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To:   Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of Fleece Industries

From:   Human Resources

Subject: How to Read This Book
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This memo contains information of the highest importance.

Your executive committee has prompted us to warn you not to read this book straight through from beginning to end. The pages contain many different adventures you will encounter as the CEO of a major corporation. The executive decisions you make and the actions you take can lead to fame and fortune or to scandal and destitution.

We hope you use your best judgment when confronted with difficult choices as the CEO of Fleece Industries. You are ultimately responsible for the well-being of this company and its employees. Our success or failure depends entirely on your decisions. After all, that’s what you’re paid to do—make decisions.

Without further ado, then, let’s get on with the business of business. You created Fleece Industries—now turn it into the success it was always meant to be.

Good luck!




You never thought it would happen. Friends have gone back to Iowa to work on their dads’ farms, former partners are working in tire shops—you, on the other hand, have ridden bulls and fought bears in the dog-eat-dog world of business. You did it by making a product that practically sells itself, a product that actually lives up to its hype. It’s the ultimate gear for the twenty-first-century survivor: the Silk Armor clothing line. The fabric feels like your coolest summer shirt or your coziest winter sweater, but there’s more…. It’s waterproof, windproof, fireproof, and bulletproof.

You are the CEO of Fleece Industries, the subject of numerous profiles in the business press, the hometown hero, and the envy of clothing executives the world over. You are, in short, the hottest clothing manufacturer since the invention of the toga. And today you’re taking your company public.

Your life’s work—building a business from an idea scrawled on a bar napkin into a world-renowned clothing empire—has reached a major milestone: You’re going to have an initial public offering, or IPO, on the New York Stock Exchange. Everyone will soon be able to buy shares in Fleece Industries. You, personally, will be the owner of ten million shares out of a total of fifteen million, or 66 percent. The ticker symbol: CON.

Your wife has accompanied you to the exchange for the opening bell on the first day of the trading of your stock. She is pretty; you married her because she looks like the kind of woman who would marry an astronaut. A woman of simple values and tenacious loyalty, she has been with you from the start. She has seen the good times and the bad. The two of you have flown to Paris for a weekend, and you have also shared a can of tuna when your power was shut off. Now you’re sitting in a town car on Broad Street outside the exchange, looking down at her fingers intertwined with your own.

“I know this sounds silly, honey, but this all reminds me of our wedding day,” she says.

“I feel it too,” you respond, clutching her hand. “This is very exciting…. It’s a very happy time for both of us.”

“The difference is that we couldn’t have afforded a car like this back then,” she says. “Remember when Bobby lent us his Oldsmobile Cutlass, and it broke down between the reception and the hotel?”

“I carried you the whole way.”

“Half the way … but I appreciated the gesture,” she responds.

“Maybe we should go back to that hotel and renew our vows,” you say, not really thinking about it, but trying to make small talk while you consider the millions of dollars you will soon be worth.

“Honey, that hotel was a dump,” she says.

“Fine,” you respond. “Let’s buy the place and have it knocked down.”

All of a sudden the door of your car is opened. “I think it’s time,” you say to your wife.

It is indeed time. You are at Broad and Wall, the nexus of American capitalism, at the door of the New York Stock Exchange. You step out of the car and walk through the labyrinth of police barriers on the sidewalk to go through security.

Standing on the other side of the metal detector is the chairman of the exchange, Ricky Dey, a short bald man with a glistening dome so shiny you can see your own reflection in it. You wonder, momentarily, what the official definition of a midget is, and then it hits you—he looks exactly like the mad scientist Dr. Sivana, Captain Marvel’s archnemesis from those old 1940s comic books. The image makes you smile as you reach out to shake his hand. He is wearing a black pin-striped suit that you can only imagine was custom fit to his diminutive body somewhere in Europe. It occurs to you that your Brooks Brothers suit might be inadequate.

Your intuition is dead-on. “Congratulations,” he says, handing you his tailor’s card. He stares at your tie for a little too long, and then looks you in the eye and says, “Welcome to the club.”

The club’s members are some of the most successful, influential, and inspirational people who ever lived. From J. P. Morgan to Michael Eisner to Crazy Eddie Antar, the NYSE has been the true birthplace of American success stories. The laws are made in Washington, but the money is made here, and any trader will tell you that “money is always above the law.”

As you ride the elevator with Ricky Dey beside you and your wife clutching your arm, you can barely contain your excitement.

“Gum?” asks Ricky, holding a stick of Doublemint gum up to you.

“No thanks.” You are too nervous to chew anything.

“Hard candy?” Ricky says, pulling a piece out of his pocket.

“I’m good.”

“Toffee?

“I’m a little too anxious to be putting anything in my mouth,” you reply with a nervous laugh.

“Especially your foot.” Ricky is genuinely doing his best to calm you. “Slim Jim?”

Just then the waiter arrives with your martini. You stand up, grab it off the tray, chug the whole thing, and stare at Barry and then at Moneyhouse. “To hell with you both.” You slam down your glass and walk out the door onto Wall Street. The sun hits your eyes the same way it does any man who has been drinking in a dark bar before he’s even had lunch. Weiss? Could he really have been crooked? But why? The company was doing so well. Or was it … ?

You jump into a cab and head back to the office. You call Fawn and instruct her to deactivate Barry’s security pass, tell the front desk not to let him in the building, shut down his e-mail, and put his computer in the company vault. You also tell her to have the IT people freeze Weiss’s computer and have security take him into your office and keep him there.

Your phone rings. It’s your wife. You don’t have time to talk to her and let it go to voice mail. It rings again. It’s Barry. Screw him. He’s dead to you now. You’re the only one you can trust at this point. Your phone rings again. Moneyhouse, that bastard. Screw him, too.

McDougal begins slowly and deliberately. “Spring will be hot this year. We’ve just cut a deal with the people at the Australian Open. They want to give the tourney a sexier image like the French Open has. We’re outfitting everyone from the players to the ball boys and giving the judges bulletproof sweater-vests—with the calls they make, they’re going to need them.”

Araz springs from the wall and starts moving about the room again. “We’re working with Nicole Kidman’s people to try to get her and Naomi Watts to wear Fleece to the matches.” He has rolled up the magazine and is swatting it like a racket, playing an imaginary tennis match around your office.

“Better go through Naomi’s people; she’s easier to get to and can influence Nicole,” McDougal says into his coffee cup.

“Exactly!” Araz yells, pointing at McDougal. “And we’ve got Briana Ponastova. Since she quit tennis to be a model, we have her under contract to walk around stadiums in Fleece outfits like a roving mannequin.”

“Guys, this is great! I’m so happy. Thank you. We’re going to make Fleece synonymous with all that is sexy about tennis and all that is safe with tournament security! Geniuses! You guys are geniuses! Now get out of here before I decide to double your salaries! I’ve got some IPO stuff to finish up.”

Araz pushes Jeff out of the office. Those guys are nuts, but they’re genuine alchemists. They just solved another problem for you. Will their talents never cease?

You’re standing on the balcony of the exchange, a venue that has been occupied by every big shot in the history of American business. Looking at the sea of floor traders below, you briefly experience what you can describe only as a combination of timelessness and vertigo. You know from watching CNBC that as soon as the bell rings, all hell will break loose in front of your eyes.

You look down and notice that Dey is standing on a pile of phone books. You decide not to say anything, instead filing the information away for the tell-all business book, How to Get Really Rich, that you’re planning to write after you retire. Dey gives the signal and you ring the bell. Cheers erupt. Your stock’s symbol passes across the ticker tape right there in the heart of the exchange. It has opened trading at ten dollars a share. That makes you worth $100 million at this very moment. After shaking hands with a dozen people you don’t know or care about, you are escorted out of the exchange. You put your wife into the town car, sending her home, and climb into a limo with a handful of adoring Fleece employees.

Sitting in the car, a bottle of champagne is uncorked and the bubbly is passed around despite it being only 9:45 on a Monday morning. The world is your oyster. The car pulls away from the curb, and everything dissolves into a blur of laughter as commuters whiz past the car windows.

Your car drives up Eighth Avenue, and even though it’s the usual bumper-to-bumper traffic crawling uptown, your limousine seems to just blow on by all the jammed cars. The driver makes a right onto Forty-fourth Street, and you approach Times Square, where you see a large crowd of teenagers gathering outside MTV Studios.

“This is going to be great!” you say to everyone in the car. You take a big pull from the champagne bottle and instruct your driver to pull over and pop the trunk. You jump out of the limousine like a movie star, to the excitement of the teenagers—until they realize that they have no idea who you are.

You grab a big box out of the trunk and drop it on the sidewalk. You open it up and start pulling out the green T-shirts you had made for this day that read: FLEECE WENT PUBLIC TODAY AND ALL I GOT WAS THIS LOUSY T-SHIRT! Within thirty seconds everyone in Times Square is advertising Fleece clothing. Everyone except the Naked Cowboy because, as he puts it, “It would go against my aesthetic.” He agrees to pose for a picture with you, but insists that you drop your pants. You oblige because today you can do no wrong. You also have a slight champagne buzz.

You hop back in the car and everyone is clapping and cheering you on. You take another swig of champagne and check your BlackBerry for the latest stock price. From the initial price of ten dollars, it already shot up to eighteen. Jesus! You’re worth nearly $200 million. This is your day!

You look at Jennifer sitting across from you, and you cannot remember a time when you were more disgusted with another human being. But this is business, and business is survival.

“Okay, Jennifer, slash the prices and book the sales for this quarter, and we’ll deal with next quarter later. If this doesn’t work, though, you and I are both destroyed.”

“Threats are the song of the weak.” Jennifer stands up, grabs the box of cookies she gave you, and walks out of the room.

Six months later you cannot believe your good fortune. Not only did the channel stuffing help you hit last year’s sales targets, but also the effect of slashing your product from boutique prices to mass-market, middle-America hayseed price levels made Fleece’s name as household as Kleenex. Your new low warehouse pricing strategy earned Fleece the distinction of being the fastest-growing publicly traded business in the country. Sales shoot through the roof, and your next two quarters are the most profitable in your company’s history.

Depending on what business magazine you read, Jennifer Estrangelo is either a genius who masterminded how to make America wear Fleece, or an amazing salesperson who thrived under your strong leadership. Let her have her glory. Even though she made the mess, she cleaned it up too. And now she’s someone else’s problem, as she has since jumped ship to your biggest competitor. Donny Scott would have gotten her job, but Estrangelo fired him the moment she left your office that fateful day.

So much for playing by the rules.

The end

You head to your desk to sift through your messages. So many people have called to wish you the best, half of whom, you suspect, are hoping to be included in your newfound fortune.

Your cousin Pete, who used to own a chop shop in Milwaukee, wants you to come visit after all these years. Todd Toomie from UVA wants you to be the godfather to his unborn son. You guess he forgot that he tried to sleep with your wife six years ago. The pastor from your childhood town’s parish wants your input on a bake sale to raise money for a new altar. You guess he forgot why you left the church in the first place.

Tyree Stubbs called you as well. Tyree plays basketball for the Los Angeles Terminators. He’s the most dominating power forward under six feet in the history of the NBA and has led his team to three consecutive championships. Tyree also moonlights as a major rap star in the off-season and goes by the alias Three Point. His first album, “In Da Paint,” was an enormous crossover hit, appealing to all races and both sexes. He is a notorious playboy and consummate bachelor, claiming to have had sex with fifteen thousand women and counting. Tyree wears Silk Armor exclusively, and you’ve created the “Stubby” line for Fleece, which is popular among inner-city youth. You met Tyree at the Seventh on Sixth Fashion Show and hit it off immediately. Ever since then, every time you get a call from him, it’s either about an exclusive party, seats on the floor at a Knicks game, or backstage passes for bands and rappers of which you’ve never heard, but for whom your teenage daughter, Apple, goes crazy.
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The last message is so out of the blue that you feel a hot rush of blood fill your face.

McDougal and Matali are waiting outside your office when you arrive back at 666 Madison Avenue. These two are as vital to the success of Fleece as anyone else. Araz pushed for low-rise capri pants while the rest of your competitors were only looking at the bottom hemline, and Jeff stopped wearing his Von Dutch trucker hat about two months before anyone in America even began wearing them. Their ability to see a trend before it’s even begun has put Fleece out in front of the pack on more than one occasion.

McDougal is in his usual uniform: shabby chic business attire, a wide striped tie, and a colorful dress shirt. Matali, whose taste is as eclectic as McDougal’s is grounded, is wearing running shorts and a vintage PITTSBURGH STEELERS #1 T-shirt. Only Matali, with his slick, jet black hair and green eyes, could pull off that outfit and somehow make it seem somewhat professional.

“Boys, have I got news for you,” you say. “Come into my office.” They follow you inside and take seats on opposite ends of your couch. Jeff throws a pen to Araz before he can ask for it, and they both wait expectantly for your plan for Fleece’s new direction.

Perched on the corner of your desk, you break into the idea of Harry and how you will be the face of it all. After a few minutes of astonished silence from the two of them, you get the sense that they’re already warming to the idea of making you the centerpiece of the company’s marketing strategy going forward. Even if they don’t think it’s a good idea, they’re smart enough not to fight you on it.

Araz jumps off the couch and throws Jeff’s pen at him. “I have an idea! Let’s get you a bear! All of the print campaigns, TV ads, hell, we’ll put a bear face—”

“Or paw,” interjects Jeff in a monotone voice from the couch.

“Or paw, on the clothes themselves! You know, as a logo! Harry pals around with a bear! It’s genius!” Araz is now running around the room as if he’s taking a victory lap.

“I love it! As long as the bear doesn’t take away from my image, I think it’s great!” you say.

“The bear will only enhance your image. The bear will be a friendly reminder that you exist,” Jeff mutters into his clipboard as if he is trying to conceal the bullshit by hiding his face.

“Araz! Go get the whiteboard and let’s hammer out some ideas. I love the creative process! It’s so much more rewarding than crunching numbers!”

Araz returns with the dry erase board, and the three of you go to work. Several hours later, well into the evening, there are Thai food containers, empty cans of Diet Coke, and discarded bottles of Heineken everywhere.

You are wearing mountain climbing gear, your seventh wardrobe change in the past three hours. Jeff insisted that you actually change clothes to help shake up the brainstorming session. You’ve worn exercise clothing, fishing gear, Fleece pajamas, a Fleece tuxedo, ski gear, and even a wet suit.

“We can do a photo shoot on the slopes of Kilimanjaro,” says Araz. “And maybe we use it for billboards that are really high up, like on the sides of bridges or on the tops of buildings.”

“Right,” says Jeff. “We run the tuxedo ad in Vogue and the ski gear in Outside magazine, and we’ll do an underwater film shoot for the wet suit and air the television commercial on ESPN.”

“Maybe we can turn your life into a kind of long-running commercial,” says Araz. “We follow you as you go hunting, fishing, skiing, and scuba diving.”

“Interesting,” you say, “but it’s not like I actually do any of those things. That’s all part of the secret. Fleece clothes are aspirational.”

“So, what if we just follow you as you walk around the office, looking good in the everyday world?” asks Jeff.

The three of you all stop moving—and talking—at exactly the same time. That’s it! That’s the key to this whole idea. You’re going to be the subject of a reality TV show.

Do you think it’s wise to base a television show on your daily life?

Or do you stick to what you do best—running a clothing company?

Your wife, meanwhile, seems to have gone off her rocker in a slightly different way from your own journey into narcissism.

After making friends with an organic farmer in the Hudson Valley, she fells in with a group of people skilled in the art of fortunetelling by means of examining the entrails of animals. It’s not like they actually kill anything; rather, they drive around heavily wooded areas of New York state looking for roadkill and then inspect it on the spot.

After you plead with her to give up the practice—it would be a disaster to have the press find out your wife spends her days poking sticks into the still-warm bodies of dead deer and hedgehogs—she embarks on an unending exploration of the arts of divination. Aeromancy (the study of clouds), aleuromancy (fortune cookies), alomancy (table salt), austromancy (wind), critomancy (barley cakes), ichthyomancy (fish), onychomancy (fingernails), tiromancy (cheese), and margaritomancy (bouncing pearls). You put your foot down with the last one, as she begins buying expensive necklaces from Tiffany and destroying them in the foyer of your apartment in hopes of finding meaning.

She finally finds use for all her newfound insights, becoming a life coach under the name Fast Current, and actually lands a number of celebrity clients, including America’s perkiest talk show host. You’re just happy that she hasn’t become the story of an E! special on rich people gone mad.

Apple watches both you and your wife with a sort of bemused detachment. She’s happy about the increased level of access your rising star has given her, but she can’t seem to come to terms with the fact that her own father is considered hip. She is equally incredulous of your wife’s growing eccentricities. While at first she invites the Marriott sisters, friends from school, over to watch a barley cake reading or two, the embarrassment of having her own mother speak in tongues in front of her friends is too much. She’s been spending a lot more time out of the house ever since.

You tell Simpson to pick up Homer. Although it will add to the $600 million you’ve already borrowed, the debt seems worth it.

Simpson was right. As soon as word gets out that you’ve signed Homer, sales of Fleece products shoot through the roof. You are savvy enough to have a Homer jersey ready for sale the moment word breaks, and you sell 750,000 units in a single day.

The $10 million signing bonus you have to pay Homer boosts your personal borrowings to $610 million, but when you forecast the increase in ticket sales for the Argonauts as a result of signing him, you’re comfortable that you’ll be able to pay the players’ salaries going forward through ticket receipts, the team’s TV licensing, and merchandising. Hell, you’ll probably be able to start paying down the loan sooner than you thought. You feel like a genius.

Homer, on the other hand, is a class-A moron. He drives his car to the wrong stadium on the first day. But, boy, can he throw the football. In his first game with the team Homer throws five touchdown passes and rushes for another touchdown himself. You blow out the Chicago Grizzlies 42 to 0.

The team is now 1 and 3.

When you wake up on the Monday after that first exhilarating game as an owner, you realize that you haven’t been paying as much attention to Fleece as you should have in the past few weeks. When you get to your office that day, you put in a call to Alan Baldacker, your chief financial officer, to get an update on how things are going. The way you’re feeling, you wouldn’t be surprised if Fleece was also “undefeated” this year.

You turn off your monitor and decide it’s time to leave the office for today. You’re on the verge of a nervous breakdown anyway. Barry, especially, will know that something is up if he sees the state you’re in. You pack your stuff, wash your face in your private bathroom, and head for the door.

Fawn looks up. “Where are you going? You have an eleven o’clock meeting with … um … Hey! What’s wrong with your electronic calendar? Everything is gone! It was there a few minutes ago!”

For God’s sake. You have always been a disaster on the computer, but you really don’t need this right now.

“Fawn, I’m not feeling very well. I’m going home for the day. As for what’s wrong with my calendar, I have no idea. Call the IT department. Tell them to earn their fucking salaries.” And with that, you leave an open-mouthed Fawn staring at you as you walk down the hall.

The next day when you arrive at work, Barry is sitting in your office. At your desk.

“Hi, chief. How was your ‘sick day’?”

“Fine, Barry, what do you want? Get out from behind my desk.”

“Oh, nothing. Just scoping out my new office.”

“What are you talking about?”

“After you left yesterday, I was talking to Fawn. She mentioned in passing that your electronic calendar had gone down. The IT guys told her that you’d inadvertently left your keyboard stuck on ‘delete’ of a certain meeting you and I had last week. So I got to thinking. Why would he delete that? And then I remembered how you were acting yesterday morning. So I called Felix. And guess what he told me?”

You’re screwed.

“What did he tell you, Barry?”

“The same thing I told the board in a conference call yesterday afternoon. We can either announce your resignation this morning or your firing this afternoon. It’s up to you. Oh, and your stock has been seized. Why’d you buy it back, by the way? It would have been much harder for us to take the cash back from you. Plus, you bought it at a higher price. What kind of fool are you?”

In the end, public opinion of you drops further than that of Om Daddy. Not only did you not care enough about the safety of the nation’s soldiers that you kept the news of the T-shirts a secret while you tried to salvage your fortune, but also you were caught dead to rights committing insider trading.

Barry plays his part like a pro. He tells investigators that he had tried to convince you to make the announcement and that you’d promised to do so. He claimed that the next day, when he noticed that you hadn’t made it, he’d threatened to quit and take the news public himself. At that point, he said, he convinced you to do the right thing. Only he hadn’t known that you’d been selling your shares the day before. “I couldn’t believe it,” he told Time magazine. “Here I was, thinking of the poor families that were soon going to find out that our faulty shirts had caused their kids’ deaths, and there he was, trying to keep count of his millions. Just disgusting.”

You are spared a prison sentence, however, because the government ultimately fails to prove Barry’s assertion that he had told you about the T-shirt failures on Thursday afternoon. The board of Fleece, of course, had a lower burden of proof, and they didn’t believe a word you said.

In an act of charity, Barry—the new CEO of Fleece—allowed you to take ownership from Fleece of the brand Harry. (“Why would we want to promote the brand of an obvious criminal?” he asked you while signing the papers in your old office.) You even convince Araz and Jeff to come with you and start an edgier, urban line of clothes that evoke a sense of danger and malice. The new company, Hard Harry, is a modest success—nothing like Fleece in its heyday, of course, but you manage to make a few media lists of disgraced CEOs who climb back into respectability.

You decide, in the end, that it would be a bad idea to take Hard Harry public.

The end

It’s one year later and you’re lying on the bed of room 318. Diane is not there. In fact, you haven’t heard from her since that phone call…. But your wife did. She received a letter from Diane a week after the call—one sentence written on the Pierre’s stationery that read: “I’ve been fucking your husband for two years.” Signed, simply, “Diane.”

You had a lot of explaining to do—none of it very effective. Diane also sent a picture of you to the New York Post. You’re wearing her yellow panties and a Red Sox hat, and you’re handcuffed to the minibar of room 318, drunk on Patron. Your divorce is ugly. Your family is destroyed. Apple is the star in the most downloaded sex movie in the history of the Internet. Apparently the short film she was making for class turned out to be a two-hour sex romp with the entire bull pen of the New York Mets.

Your wife divorced you and got half of everything, including your stock in Fleece, putting you in a minority position on the board of your own company. She then built a coalition of some of the board members and had you booted out of the company. You now live off the licensing fees of Silk Armor and have a new mix of friends that you met hiking at Bear Mountain.

Your eyes wander from the oil painting of the mallards flying over a canoe down to the Egyptian monkey with enormous balls on your $15,000 umbrella stand.

You ponder selling the thing on eBay and taking a trip to Tibet to climb Everest. But then you decide to take a nap.

The end

Baldacker walks into your office wearing an Argonauts jersey over his suit.

“Cute, Alan. Very cute. How’s business been while I’ve been out there on the gridiron with all my new friends?”

“Sales are continuing to explode,” he replies. “We’re selling those Homer jerseys for a hundred and twenty-five dollars a pop and they only cost us about fifteen bucks to make.”

“Excellent,” you say. “That’s all part of the plan. Although, remember, it’s not Fleece that owns this team. The company will make some extra dinars by selling those jerseys, but if I can start selling out this stadium again, all that money is going into my own pocket.”

Baldacker frowns very briefly and shuffles a few papers in his lap.

“What? What’s the problem, Alan? Fleece didn’t borrow the money to buy the Corporals—I did. We sell some jerseys, great. But it’s my ass that’s on the line here.”

“Actually, boss, no it’s not. When we were private, you could borrow whatever you wanted on the Fleece credit line, and no one cared—you owned the whole company. But now that we’re public, we can’t really just gloss over the fact that Fleece is guaranteeing six hundred and ten million of your loans. We need to account for that in our next financial filing, which is due next week. Nothing in our IPO prospectus said that we were going to go into the business of guaranteeing loans so that you could go out and buy a sports team.”

“What? This has nothing to do with Fleece! It’s my money,” you say. “Just because the company is guaranteeing the loans doesn’t mean they’ll ever have to pay for them!”

“True, but you’ve still put a possible six-hundred-and-ten-million-dollar liability on the company’s books. I should remind you, if you don’t mind my saying so, that now that Fleece is public, there’s a board of directors to answer to. They’ll replace you if they find that you’ve been putting your own interests ahead of the company’s.”

He’s right. You took a gamble with your company’s money—with shareholders’ money. How could you be so blind? You can’t bear the idea of the board firing you from the company you started, but on the other hand, are you prepared to engage in fraud? You could just tell him to keep the debt off the company’s books.

Do you tell your CFO to keep the debt off Fleece’s books?

Or do you come clean and face the board’s judgment on your decision?

Before Flaxworthy can say anything, you blurt out, “Jerry, we have to talk. There’s something I didn’t tell you just now.”

For the second time today Flaxworthy just stares back at you without saying anything.

“I don’t know who you were just talking to in there, but I think I can guess. Fleece has a big problem,” you say. “Just this morning we discovered that one of our accountants has been rigging the books for years. As far as I can tell, we’re going to need to restate all our financials going back to the early nineties. I know I should have told you this first thing, but I just found out myself and I’ve pretty much been in shock since.”

Flaxworthy doesn’t seem surprised. Actually, he just looks battle weary, as if he’s heard it all before. “Is everyone corrupt?” he asks in a deadpan voice, leading you back into your own conference room with the air of a repo man about to commandeer a Cadillac.

“You know, DAs are building their careers nosing through accounting books these days. They’re stringing people up for stealing paper clips. If what you’re saying is true, we’ve got a case of fraud on our hands. Someone will go to jail for this.”

“Me?” is all you can say. “But I didn’t know anything. I just told you, I only found out this morning.”

“No, not you necessarily,” he says. “But somebody.”

“Weiss!” you say without thinking.

“Who?”

“Weiss is our accountant,” you explain. “He’s the one who hid one-point-five billion dollars. I don’t even know how he did it. What I do know, however, is that he’s sitting in my office as we speak and is quite unnerved by it all. I gather he should be.”

“Damn right he should,” says Flaxworthy. “Has he admitted to it?”

“Well, here’s the thing,” you say. “Our counsel … Barry … I just came from a meeting with him and J. P. Moneyhouse during which they tried to get me to cover this all up.”

Flaxworthy’s eyes light up. “Moneyhouse? He’s involved?”

“As of this morning, yes, although I don’t know how much he knows,” you say.

Flaxworthy is clearly distracted. If you didn’t know any better, you’d think he was imagining his face on the cover of Fortune or Business Week: THE MAN WHO BROUGHT DOWN MONEYHOUSE’S HOUSE OF CARDS.
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