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PROLOGUE

 


The stench of my own vomit fills my nose. Breath
comes in short, shallow gasps. Why doesn’t blabbermouth just shut
the hell up and get this over with?

“You said you’ve never been deep-sea fishing,
Austin, so I’m guessing you don’t know dick about giant bluefin.
But when you were a kid, jigging off that pier in California, did
you ever hook up with a two or three-pound bonito?”

A muddy green Atlantic Ocean surrounds us, the
expanse of gentle swells empty but for the fifty-two-foot Hatteras
under our feet and a dozen chum-sucking seagulls screaming
overhead.

“Remember how hard those bonito fought, the way they
bent the rod near double?” Mr. Blabbermouth says. “Well, imagine
one of those bonito’s big cousins, one that weighs...oh, say five
or six hundred pounds. I’m talking brute force. Hooking up with a
giant bluefin is like playing tug-of-war with a
Harley-Davidson.”

Endless waves of dirty wet jade slap against the
drifting hull. Clouds shaped like tombstones regularly block the
morning sun.

“Those shoulder straps okay?” Mr. Blabbermouth says.
“Not too tight, I hope.”

Bastard. I am bridled by what is known as a stand-up
fishing belt and harness. Tough leather straps encircle my waist
and chest as well as my shoulders. Belts, buckles, and locking
brass clips anchor me inside the harness, to the pole, even to the
rod-mounted Penn 130 International reel.

“You’re in luck,” he says. “A school’s headed this
way.”

Think I’m out for an afternoon of fun? Sport fishing
with a buddy? What if I mention nobody but nobody fishes for giant
bluefin in a stand-up harness? If you have balls—big balls—you let
them strap you into a fighting chair bolted to the deck, hope Big
Tuna doesn’t rip that out. It’s happened many times.

Mr. Blabbermouth saying, “Here they come.”

Did I mention my wrists are bound together with duct
tape?

Mr. Blabbermouth leans close to nudge the chrome
drag lever on the Penn 130. “This will be the second time I’ve seen
this happen,” he says. “Like you, a friend of mine had this drag on
full when a giant bluefin hit. One second the guy’s beside me on
deck, the next he’s flying over the transom, a splash in the water.
You know, we never found a trace of him.”

I should have seen this coming. That’s why I can’t
stand to mention Mr. Blabbermouth’s real name. It’s too damn
embarrassing. Of the several wackos who tried killing me this
month, only blabbermouth here applied both planning, logic, and
persistence. Used allies. Oh, man, I definitely should have seen
this coming.

Something heavy bumps the half-pound metal lure to
which I am fatally attached. The line draws taut, digging deeper
into the green rolling swells. Eternity tugs on my shoulder
straps.

“Looks like a hook-up,” Mr. Blabbermouth says.

And I thought my life was shitty two weeks ago.

 


 



 


 


ONE

 


Two Weeks Earlier...

The big thing about living in a truck-mounted
camper, you bump your head a lot. So when Luis’s chef Cruz wakes me
up with repeated loud knocks, I crack my skull against the tin
headliner for the third time in two days. Maybe I need a crash
helmet.

“You cannot do the sleep in our parking lot,
Austin.”

I rub my sore head and peek through the camper’s
wallet-size plastic rear window. Either it’s still dark outside or
my brain is beginning to swell.

“I say this a hundred times.” Cruz shouts now. “You
do not listen. So now I say this...if you use our parking spaces
for the bedroom again, I will rat you to the federales.”

Cruz has an edge on him this morning. Central New
Jersey being so much colder than his former home near Vera Cruz,
Mexico, I suspect it’s the fall weather. Most cool days he doesn’t
even bother coming outside, let alone threaten federal police
action. Wait until New Jersey sees some snow.

I open the back door and give Cruz the famous,
full-boat Carr grin. “Speaking of rats, amigo, can I shower
in the employee dressing room?”

Cruz’s eyes shine like black lacquered furniture. He
doesn’t want to, but he can’t help liking me. It’s the famous Carr
smile. Plus, it helps that every dollar my ex-wife doesn’t garnish
from my paycheck is spent at Luis’s restaurant eating Cruz’s
delightfully gut-burning Mexican cuisine.

“Use by non-employees is non-allowed,” he says. “And
you force me to declare that one bueno stock tip does not
make me your bitch forever. Perhaps if you provided another sure
thing. A stock with listed options so I can leverage my asses.”

Wow. Despite the obvious language problems, Cruz is
wasting no time learning the secrets of American capitalism. Maybe
I should make a pitch for his account. I nod and maintain the grin.
“Sure things are hard to come by, compadre. But something’s
coming soon. Maybe next week.”

He grunts. “You have been suggesting such events
since Easter. And now summer is gone. For official.”

I notice the plastic lid on the cup of coffee he
carries has an unbroken seal. “Is that coffee for me?”

“No way ho-zay.”

Ha. Cruz never learns. He has no defense against the
famous Carr charm. Over the next five minutes, repeated smiles and
a lengthy account of my daughter Beth’s all-star performance at
last night’s swim meet, rescue Cruz from the Dark Side. He
especially likes the story of how I snuck into the beach club
wearing only my Speedos.

I take my time drinking his coffee. When every drop
is savored, I shower in the employee dressing room, put on a clean
shirt and tie, and comb my hair with Hollywood gel. My new Monday
through Friday transformation routine now complete—homeless bum to
ace salesman—I’m almost ready to point my camper toward
Branchtown.

Almost.

 


 


My name’s Austin Carr. I’m a stockbroker. The slick
expensive business cards in my wallet say I’m a Senior Financial
Consultant for Shore Securities, Inc., Members of the American
Association of Securities Dealers, but I’m really just a salesman
and I work for myself. Straight commission. If I don’t sell, I
don’t eat.

“Another margarita, Luis.”

A lot of people in my line of work call themselves
investment counselors. They wear two thousand dollar Italian suits,
carry alligator attaché cases, think and talk about themselves as
professionals like doctors and lawyers. In truth, we’re closer akin
to used car dealers, only more dangerous because losing your life
savings is a tad worse than getting stuck with a leaky
transmission.

It’s hard to sport illusions about yourself when you
live in a camper. And I’ve always treated my clients with honesty,
to the point of aggravating every sales manager I’ve ever had. Even
so, keeping my self-respect, I have not been thinking about this
job in a favorable light. In fact, in the years since the market
crashed, ruining my sales numbers, my finances, and more recently,
any chance of being with my two children, Ryan and Beth, I’ve been
wracking my brain, trying desperately to figure another way to earn
a living.

“Another double?” Luis says.

“Por favor.”

Although no solution to my dilemma has yet presented
itself, I’ve discovered it helps to ruminate in a positive setting:
Luis’s Mexican Grill on Broad Street in Branchtown. The decor
reminds me of home, Los Angeles, and Luis has an authentico
Mexican chef, Cruz. Best of all, Luis works the bar himself every
day.

“You are not going to work today?” Luis says.

“Careful, Luis. Your query borders on insult. In
fact, I have already called work, only to discover that my monster
client delayed our scheduled discourse until this afternoon. I
stayed here this morning to spend some quality time with you and
Cruz.”

“I recommend this be your final cocktail,” Luis
says.

Dealing with numbers all the time is an ache in the
ass, definitely, but my biggest problem with being a stockbroker is
having to spend all day on the money machine, dialing for dollars,
calling busy people at the wrong time, apologizing because the back
office screwed up a check, downplaying the risks of an investment
to exaggerate the benefits, dancing investors from one asset to
another so I can take part of their principal as commission. To be
a successful stockbroker, you have to be slightly larcenous.

I lick the wet salt from the rim of my still empty
margarita glass. Of course I never worried about little things like
morality while I was netting eight to ten thousand dollars a month.
It’s only been since my income dropped by more than half, and
mainly since I lost physical contact with my children that I search
for the social significance of securities sales.

Luis discovers the bar bottle of Herradura Gold is
empty. He slides left and reaches underneath the counter, moving
with a prizefighter’s cat-like quickness, sureness of step.

Today and every day, Luis shows off his Popeye
muscles in a white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up. A vest
and tight-fitting black slacks accentuate his narrow hips and
punching-bag shoulders. His high forehead and aquiline nose speak
of European ancestry, but the black piercing eyes give him a
distinct First American quality as well.

Luis cracks open a new bottle. In short, my favorite
bartender is a hombre. And while I know this sounds girlish,
you feel safe sitting at his bar. It’s like being ten years old
again and having your sixteen-year-old brother on the playground
with you. It’s unlikely the other ten year olds will pick on you,
but if they do, it won’t be a problem long.

Luis deposits my new margarita on a clean paper
napkin. “Are you hungry? Cruz made albondigas soup this
morning.”

The other thing I’d like to say about Luis might be
racist, a stereotype, but here it is anyway. I grew up in the
eastern, Mexican-American section of Los Angeles. Ever since
grammar school I’ve admired the code of honor and fierce pride with
which so many Hispanics are raised. Call me a jerk for saying it,
but that’s been my experience.

“Bring me a breakfast plate with Cruz’s chili
Colorado when you get a chance,” I tell Luis. “And get ready to
make me another margarita. These doubles are tasty.”

Luis walks away shaking his head. I wonder if he’s
disappointed I didn’t order the albondigas soup. Then I wonder why
I respect his opinion so much, why his thoughts are so important to
me. Is it because Luis stands as an island of sincerity in my world
of lies, deception, and bullshit? Gotta be. I bet Luis never told a
fib in his life.

 


 



 


 


TWO

 


Through my ’93 Chevy pickup’s bug-stained
windshield, I watch Branchtown’s odd-shaped line of store-fronts
pass, architecture from fifteen different decades, every building
mean and dirty despite last night’s rain. As they have across
centuries, Branchtown’s sidewalks bustle with generations of
immigrants and the displaced. First the African-Americans, then the
Irish and Italians and Germans, now Latinos and Chinese. A mini
third world, chasing the American Dream along Central New Jersey’s
Atlantic coastline.

I think of a story my ex-wife Susan’s grandmother
told me about prohibition, how two rival smuggling gangs dueled one
winter night on the Navasquan River, their ice boats circling and
firing shots at each other until dawn. The gun battle kept half of
Branchtown awake all night, yet no one called the cops, not even
when daylight revealed three dead bodies on the ice.

“Faccia rozzo,” Susan’s Italian grandmother
said when I first moved here from California and she told me the
ice boat story. “Branch-a-town is a hard face, Austin. You be the
hard face, too.”

 


 


Later, a cup of fresh coffee in my hand, I try to
remember Grandma’s words when I spy my monster in the glass
conference room. Gerry’s back is to me as I stride across the main
sales floor; his sexy wife gives me the full-on frontal.

Standing or sitting at neatly rowed desks, pleading
or lecturing into sleek black telephones and headsets, three dozen
off-Wall Street brokers fill the barn-size room with birdlike
chatter, some loud and incessant, others soft and rhythmical.

It’s good to hear the phones busy for a change—times
are not good for stockbrokers—but I don’t have time to find out why
there is so much activity. I have to focus on this monster client
waiting for me in the conference room. Gerry’s old. He takes my
advice. He keeps half a million in his checking account.

Do I sound crass? Less than totally interested in my
client’s welfare? Let me explain. My alimony and child support
payments were established by New Jersey’s family court during more
lucrative times, and for the last eighteen months I have failed to
earn my monthly nut. I’ve had my Maxima repossessed, my salary
attached, and my visiting rights temporarily suspended. I bought
that twelve-year-old Chevy pick-up with the rusty camper for eight
hundred bucks last month because another landlord tossed my ass in
the street.

I glide into Shore’s glass conference room and pull
the door closed behind me. The warm friendly smile on my face is a
product of seven years training and experience, plus the
heart-twisting desire to earn my way back into the lives of my
children, Beth and Ryan.

“What a pleasure it is to see you two,” I say.

“Good to see you, too,” the monster says. “I think
you’ve met my wife Kelly.”

Once. I’ll never forget. “Yes. Last year.”

My client Gerry Burns thinks he’s a Mexican cowboy,
although I doubt the old geezer spends much time on horseback. He’s
about five and a half feet tall and carries over two hundred fifty
pounds. I get a kick out of his lizard-skin boots, the Mexican
silver and turquoise belt buckle, the pearl-gray Stetson, but it’s
the young wife who makes my heart beat faster. Kelly has more
curves than the racetrack at Le Mans, shoulder-length candy red
hair, and green eyes as bright as a “go” signal in downtown
traffic. I met her when she dropped off a check. Something clicked
with her, too, but I never followed up. Not with my monster’s wife.
Although I still have the hard-on.

“Either of you care for coffee?” I say.

Gerry and Kelly both decline my invitation, so I
situate myself behind the conference room’s primary piece of
furniture, an eight-foot-long mahogany desk it took four brutes to
move in here five years ago. An imposing throne I doubt will ever
be moved again. Kelly’s eying me like she knows about my arousal.
I’m telling you, something clicked with her, too.

“Business still slow?” Gerry says.

Slow ain’t the word for it. Every investor in my
book is sitting on their assets. Why? Because the Dow Jones
Industrial Average hasn’t recovered from the one-two-three-four
punch of a collapsed tech bubble, September Eleventh, a decade of
slow growth, and a housing market collapse that ruined all
mortgages and most other paper investments. Wall Street pretends
things are getting better, but the smart money’s buying guns and
canned food.

“Business is picking up,” I say.

Gerry nods. “Glad to hear it, because the reason for
my visit today is not going to do your sales production any
good.”

You know that loosey-goosey feeling you get when a
TV station logo interrupts your show and a serious voice says,
“Stay tuned for an important news bulletin.” That queasiness in
your stomach? The tingling at the back of your neck because you
don’t know if you’re going to hear about a snow storm or
thermonuclear war?

“This isn’t easy for me to say,” Gerry says.

Oh, come on, Gerry. Spit it out. Sweet Jesus.
Seconds ago I’m tickled because I think my monster is about to
spend some of his half a million in cash, and now I’m in a panic,
terrified by words no one wants to speak.

“I’m dying of pancreatic cancer,” he says.

 


 



 


 


THREE

 


Sweet Lord. Gerry Burns is about to die? Gerry
Burns, whose buying and selling of stock options generates half my
already depleted monthly income?

My monster is terminal?

I’m speechless. A ball of frozen numbness grips my
feet and rises throughout my entire body. Like once when I was kid
and ate a twenty-four-count box of grape Popsicles in two hours.
Must be a full minute before the air-conditioning pops back on,
jarring my icy brain back into activity.

“Sorry,” Gerry says. “I didn’t mean to upset
you.”

My monster and his trophy wife Kelly look worried,
and I realize the color must have left my face. Indeed, I notice my
breathing is shallow and I feel wobbly just sitting. “I’m so
sorry...I don’t know what to say.”

Gerry holds up his left hand like he’s directing
traffic. “There’s nothing you can say. And Kelly and I didn’t come
here for sympathy. I wanted to let you know so you can begin
cleaning up my trading positions...turn the options and speculative
stuff into cash. And I wanted Kelly to meet you so it’ll be easier
for her later dealing with my estate. As you know, Austin, it’s a
lot of money.”

Boy, is it ever. I close my eyes and imagine Gerry’s
pages in my client book. Five million in tax-free bonds. Another
five million in blue chip stocks. Maybe half a million in stock
option trading positions, half a million in cash.

“I should tell you I’m seriously thinking about
cashing in everything, transferring the funds to my bank,” Gerry
says. “Let their trust department manage the money for Kelly. She
doesn’t know a stock from a bond.”

I’m not often at a loss for words. Salesmen without
a bent toward blab do not survive. But staring at my round and
friendly New Jersey-based cowboy, those bushy eyebrows underneath
the Stetson, I can’t conjure a single word of advice. All my brain
sees is numbers. Twenty thousand shares of this, five hundred
contracts of that. The thousands in back child support and alimony
I owe my ex-wife Susan.

“Austin?”

Some career being a broker. I push numbers to get
people on the telephone. To sell them stuff, I tell my clients
about all kinds of numbers—earnings, yields, and price-to-book
ratios. And when I do make a sale, I write numbers on the trade
ticket, enter commission numbers in my book. Pretty much the whole
damn business is numbers, numbers, numbers.

And Gerry’s account is big numbers. My very biggest.
My monster.

I stand up behind the desk, walk around to the front
edge, and lean my butt against the mahogany. The measured smile is
a standard technique to convey intimacy, straight talk. I have no
idea what I’m going to say yet, but a little silent reflection is
okay. It warns people that my words will be important.

“Are you okay, Austin?”

I stare through the conference room’s glass at my
associate Walter Osgood. Walter sold pots and pans door-to-door
before his wife convinced him to try stocks and bonds. Now he lives
in a forty-room mansion on the Navasquan River, owns three
Mercedes. What would Walter say?

“Austin?”

“Maybe you’re about to make the same mistake a lot
of husbands make,” I say. “You’re trying to protect your wife from
the responsibilities associated with handling her finances.”

I’m not totally sure where I’m going with this, so I
pause to assess. Gerry is shaking his head negatively. Kelly on the
other hand seems to like what she’s just heard. Her breasts are
smiling at me. No, I mean her lips are smiling at me. Vulnerable.
That Marilyn Monroe “help me” look. Stockbroker instinct tells me
to keep pressing. Maybe even pour it on.

“The truth is, Gerry, Kelly is still a young woman.
She’s going to be rich for a long time. Is it really your belief
she doesn’t have the desire or the intellect to handle her own
money?”

Of course I’ve gone too far. I made it sound like he
thinks his wife is stupid. Not only that, I’ve reminded him the
pretty redhead is going to be around doing damage to men’s heads
long after he’s playing ghost riders in the sky.

“If Kelly were my wife,” I say, “I’d want and expect
her to take care of herself. I’d want her to know how to handle
money. How to talk to accountants, lawyers, and stockbrokers. Heck,
Gerry, I’d teach her what she needs to know.”

Gerry’s bushy eyebrows are now a single line of
disapproving fur. I suspect he’s angry at the way I’m playing to
his wife. Screw him. I now fully understand what my instincts
whispered a few seconds ago; Gerry has terminal cancer. Barring a
miracle cure, or black magic, Kelly’s going to end up with all the
loot.

“What do you think, Kelly?” I say. “Do you think
Gerry should turn control of your money to a bank trust department?
A group of strangers?”

“They’re no more strangers than you are,” Gerry
says. More of a bark, actually.

I ignore my monster’s snide remark and watch the
redhead. I love the way Kelly takes her time, glancing sideways at
Gerry, staring at me, slowly twisting the seven-carat diamond on
her ring finger. Checking her hole cards one more time.

“I think the best thing would be for us to stop
worrying about money and concentrate on beating the cancer,” she
says. “The doctors say some people survive pancreatic cancer.”

Sure, Kelly. And somebody wins the Irish Sweepstakes
every year, too.

The pretty redhead reaches for Gerry’s hand. “Let’s
forget about money, Gerry. I want to go home.”

The tender voice, those glistening green eyes...it
all seems a bit much. I swear Mrs. Gerry Burns even threw a little
sex into that “I want to go home” line. I’ll bet my monster
cowboy’s working up a hard-on right now, ready to go home and ride
the happy trail between Kelly’s legs.

I know I am.

Gerry pushes up from his chair and offers his hand,
mumbles a few words about thinking things over, that I’ve made some
sense. I don’t pay that much attention because Kelly is giving me a
much friendlier farewell. Standing close. Staring into my eyes.
Squeezing my hand. There was something electric between us last
year, and now, me lost in her neon green eyes, that feeling rushes
back. An inexplicable knowledge of mutual destiny. Some kind of
bond, a spiritual matching.

Oh, my. My financial instincts were dead-on, too. I
definitely played up to the right person in this duo, the one open
to suggestions.

Walking them into the parking lot’s mid-September
sunshine, opening the Cadillac Escalade’s passenger door for Kelly,
I wonder what I should suggest next.

 


 



 


 


FOUR

 


Late that afternoon, Luis’s Mexican Grill is empty
but for me and my favorite bartender. I watch with a smile as Luis
puts the bottle of Herradura Gold in front of me along with a salt
shaker, a dish of lime wedges, and two shot glasses. He wants to
drink with his favorite customer.

“Cruz says you again spent the night in our parking
lot,” he says.

Uh, oh. “Truth is, I haven’t found another roost
yet, or at least one where they don’t call the cops.”

Luis smiles at me. “Do not concern yourself. I will
tell Cruz we have made an arrangement. But I am worried about your
drinking, amigo. It is your business which still troubles
you?”

I’ve never told Luis about my visitation rights
being taken away. I’m afraid he’ll think less of me for letting it
happen. Bad enough I think less of myself.

“The hell with my business, Luis.” I lick salt from
the back of my hand, down the shot of fermented cactus juice. “I’d
rather talk about a woman who came to see me this morning.”

His bottomless black eyes flicker with interest.

“She’s a redhead, very attractive,” I say. “And—oh,
yes—she’s married.”

The flicker dies. Luis’s forehead bunches with
wrinkles. “Then why would you even desire to discuss her?”

I shrug. I know my favorite bartender is not going
to like this. Hell, he’s appalled already, might even throw me out.
I decide to give him the full-boat Carr grin before I toss the
punch line: “Because her husband is my richest client. And he’s
dying of cancer.”

Luis’s eyes roll. His square chin moves slowly
side-to-side, my favorite bartender maybe thinking over the long
list of potential indiscretions. Finally, he pours us another shot
of Herradura. “So you think perhaps you will marry this woman when
her husband dies? Then you will be rich, too?”

Wow. I am mucho impressed by Luis’s working
knowledge of my tequila-infected brain. Austin Carr’s wildest
fantasies lay before him.

“Oh, it’s just something to dream about,” I say.
“Like humping Shania Twain.”

Luis skips the salt this time, minimizing his
shooter ritual to the tequila and a juicy wedge of lime. “I think
your plan is bad.”

I feel the skin around my eyes scrunch up in
puzzlement. I called it a dream, didn’t I? Not a plan.

“When this woman gets her husband’s money, she will
leave New Jersey,” he says. “The rich ones always travel. It is
what women like to do.”

I am truly shocked Luis is taking this so seriously.
The idea is ridiculous. A daydream. Like watching a two hundred
fifty thousand dollar Italian sports car drive by. Sure it would be
fun to drive one, but maintenance alone puts the thing out of
reach. Forget about the initial outlay.

 


 



 


 


FIVE

 


That evening I put on a pair of super-sized aviator
mirror sunglasses and my Dodgers baseball hat, found a thick tree
for cover near the left field foul line of my son Ryan’s fall
league baseball game. The shade is cool, the bird calls soothing.
Who cares if the court order the ex-wife obtained bars my
attendance?

By the fifth inning Ryan has earned a walk and two
singles, made three or four nice plays at shortstop. He’s on deck,
ready to come up again with men on base when I see a Branchtown
patrol car slide quietly into the parking lot. Maybe a cop’s son is
playing, too.

Or maybe not. My ex-wife scurries out of the stands
to greet the police cruiser. I desperately want to watch Ryan bat,
but my ex-wife’s past deeds dictate extreme caution. I turn my back
on the field and make like a squirrel, darting through the park’s
thick stand of locust trees and pin oaks. I reach my car, key the
engine, then glance over my right shoulder to back up. Damn. A
beefy Branchtown cop stands directly behind my car, his left hand
raised, telling me to stop. The big cop’s right hand rests on his
gun holster.

“Turn off your engine and step out of the car
please,” says a sharp voice in my ear. My head snaps back. A second
cop has approached my driver’s window while I was admiring his
partner’s artillery. My ex-wife stands behind this second cop, her
face contorted with venom.

“Deadbeat,” she says. More of a shout, really.

The cop motions for her to calm down. “Ma’am.”

I douse my engine and climb out into the fading
evening light. This second cop is younger than the first, about my
age, and wears a kindly face with soft brown eyes. Friendly
looking. Maybe he has children of his own.

I give him the famous, full-boat Carr grin. “I just
wanted to see my kid play ball.”

He nods, then spins me by the shoulders, slams my
chest against the camper, begins to pat me down. The full-boat Carr
grin doesn’t work on everybody.

My ex-wife seizes the opportunity to deliver
additional poison. “You can watch Ryan play ball when you pay me
what you owe, you damn deadbeat.”

The cop motions her away. “Step back, ma’am. We’ll
handle this.”

Good thing the cops are here to protect me. Since
the divorce, my ex-wife’s chest and shoulders have grown to the
size of an Olympic wrestler’s. Worse, her hatred runs deep, even
though I forgave her many years ago. Sometimes her court actions
seem vindictive, but I figure she’s just trying to provide for our
children.

“Put your hands behind you, Mr. Carr,” the young cop
says. “You’re under arrest for violating a restraining order.”

 


 


I spend the night in jail with two drunks and a
twenty-something pot dealer, but next morning a municipal judge
lets me go with a warning.

Walking back to the baseball field from Branchtown’s
tiny courthouse, hoping some thief stole my camper, I consider
robbing a local branch of the Navasquan National Bank. How else
will I ever pay off my past-due alimony and child support?

 



 


 


SIX

 


Turns out my cowboy Gerry Burns lives in a captain’s
suite at the Navasquan River Boat Club, a swank twenty-story condo
with a marina full of big yachts. Hatteras, Grand Banks,
Chris-Craft. There’s no horse stable—surprise—but I can say first
hand that over the bar of the marina’s public restaurant rests a
fine pair of Brahma bull horns.

When I finish my Bombay martini, I drop some money
on the bar, gobble a handful of breath mints, and pick up my props.
I’m headed for the fancy condo across the street and the opening
salvos of my War to Keep the Burns Account. Not quite shock and
awe, but I have manufactured a semi-reasonable excuse to drop
in.

Today it’s hot. Over eighty at eleven in the
morning. New Jersey’s weather is like its politicians. Whichever
way the wind blows. Warm, humid, and Jersey Republican weather
comes from the south, in this case a hurricane in the Gulf of
Mexico.

The drivers of two Mercedes sedans and a red Jaguar
two-seater are dealing with valet parking in front of the condo.
One of the Mercedes belongs to Kelly Burns. She’s standing there in
dark sun glasses and a black swimsuit under a short,
yellow-flowered green beach wrap. Her red hair is lumped on one
side, stiff like an old mop.

When I get closer, I see she’s wearing little or no
make-up, and there’s a nervous element to her body language. In a
hurry, maybe? Or worried?

“Austin?”

I approach and offer my self-serving gifts. “I just
came by to drop off these books for you. Stuff on investing.”

My reflection appears in her dark glasses. I feel
probed by alien scanners, two maybe three beats. I have no clue
what she’s really looking at, let alone thinking, but the clumpy
hair, the lack of make-up...I’m guessing Mrs. Gerry Burns isn’t
doing well as nurse to the terminal cancer patient. Call it a
hunch.

“I was headed for the beach,” she says. “And
frankly, Austin, I don’t have time to read books.”

I sigh, letting my disappointment show. What
happened to that chemistry, Kelly? Didn’t you feel it, too?

She laughs. “I suppose that sounds strange, doesn’t
it? I have time for the beach, but not for reading—adding to my
knowledge.”

I show her the famous Carr half-smile. “Not strange,
really. More like typically human, especially for pretty women. Let
me stick them in the car for you. In case you change your
mind.”

She removes the dark glasses and studies my face.
One beat, two beats. “Sure. Why not?”

I toss the books on the Mercedes’ back seat, shut
the door, then gaze at the redhead to make my goodbye. At least I
tried, made an appearance. She’s staring at the hazy September sky,
not me. Maybe she’s thinking about my smile.

She sighs and slips her glasses back on. “As long as
you’re here, maybe you can help me with something. I have a little
money problem.”

Oh, boy. I give her the full-boat Carr grin. “My
specialty.”

She motions toward the Mercedes. “Take a drive with
me?”

Did I show up at the right time, or what? I force my
eyes away from her trim, barely-covered ass as we both drop into
the front bucket seats. Sexual thoughts are a no-no. Toward the
goal of seeing my kids again, I have to concentrate on keeping the
Burns’ millions under management.

She zooms away from the condo. I notice Kelly’s
nine-year-old Mercedes has two hundred thousand miles on the
odometer. Wonder why Gerry doesn’t buy her something new?

Kelly turns left on Route 36, north toward Sandy
Hook and the Highlands. Although the Atlantic Ocean is less than
fifty feet away, I can’t see the water or the sand on our right
because of a twelve-foot retaining wall made of boulders and
cement. Just about two years ago, Hurricane Becky pushed the ocean
across this highway into the Navasquan River. The expensive beach
homes on our left are new and built ten feet higher than the last
crop.

“So what’s the financial problem?” I ask.

“I have a pile of cash in the trunk,” she says.
“Over a hundred thousand.”

Wow. What’s happening here? I wait for more
information but she doesn’t provide any. She has the driver’s
window down and her golden red hair is blowing straight out behind
her like a ripped flag. That lumpy patch is dancing to its own
song.

“Sounds like a big happy to me,” I say. “What’s the
problem part?”

“I want to hide it, not spend it.”

I turn my gaze on the rock wall flying by. I can’t
believe she trusts me with this. Must be the Carr smile. Too bad I
can’t bottle that grin. Or get it to work over the telephone. I
wouldn’t have to keep entertaining larcenous ideas.

“Hide it from whom?” I ask. “Gerry?”

When we hit the fork at the Highlands Bridge, Kelly
steers us toward the Sandy Hook beaches. Two weeks after Labor Day,
every parking lot is a big empty.

Kelly shifts her gaze my way. “Does it matter who
I’m hiding it from?”

“If you can tell Gerry about the money, we’ll put
the cash in his account. He can give you what you need whenever you
want it.”

“And if I don’t want Gerry to know?”

I had a feeling. “We’ll figure out something else.
You have any I.D. in your maiden name?”

“An old driver’s license and a U.S. passport. I
never got around to changing it.”

“That’s an excellent start,” I say. “Now, are you
willing to break the law?”

 


 



 


 


SEVEN

 


I suppose it’s common for the mind to conjure nasty
thoughts while counting money, but here with Kelly in the back seat
of her old Mercedes, sorting her cash into fourteen stacks of
seventy-five one hundred dollar bills, and a fifteenth pile that’s
one Ben Franklin short, I want to throw her down on the cash, do
the sex act like large-eared rodents.

One hundred and twelve thousand four hundred
dollars. Wow. I don’t know if it’s greed, lust, or poor
ventilation, but my neck, shoulders, and backside are sweating like
warm cheese.

We’re nestled into a secluded Sandy Hook parking lot
for birders and hikers. Eight spaces. We’re the only car. On the
back seat, where we just counted the loot, Kelly’s half-bare ass
keeps inching closer.

“Now what?” she says.

“We visit fifteen to twenty banks and/or savings and
loans, as many as it takes, exchange one of these stacks at each
bank for a seventy-five hundred dollar bank check. Then I deposit
the checks into a new account for you at one final institution,
write a check on that new account to Shore Securities.”

“That’s against the law?”

“Avoiding record-keeping on cash transactions? Uh,
yes. It’s called laundering money. Not to mention the multitude of
regulations and laws I have to break by opening an account in your
maiden name. Maybe you never heard of the Patriot Act?”

Her hip touches mine. I blink when a bead of sweat
slides down into my right eye.

“Don’t they require identification when you get
those bank checks?” she says.

I wipe my brow with the back of my hand. My heart
rate feels a bit high. “As long as the amount’s under ten thousand,
usually not. But if they do, I’ll just say I left my driver’s
license in the car and walk out. Go on to the next bank.”

She lays her hand on my thigh. It burns like a hot
iron. “How efficient.”

Man, oh, man. The redhead is coming on hard and I’m
not sure what to do about it. I mean, my dick’s wanted to get naked
with her for over a year, that chemistry thing, but my brain says I
must focus on maintaining the account. I need the business. My kids
need the business. Sex could louse things up.

“I should call my office,” I say.

“Why?”

“To tell them I’ll be busy all day with a
client.”

“Sounds like an excuse for sex to me. Do you use
that one a lot?”

My heart ticks up another notch. “Only Tuesdays and
Thursdays.”

“Naughty boy.”

Kelly leans her body against me. She smells like
flowery soap. Lilacs, I think. Her hand on my thigh hums like an
electric vibrator. Despite direct orders from the brain, my gaze
won’t leave the roundness of her breasts peeking above the
swimsuit.

“Would you like your bonus in advance?” she
asks.

Oh, my.

“Kelly, this isn’t a good idea. Our relationship
should be—”

Kelly presses hard against me, sticks her tongue in
my ear. Blood rushes to my crotch.

“Sorry I’m acting like a whore. It’s just Gerry’s
been sick a long time. I haven’t...you know...in six months. And I
felt something for you a year ago. I thought you did, too.”

Damn. That’s it. I mean, how am I supposed to resist
this? At least Luis can’t see me sleeping with another man’s wife.
He would be shocked and appalled.

The redhead massages me between my legs. “Ooo. Looks
like you’ve already got your bonus.”

 


 


That night, alone in my camper, another conjugal
date with my married lover set for the day after tomorrow, even
memories of my children Ryan and Beth become sleepy time second
fiddle. I dream exclusively of the future widow, the natural and
true redhead, Mrs. Kelly Rockland Burns.

And I feel like a heel doing it.

 


 



 


 


EIGHT

 


At the office next morning, I’m collecting various
forms for Kelly’s new account when our fixed-income desk uncovers
bad-ass ugly news: an issue of tax-free St. Louis hospital bonds
Shore helped underwrite is trading flat, or without interest.

“Crap,” Walter says.

This is a major disaster. As opposed to your
everyday so-what calamity we’re all used to. Shore’s principle
owner, Straight Up Vic Bonacelli, received a personal and
substantial bonus for every one of these St. Louis hospital bonds
we sold during last year’s public offering. Thus Mr. Vic made
hawking them mandatory, and the object of a special sales contest.
Thus we sold our little fannies off. Thus Shore customers own a
boat-load.

I personally have three or four big clients in these
St. Louis bonds, including one wild man who’s already pissed at me
for a previous and equally unfortunate investment recommendation.
Can’t wait to call Psycho Samson with this news. Psycho’s just his
old stage name, but Wacky, Nutso, or Crazy would work as well.

There’ll be more information for us at a sales
meeting in five minutes; the head bond trader shouts above the
salesmen’s groans and sighs, but bottom line, our customers won’t
be getting their semi-annual interest checks anymore. And oh yes,
the bid on these now-defaulted puppies—if you can find a bidder—is
nine cents on the dollar. Our customers paid par, or one hundred
cents.

Just what I need. Another financial debacle. My
limbs feel heavy, my eyes droopy. Is this stress? Or the result of
banging my head regularly inside that camper?

I stagger back to the tile and stainless steel
kitchen, make a fresh pot of strong coffee, and soothe myself with
extra non-dairy creamer and double the non-sugar sugar. By the time
I wander into Shore Securities’ oak-paneled meeting room, sales
manager Tom Ragsdale is already delivering another one of his
infamous and insightful analyses.

“After a late escrow payment, the bank trustee
issued a notice of technical default,” Rags says. “The hospital was
forced to file for bankruptcy, so it looks like our bondholders
won’t be receiving their interest payments for a while.”

Looks like? For a while?

Rags being a genius is why Shore Securities’ owner
Straight Up Vic made him sales manager. Well, that and Rags’ recent
engagement to Vic’s daughter Carmela.

“What do we tell our clients?” Walter says.

“Tell them the hospital filed for bankruptcy
protection under Chapter Eleven,” Rags says. “That’s a voluntary
reorganization. It could take a while, but our clients’ principal
is secured by a first mortgage on the hospital’s land and
property.”

I see two or three inexperienced brokers sigh with
relief. They believe Rags’ implication that a first mortgage means
our bondholder clients have the St. Louis hospital firmly by the
short and curlies. Experience has taught me otherwise. If the
hospital’s land and property could pay off the bonds—as well as
other similar lien holders in a yet-to-be-determined class of
bankruptcy petitioners—the bid on our bonds would be a lot higher
than nine cents. The market knows this stuff.

“That’s right, Rags,” I say. “Our bondholders have
the right to foreclose on the hospital’s land and property. Maybe
we can turn the facility into a drug rehab center. I hear that St.
Louis neighborhood would provide an excellent base of potential
clients.”

Rags stares, then scowls at me. My humor is
slow-acting in his system. And extremely toxic. Too bad, boss. This
isn’t my first Shore Securities’ bond default. I guarantee the
hospital’s expensive medical equipment is one hundred percent
leased, thus not attachable, and the buildings and land are worth
virtually nothing. An inner city location puts nasty limits on
financing and alternative construction opportunities.
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