for the long haul.”

      “Yeah,” Kathy replied nodding. “I thought so too.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      Kathy gave him a smile. “Thanks John. Thanks for caring.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Scott Winslow and Lee Henry Sign On For The Fight

          

        

      

    

    
      Monday, June 16

      5:15 p.m.

      Scott Winslow, a week past his forty-fourth birthday, has been in practice for twenty years. Scott stands six feet two inches with brown hair beginning to grey around the edges and penetrating blue eyes. After a day of mediation that began at 8:30 a.m., they had settled a hard-fought age discrimination case and Scott’s client was delighted. As they walked down the building’s massive hallway towards the exit, Patricia Gillis, a slender woman in her late fifties said, “I didn’t think it was possible, Scott. You were masterful in there,” she added.

      Scott smiled and said, “I’m glad you’re happy Pat. And I think it’s a good result.”

      “Yeah, me too.” She paused and then added, “And I feel like a thousand pounds was just lifted from my shoulders. Like maybe I can get back to living life now.”

      Scott nodded. “I understand, I really do. I know how stressful it is to live through all of this, but you did it. You stood up to for what’s right and you made this happen.”

      As they walked out of the office building and into the late afternoon sun, Pat said, “I don’t know how you do this every day, Scott. I would be a total basket case.”

      He laughed and replied, “I do it because of this. Your smile and how you feel tonight. I get to help people in their time of need and work towards this kind of a moment.”

      “Can I give you a hug?” she asked.

      “Yes, of course.”

      She threw her arms around him and said, “Scott, you’ll never know how grateful I am and how much what you’ve done means to me. Thank you so much.”

      “You just showed me Pat. And I’m glad we could make it all come together.” She gave him another quick hug, beginning to tear up a little. “I’ll call you when the check arrives,” he added with a smile.

      “And I’ll call into the office tomorrow to thank Donna too,” Pat offered. She was amazing and supportive throughout this fight.”

      “I know she’d love to hear from you,” Scott replied. “I’m lucky to have a paralegal who is both talented and caring.”

      Pat walked towards her car, turning back to give him a thumbs up and a big smile from across the parking lot. He checked his watch. He had half-hour to get back to the office for his six o’clock appointment. He walked quickly to his car and climbed in. He hit a button on the wheel of his Tesla and said, “Call the office.”

      After two rings a voice said, “Simmons and Winslow.”

      “Nikki, you’re still there.”

      “I am, but I have to run to pick up the kids or I’ll have an after-school care riot on my hands.”

      “Go for it.”

      “Okay, I’ll put you through to Donna.”

      “Thanks, Nikki. See you in the morning.”

      “You got it.”

      “Hi Scott,” Donna’s voice answered.

      “I’m on the way back and I think I’ll make it on time for the appointment.”

      “No worries. I’ll do show tunes with her until you arrive.”

      Scott laughed. “I can envision you doing that. I like it.” He paused and then said, “Before I get to this appointment and before you get into show tunes, share your impressions of Kathy Jenkins from your interview with her.”

      “She is smart and comes across as genuine. I really like her, and I think she’s believable. She says that she was fired for complaining that her boss was trading based on inside information. She comes across credibly, so if what she says checks out, it’s going to be interesting.”

      “Thanks Donna. It shouldn’t take me too long to get back. Let her know that I’ll be there somewhere between your renditions of Oklahoma and There’s No Business Like Show Business.”

      Donna laughed. “You got it. We’ll be here waiting unless we get discovered before you get back.”

      “If that happens, leave me your agent’s phone number.”

      As they disconnected, Scott smiled. His work team was amusing and amazing. He made his way through downtown traffic and then took the 110 freeway north to his office in Pasadena.

      Scott walked into the office and dropped his briefcase on a visitor chair in his office. He walked down the hall to the conference room where Donna and Kathy Jenkins waited. When Scott appeared at the door, both women stood. Kathy offered him a hand and said, “Nice to meet you, Scott.”

      “Hi Kathy. Good to meet you, too.”

      Kathy smiled. “Your timing is excellent. Donna and I were just about to break into a number from Westside Story.”

      Scott laughed and said, “You can see that we allow ourselves to have fun around here.”

      “I can,” Kathy offered, nodding. “Donna and Nikki both seem like good people.”

      “They are better than good,” Scott said.

      Donna said, “I’m going to take off now and leave you in Scott’s hands. I’m glad to have met you, Kathy.”

      “Me too,” Kathy replied. “I hope we get to work together.”

      “I do too,” Donna said with a smile. She walked into the hallway and turned back to look at Scott. He followed her into the hall, and she asked, “Before I leave, tell me what happened with Pat Gillis.”

      He grinned. “We got it settled.”

      “How much?”

      “Four hundred fifty thousand.”

      “Nice. Confidentiality provisions?”

      “Yeah, we agreed that settlement terms remain confidential, and they agreed to our form of a recommendation letter for Pat.”

      “That’s great,” she replied, smilingly. Then she added, “I bet Pat is happy.”

      “She is delighted and grateful to us. And ready to move on with her life.” He took a moment and added, “It always feels good when you get to that client happiness at the end of a case.”

      “It does,” Donna said. “Beyond the intellectual challenge, that’s the reason I love what we do.”

      “Yeah,” Scott replied nodding. “I just said something similar to Pat. Before I get out of here tonight, I’ll send you an email about dates agreed for receipt of payment, the recommendation letter and our dismissal of Pat’s case for calendaring.”

      “Great,” Donna replied. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “Good night.”

      Scott walked back into the room and took a seat. He grabbed a pad from the credenza and said, “So, let me give you a few facts before we begin.”

      “Okay,” Kathy replied.

      “Litigation is a partnership. You, me, and my staff work together to get us from the starting gate to a point when we are prepared for trial. It is teamwork and we all have to be fully committed for the next year or two.”

      “It takes a year or two?”

      “Yes. Most of the time it does. And that one or two-year period is busy and stressful.”

      “Wow. This is a real great pep talk.”

      “Nope. It’s not. The reality of it is important. If you aren’t up for the work or the stress, now is the time to figure that out rather than halfway through the battle.”

      “I understand.”

      “Kathy,” Scott said, leaning forward in his chair, “I do this work on a contingency basis. So, if you jump ship a year down the line, my office worked a year for nothing. Because we work on a contingency basis, we aren’t going to make any money unless we get a verdict or a settlement that works. For that reason, I am selective about what I take on. If I don’t think the facts are strong enough for me to handle your case, I will share that with you. But it’s entirely subjective. It doesn’t mean that you won’t find someone who will take it, it simply means that it won’t work for us.”

      “I understand,” Kathy replied. “And I am ready for the fight if you take the case. Whether it’s one year, two or three. I am fully committed.”

      “Okay, good,” Scott said with a nod. “Now, tell me what happened, Kathy.

      Kathy relayed the whole story; the purchase of five thousand shares of stock by Jessica, the phone call she wasn’t meant to overhear and the sudden big news about the acquisition of Landmark Properties by Digital Dynamics. She spoke of the surge in the stock price and Jessica Martin’s sale of the stock within one week of its acquisition, and the estimated $100,000 profit she made.

      She teared up as she said, “Part of me couldn’t believe that she could really be doing what I suspected. I thought that there had to be an explanation. That’s why I questioned her about the source of the information she obtained.” She shook her head. “But I knew that there was no explanation she could come up with when her reaction was to fire me based on some ‘it’s not working out between us’ bullshit.” While Scott heard anger in her voice, her eyes conveyed sadness. She took a breath and then looked at Scott wearing a painful expression. “What do you think?” she asked tentatively.

      “I’m really sorry, Kathy. It’s like a dream that suddenly came apart. It must really hurt.”

      “Yes, it does, Mr. Winslow,” she agreed, nodding.

      “Please, call me Scott.”

      “Okay, Scott. Thanks.”

      Scott wasn’t yet ready to reach a conclusion about what he thought of her case, so he answered with a question. “What kind of performance feedback did you get from Jessica before this incident?”

      “She regularly told me I was doing great work. A month ago, she told me that I was going to be hired as a junior broker if I passed my series seven exam. Oh, and during the past week she told me that I was going to have a great career with the company.”

      Scott nodded. “Was your termination in the same conversation that you raised the issues about where she got information about the Landmark Properties stock?”

      “Moments later.” She shook her head as she recalled how the conversation unfolded. “I went into her office and asked her where she got the information about the Landmark Properties acquisition. She didn’t respond. I went back to my desk and a couple of minutes later she came out to my desk and told me that it wasn’t working out between us, and she was letting me go.” She shook her head. “I was truly stunned. I think I responded with something idiotic like, “What? I knew I was in dangerous territory questioning the legality of what she was doing, but somehow, I thought she would give me some assurances that she had been acting appropriately.” She let out some air. “I thought we had such a good relationship that I didn’t see it coming. I guess I should have because I cornered her.”
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