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			In the actions of men, and especially of Princes, from which there is no appeal, the end justifies the means.

			—Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince, 1537

			 

			1

			“Jerry,” I said, managing my best smile despite the circumstances. “Thanks for stopping by the office. I know you don’t like being taken away from your lab.”

			“Uh-huh, sure, what’s going on?” Jerry muttered, clearly uncomfortable.

			“A lot.”

			Spending eighty hours a week in a research lab had done little for Jerry Stupak’s social skills, and even less for his complexion, which was just a tad paler than bone. As a photovoltaics engineer, he’d spent gobs of time discerning more and more efficient ways to harness energy from the sun. One might have thought he’d soak up a few rays himself in the process, maybe even use all that money he earned as SunSoft’s head of R & D to start a family. But who had time for a tan? Much less a wife and kid, dogs and cats, PTA meetings and Boy Scouts?

			Jerry wasn’t into any of that stuff. His idea of a raging Friday night was assembling solar panels in our break room with the wide-screen TV tuned to Turner Classic Movies. Anyone more human than Roy Rogers and Rita Hayworth would most likely cause a complete neural meltdown in the man.

			Fortunately, I knew Jerry-speak. I also knew Sarah-speak, Ajay-speak, Fernanda-speak, and so on. Twelve hundred dialects for twelve hundred employees. There was one big reason Bing Chase had groomed me to become the general manager of SunSoft, the photovoltaic division of Bing’s parent company, Chase Systems.

			I was a heck of a communicator.

			Any monkey with an MBA could manage a plant. Just follow the formula: negotiate cheap raw materials, manage the employees, and ensure quality. But understanding people, as in speaking their language—it was a skill that couldn’t be taught, only absorbed, and I had spent decades doing just that.

			“I don’t want you to get the wrong idea,” I told Jerry, “SunSoft’s still profitable. In fact we’re doing great. Unfortunately, Optics and Semiconductors aren’t, and they’re, of course, two-thirds of the company. We’re only one. Do you see what I’m getting at?”

			Jerry made no indication either way. The thin man just adjusted his wire-framed glasses and blinked. He was standing opposite the desk where I was sitting, having refused to take a seat. I ran a hand through my dark wavy hair and leaned toward him. “Our parent company, Chase Systems, is in choppy waters, financially speaking. Decisions have to be made. Tough decisions.”

			In addition to employee-speak, I also knew corporate-speak, a dialect I had mastered reluctantly. What I was saying was short for, This isn’t about me, and it isn’t about you, Jerry Stupak. It isn’t even about SunSoft. This is about Chase Systems, aka “corporate.”

			And nobody liked corporate.

			“The way Chase Systems sees it,” I told him, “they pay you a hell of a lot of money—”

			“Quarter to the swear jar,” Jerry interrupted, nodding to an empty pickle jar on the corner of my desk. Wrapped around the jar was a sleeve made out of construction paper that read, YOU SAY IT, YOU PAY IT.

			Sighing, I opened the top drawer of my desk, picked a quarter from a large pile of change, and dropped it in.

			The jar had been given to me shortly after an incident involving Jerry Stupak and an open mike on the factory floor. Witnesses claimed it caught him dropping twenty-plus swear words in roughly thirty seconds, though never the f-bomb—even Jerry knew that kind of coarse language didn’t belong in the workplace. Unfortunately, the mike also caught my earnest pleas for him to mind his tongue. I wasn’t a fan of uncreative four-letter words—hell was about as risqué as I got. The way I saw it, not only was profanity offensive, it was a poor substitute for both wit and taste. The very next day, a swear jar appeared on the corner of my desk, and kept reappearing no matter how many times I threw it away. After a couple of months, I learned to live with the running joke, and even made enough money for a decent dinner once a week or so.

			“It’s not that you aren’t worth it,” I continued. “Heck, you work harder than anyone else at SunSoft. You’re worth twice what we pay you, but corporate is asking everyone to take three furlough weeks in the next quarter, even me.” I leaned forward, tapping my index finger on my desk. “That’s why I want to be clear on this: I would never ask Jerry Stupak to take a cut, not when he’s been shouldering the burden this whole time. I know you can go to BrightScan in Indianapolis or HeatWave in LA and make more than what the goofs here in corporate would ever pay you.” I leaned back, threw my arms out wide. “So rather than insult you by asking if you’d be willing to take the furlough, I negotiated a nice severance package for you—”

			“Stop,” Jerry interrupted. “Tell corporate I’ll go on furlough and take their shitty haircut.”

			I gravely nodded, trying not to flinch at the s-word. “It’s only next quarter,” I reassured him, adjusting my tie. “Just until Optics and Semiconductors are back in the black.”

			“Whatever. Saying shit’s a buck, right?” Jerry pulled out his wallet and realized something. “I just said it twice, didn’t I?” He didn’t wait for an answer. He just pulled out a five and dropped it in the jar. “Put the change on tomorrow,” he mumbled, then scurried out the door.

			As SunSoft’s principal research investigator, Jerry Stupak earned two hundred thousand dollars a year. He was one of the best solar panel engineers in the country. Had I asked him to take the furlough time, he wouldn’t have stood for it. But by assuming he’d rather take a severance package over having his salary trimmed, I’d given him an out. He didn’t have to quit over principle—I had already placated his ego. And as a result, he didn’t think twice about staying on board.

			By trying to fire him, I’d convinced him to stay.

			Jerry-speak.

			As Jerry left, I caught a glimpse of the long line of employees wending through the hallway beyond my secretary. Sarah Sutton, one of our financial accountants, was next. I didn’t have to worry about her ego, but I did have to break the news somehow that her health insurance was in jeopardy. Sarah wasn’t salaried, so she couldn’t be furloughed. She was hourly, and corporate was cutting all hourly employees back to a thirty-five hour workweek. Unfortunately, a minimum of forty hours was necessary to qualify for health care.

			Yes, they were that cheap.

			The new policy meant that hourly employees, as of today, would have to purchase private insurance on the open market, at least until we were back to forty-hour workweeks. It was fine, so long as an employee didn’t have a preexisting condition.

			Like being pregnant.

			I took off my jacket and rolled up my sleeves as Sarah waddled in, thirty-three weeks pregnant. Sarah wore her blond hair short, just above her shoulders. She’d been extraordinarily skinny for as long as I had known her, just skin and bones, and despite the pregnancy, she remained so everywhere except for her stomach. I called it the oops, I swallowed a beach ball look.

			Her baby was another SunSoft creation. She had met and married Scott Sutton two years earlier. My preacher was a wedding fanatic—he had married me twice. Sarah and Scott didn’t have a church, but I had no problems recruiting him to perform the ceremony on the factory floor. We threw the reception on the lawn outside the plant, which was in clear sight of Lake Stanley Draper, the best water-skiing lake in Oklahoma City. It was a fine day, a day that felt very far removed from the cold January day that was here and now.

			“Don’t beat around the bush,” Sarah said as she entered. “Are you laying me off?”

			“Of course not,” I said, genuinely shocked.

			Sarah was one of my best employees. I’d quit myself before letting her go.

			“Then why did Jerry leave here looking like he bit into a lemon?” she asked.

			“Sarah, please, have a seat.”

			“No,” she said worriedly, no doubt thinking of the baby in her belly. “First I want to know why.”

			I exhaled heavily. Time to dive in. “Corporate’s cutting all hourlies back to thirty-five-hour workweeks.”

			Sarah took the news in. I waited a breathless second for her reaction, and then her face broke as she smiled broadly.

			“Fine.”

			“Fine?”

			“Well, it’s not fine, the pay cut will make things tight, but it’s OK, a little time off might be good.” She patted her beautiful belly and my heart skipped a beat. She clearly didn’t understand the ramifications of this decision. How could I break this to her? “Besides,” she went on, “we finished our quarterlies yesterday, so the stress is off. Sink together, swim together, we’re a family, not a company. Jerry mumbled something about it only being for a quarter, till Optics and Semiconductors pull their heads out, right?”

			“Right . . .”

			Sarah’s eyes went wide. “Wait a second. Will this affect my maternity leave?”

			“No, no,” I reassured her. “You get three months paid, at thirty-five hours, of course, but you still get the three months.”

			“Whew.” She plumped herself down in the chair that Jerry Stupak, just moments ago, had refused to get comfortable in. “I already can’t imagine sticking him in day care at three months, much less before—”

			“Him?” I asked.

			The sex of Sarah’s baby had been a topic of great debate. Much to the dismay of everyone at SunSoft, she and Scott had refused to find out, and an office pool had been formed. Even Jerry had taken time off from his solar cells to make a wager. I had thirty on boy.

			“Don’t get excited,” Sarah said. “We haven’t found out yet, it’s just inhuman to call your baby an ‘it.’ You’ll find out when everyone else does.”

			“Healthy is what’s important,” I mumbled awkwardly.

			I didn’t have kids. My pregnant employees were likely as close as I’d get, which made this conversation even more difficult.

			Clearing my throat, I said, “Sarah, listen, your maternity leave is intact, but you should steel yourself for the rest of this conversation.”

			A warning before bad news.

			Sarah-speak.

			“Despite the thirty-five-hour workweek, corporate policy regarding health care hasn’t changed, which means—”

			My intercom beeped.

			Groaning, I considered it before looking back at Sarah, whose face had drooped to basset hound territory. “I’m so sorry. Would you excuse me?”

			Sarah nodded slowly.

			“Quickly, Rebecca,” I said, after picking up the phone.

			“Mr. Majors.” My secretary’s voice was as sharp as a razor. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I have Cal Ackerman on the line for you. He says it’s important.”

			Cal Ackerman.

			The name made me feel like I’d swallowed an ice cube.

			Chase Systems’ CEO, Dick Swanson, had hired Cal as his executive assistant a year earlier. Since the hire, all communications with Dick had ceased. Everything went through Cal, despite my status as SunSoft’s GM. Cal only called when corporate in Chicago had pressing business and, in my experience, pressing business had never been good business, and it was far too soon for more bad news.

			I nodded toward the door. “Sarah, do you mind waiting outside for just one more minute.”

			She flashed worried eyes, then, after a small and ultimately triumphant struggle, she managed to pry herself from the chair.

			As she waddled out the door, I turned back to the telephone. Reminding myself that things could be worse, that I could be in Chicago with Cal Ackerman, I finally said, “OK, Rebecca. Put him through. . . .”

			I was in Chicago by ten a.m. the next day.
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			“What the devil is that?” I asked, doing my best to focus on the iPad Cal Ackerman had plopped on top of my menu. A spreadsheet was open on the device, showing a couple miles’ worth of financial data.

			“The reason we put you on the first plane out of Oklahoma this morning,” Cal said. “Go ahead. Read it.”

			I hesitated with an unusual quandary: jump right to Cal’s spreadsheet or eat my edamame?

			Cal adjusted his Prada glasses and studied me with his dull brown eyes. He wore a permanent smirk that could have only come about after years of being told “You’re so brilliant!” every time he pooped in the toilet instead of in his pants. His ego had been inflated early in life.

			I certainly didn’t want to read Cal’s spreadsheet. I was famished and my blood sugar was low, making me nauseous. I hadn’t eaten a decent meal since the night before. They’d flown me coach on a six a.m. flight out of Oklahoma City, which meant there’d been little time to sleep and even less time to eat—just bad coffee and a bag of peanuts on the plane. A plane that sat on the runway for an hour before taking off, only making me hungrier.

			Cal, even pushier than I remembered, had insisted on an early lunch at a busy place called Sushi Wabi, about a twenty-minute drive from O’Hare International and just west of the Loop, Chicago’s downtown of towering skyscrapers. He had ordered for both of us before I could crack a menu. Yellowtail, sweet shrimp, and baby octopus. As far as I was concerned, raw fish belonged in the ocean, not in my stomach. That meant edamame was my ticket back to nourishment until I could grab our waitress again. But Cal’s smug gaze was relentless. It kept flickering from the iPad to my face, from my face to the iPad. Sighing, I managed my best Work comes first look, dropped the pod, and picked up his tablet computer as Cal enthusiastically sucked the guts out of several of his own beans.

			I couldn’t help but hope he choked.

			The spreadsheet looked like several years’ worth of accounting numbers—going back to at least 2002. I could only assume that it had something to do with our phone conversation the day before, when Cal had cryptically suggested that Chase Systems was on the verge of implosion, and that maybe he’d share the “how” with me. It was almost impossible to believe the contents of that spreadsheet could destroy a multibillion-dollar company.

			But scrolling through the pages, I did quickly find its contents extraordinary. It was ten years’ worth of major transactions, quarterly earnings and losses for Chase Systems’ Optics, Semiconductors, and Photovoltaics divisions. It was the company’s balance sheet, but not the public balance sheet, offered to investors and lenders. As far as I knew, these numbers had never seen the light of day. They were secret, internal numbers.

			Scrolling to the last page, I saw a tallied total depicting nearly ten billion dollars in debt, and very little cash flow to cover it. The bottom line was miles away from the rosy financial picture recently painted in a widely circulated missive by Dick Swanson, Chase Systems’ CEO.

			“Where did you get this?” I asked in a near whisper. Everything felt suddenly secretive.

			Apparently it didn’t feel that way to Cal, as he simply shrugged before blurting, “I stole it off Jackie Greenbaum’s laptop after I fucked her to sleep.”

			I winced at both the f-bomb and the grossness of it all. Even at middle age, I was still having trouble living in a world where a guy like Cal Ackerman could exist.

			“Cal,” I said, “having sex with the CFO to steal sensitive information is not exactly résumé material—”

			“Résumé?” he scoffed. “You think I’m ever gonna have to put one of those together again?” He jabbed a finger at the tablet. “That’s my salary for life. Chase Systems has been committing systemic accounting fraud, and I have proof.”

			Blackmail.

			He’d never get away with it. Accounting frauds didn’t just go away. Auditors and government regulations, like SOX compliance, made sure of that. One day it would come to light, and when it did, so would Cal’s treachery. Two wrongs never made a right.

			Still, a desperate thought flashed through my head.

			Take the iPad and run—save Chase Systems!

			Cal was at least twenty years younger, but so what? I still ran six miles every morning before work. Cal’s last jog had probably been to the bank when he turned eighteen and could finally withdraw from his trust fund account.

			The kid must have seen me glance toward the exit because he jabbed a finger at the device, saying, “I’ve got that backed up.”

			Just about then, our waitress buzzed by, serving up a tray of sweet shrimp. Cal popped two like he’d been on a delayed flight that didn’t serve breakfast, which, of course, he hadn’t. That had been me. She also bused the barely grazed over bowl of edamame, leaving me to glare contemptuously at the raw invertebrates. She was already taking orders from another table on the other side of the sushi bar by the time I remembered I still had to order real food—chicken teriyaki or something.

			Anything cooked.

			Frustrated and hungry, I slid the tablet back to Cal’s side of the table, feigning like I didn’t give a darn, even though I did. I really, really did.

			“So what?” I said, doing my best to sound unimpressed. “You stole a few numbers. They don’t mean much of anything without proper documentation.”

			“You know better than me that rumors with even a kernel of truth can tank a stock.”

			It was true; the stock market was more histrionic than a sixteen-year-old girl.

			Swiping at my wrinkled suit, I reminded myself that Cal’s iPad wasn’t my problem. As the GM of SunSoft, I supervised our business unit’s fiscal health like a hawk. If our books had been cooked, I would have caught it. I would have known. We were healthy. We were profitable. The business of solar cells was even up five percent from the year before. If Chase Systems really was operating with ten billion in debt, they would be forced to sell us off to balance the books. But we would survive—someone would buy us.

			“Cal,” I said, uttering his name as pleasantly as I could, “do you have any idea what Dick Swanson is going to do when he finds out you stole internal numbers from his CFO?”

			“Dick Swanson?” Cal spat the man’s name as if Chase Systems’ CEO worked in the mailroom. “You think I’d be here talking to you, Paul, if Dick didn’t already know?”

			“Dick knows? And you’re still on the payroll?”

			“Why wouldn’t I be?” Cal kept popping those slimy squids. “They can’t make me forget what I already know. They have to keep me around—I’ve got ’em by the short hairs. It’s not a question of if these numbers will see the light of day, but when. And now that’s up to me.”

			“You need to be careful with this. Everyone’s saying we’re heading into a double-dip recession. Optics and Semiconductors employ three thousand people. They could all lose their jobs, and with the unemployment rate as high as it is—”

			“Stop it,” Cal fumed, then jabbed a thumb at his chest. “I graduated with a fucking MBA from fucking Wharton at the top of my fucking class. I’ve been a team player. I’ve been making coffee and photocopying my ass off, and now I don’t have to!”

			With my ears burning, I wanted nothing more than to strangle the spoiled brat and shut him up, but that would’ve meant getting close enough to touch him, a nauseating thought in and of itself.

			A couple of things were becoming clear. Corporate’s mandatory furloughs and thirty-five-hour workweeks were a response to their hidden debt. Too little, too late. A ten-billion-dollar accounting fraud didn’t happen overnight, nor was it alleviated by scaling back salaries ten percent. Most, if not all, of corporate had to have been involved—our auditors, Bisby & Shank, too. If they’re trying to cover their butts now, all of this must be on the verge of discovery, and I bet it was some nervous behavior of Dick Swanson’s that had tipped Cal Ackerman off to do a little snooping on his own.

			There was a more disconcerting unanswered question, however.

			Why the heck was Cal telling me?

			“Dick wanted to talk to you personally,” Cal said, as if reading my mind, “but I told him I’d handle it.”

			So Cal was already using his blackmail to weasel his way into the middle of it all.

			“You’re the GM of SunSoft,” he went on, “our only profitable division. You could carry a lot of water for us.”

			“Us?” I asked. “Cal, are you aware you’re an executive assistant, not an executive?”

			“For now,” Cal smirked. “We know you’re loyal to SunSoft and your employees, but we also know you recognize the importance of corporate. There are tough choices ahead of us, tough choices for everyone, but Dick and I are convinced that when the time comes, you’ll be on the right side of this thing.” He tapped his tablet’s screen. “That’s why we decided to show you. We trust you, and now we’re all in the fold together.”

			“What fold are you talking about?”

			“You’ve been with the company since Bing Chase founded it—we know how much blood, sweat, and tears you’ve dumped into SunSoft. Do you want to be remembered as the GM of a company that went through a rough patch, but survived, or do you want to be the GM of a company that imploded and left its employees’ lives in ruins?”

			“Get to the point.”

			“We want to spread the glut of unsold inventory in Optics and Semiconductors over to Photovoltaics, and we need you to look the other way. We’ll do it slowly over two years, starting with this quarter. If we play our cards right, we can make our bad numbers look like a mistake, not a scandal. Can you do that for us, Paulie-Boy? Keep your mouth shut and play ball?”

			I didn’t answer. I just sat there, wearing my best Jerry Stupak dazed face, waiting for the inevitable. This was a negotiation. Cal had told me what he wanted, but he had yet to tell me what he was willing to give. Or, more to the point, what Dick Swanson was willing to give.

			“Dick will, of course, make it worth your while.” Cal nodded meaningfully at something behind me. “He certainly did for me.”

			Turning, I saw his convertible cherry red BMW Z4 Roadster through a frosted window, the same one he had picked me up with at the airport. So Dick had bought it for him. I wasn’t about to throw away a twenty-year career for a car, especially not one that, quite frankly, looked like it belonged in the garage of Barbie’s playhouse.

			Turning back to Cal, I said, “I’m not feeling well. I didn’t sleep last night and I’m starving. Give me a well-done steak and time to think about it.”

			“Do you think we would have flown you out first thing if we had time? We’re on the brink of disaster. I need an answer now. Before I pay the bill.”

			I smiled wanly. I really did feel weak. “Playing hardball won’t work on me.”

			“Hardball? C’mon, I’m lobbing you a grand slam. All you have to do is keep your mouth shut, and we’ll take good care of you.” Then Cal did a peculiar thing. He put his hand on mine and said, “Let’s do this together.”

			He was trying to be poignant, but the gesture undermined the entire conversation. Not only was he still wearing that smirk that screamed Me! Me! Me!, but his hand was trembling. It was warm and clammy.

			Cal Ackerman was nervous.

			And then it struck me. Of course he was nervous. Dick was allowing Cal to get involved, sure, but in doing so Cal had become Dick’s political cover. If our conversation ever got out, who would the board believe? The CEO they elected to run the company? Or the guy who slept with the CFO to steal company secrets?

			Cal was little more than Dick’s plausible deniability, and the guy’s nerves indicated he was more aware of his position than his ego let on. As much as he bragged, Cal Ackerman only knew so much. There was only one person who could tell me the entire truth of Chase Systems’ financial woes, and it wasn’t him.

			“Where’s Dick Swanson?” I asked.

			Cal wrinkled his nose as if he smelled something bad. “I’m trying to make you an offer—”

			“And I’d love to hear it . . .” I waited until he opened his mouth to speak again before adding, “from Dick.”

			He swallowed whatever he was going to say, then said, “Well . . . you can’t. Dick’s, well, Dick’s out all day at the 2012 CBC and you have to get your ass back to SunSoft to cover this mess up. Now, this is what we’re thinking. . . .”

			Cal went on, but I hardly listened.

			The 2012 CBC—the Chicago Business Conference—was Chicago’s annual schmooze fest featuring some of the biggest CEOs and hedge fund managers in the tech industry today. To think of Dick Swanson glad-handing while Chase Systems was teetering on the brink of meltdown made my blood boil.

			“How does that sound to you?” Cal finally finished.

			“Perfect,” I said, then stood, having hardly heard a thing. “Tell Dick I’m in. Or better yet, I’ll tell him myself. The CBC is being held at the Trump Hotel this year, right?”

			For the first time since I landed, Cal’s smirk disappeared. “I told him I’d handle this.”

			“And I’ll tell him you did a splendid job.”

			I turned and left.

			I was already outside by the time Cal threw a wad of cash on the table, and I was climbing inside a taxi when he burst out the door after me, shouting, “Paul! Stop! You’re making a big fucking mistake—”

			I slammed the door on him.

			My cabbie did little more than cock an eyebrow. “Where to, my friend?”

			“The Trump Hotel,” I told him, clenching my jaw with grim determination.

			The taxi lurched into traffic on Randolph Street. We cut over to Lake and turned east toward the Loop, leaving Cal’s red BMW, and oversize ego, on the frozen streets behind.
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			Dick Swanson, CEO of Chase Systems, was upset. All six foot six of him.

			“We’re in the middle of a lecture,” Dick hissed. “This isn’t the time or the place.”

			“And when exactly is an appropriate time to discuss defrauding Chase Systems’ investors, employees, and the general public at large?”

			“Sometime in private! Not in the middle of a seminar.”

			We were seated pretty much dead center in the two-hundred-seat Grand Ballroom of the Trump Hotel, arguably the swankiest hotel in Chicago. I sat in the row directly behind Dick, and had to lean over a table to hiss in his ear. Draped windows covered the walls of the oval room, offering a tremendous view of downtown from seventeen stories up. It hadn’t snowed for a week, but I could still see a patchwork of it on the lakefront, too icy, too dirty, too stubborn to melt.

			The seminar was titled “Coltan, the New Gold Rush,” and it was sponsored by one of the country’s biggest investment banks, Heritage Financial. Dick was scheduled to give the keynote note—Chase Systems used coltan in much of its electronics.

			After managing to steal a conference badge in the main lobby, I had followed our CEO up to the ballroom, then waited for the lecture to begin before becoming a pest. I figured that was my best bet for getting Dick to engage with me directly, since he wouldn’t want me to embarrass him before two hundred of his closest competitors. The room was packed with the most powerful men and women in the high-tech industry, so chock-full of hubris it was difficult to breathe.

			“Your lapdog, Cal Ackerman, tried to bribe me,” I hissed in Dick’s ear, “and I’m here to give you my answer—”

			“Shhhhhhhhh.” We were hushed by several attendees, all of them in thousand-dollar suits.

			Dick grinned apologetically at them, stood, and jerked his head toward the rear of the hall where coffee and old pastries from that morning were spread out on tables covered by carefully laundered linens. There was enough room for us to speak to one another without disturbing anyone else.

			Dick and I couldn’t have been more different. I preferred a casual suit befitting my crooked nose, a nose I had broken while going ten rounds with Max Perkins, the middleweight diamond belt champion, in the fight that ended my boxing aspirations. Dick, on the other hand, wore his elegant suits one size too small, as if to illustrate that not even his clothes could contain him. His imposing size magnified his larger-than-life persona. Even though he rarely visited the Oklahoma plant, he had insisted we hang photographs of him in the break rooms and cafeteria, so that everyone at the company could see who the big cheese was.

			Jerry Stupak brought the house down one lunch after coining a nickname for the blond-haired, blue-eyed giant.

			Hitler’s Wet Dream.

			Dick poured himself a cup of coffee, gestured for me to do the same. We weren’t discussing fraud here. No, sir. We were simply killing time before Dick’s lecture, caffeinating. Making small talk. Appearances were everything.

			Once we both held cups of black, Dick leaned down at me, his broad face inches from mine. The veins bulged in his forehead, either due to intensity or a dress shirt that was too tight in the neck. It looked like he was about to give me a severe tongue-lashing, but then his eyebrows arched quizzically. “Who the hell is Joe Carter?”

			It was an odd question, until I noticed Dick’s eyes were glued to the conference badge pinned to my wrinkled suit jacket. The 2012 Chicago Business Conference was an invite-only event. Apparently it was Joe Carter’s badge I had stolen.

			It had actually been the second badge I’d swiped from under the nose of the CBC employee at the check-in desk. I was turning away with the first, belonging to a man named Roger O. Thornhill, when Roger himself—a handsome devil with dark hair and a strong jawline—came up from behind. Thinking I was doing him a favor, he slapped my shoulder, plucked his badge from my hand, and said, “Thank you . . . uh . . .”

			“Paul.”

			“Right! Paul . . . Where did we meet again? No hard feelings, friend. I’m an advertising executive. I get around.”

			I muttered that I couldn’t recall but that it was terrific to see him. After Roger Thornhill departed awkwardly, I swiped Joe Carter’s badge and hurried away before he showed up, too.

			Dick thumped Joe’s badge with a thick finger. “Does Mr. Carter know you have this?”

			“Don’t change the subject,” I said quietly, my anger boiling up. “And don’t send Ivy League bozos to do your negotiating for you. You want to bribe me? Have the courtesy of doing it yourself.”

			“I’m not trying to bribe you. I’m trying to reward you.”

			“Reward me? For what?”

			“You are about to save a shit-ton of jobs.”

			Save jobs? Really? How was I supposed to do anything for the other two floundering divisions? “There’s nothing I can do for Optics and Semiconductors—”

			“I’m not talking about them. I’m talking about the twelve hundred employees in Photovoltaics.”

			“SunSoft is profitable.” My voice cracked. Great. Last thing I needed. Clearing my throat, I continued, saying, “If Chase Systems is in the hole for ten billion, the board will force you to sell us.”

			“Actually,” Dick shrugged, “the board won’t have a choice.”

			“What? Why not?”

			Dick smirked, swigged down his coffee, and refilled his cup.

			I couldn’t drink any more. Running on just a bag of peanuts from the flight, I was already trembling. More caffeine would only complicate the problem. There were pastries on the table, but stuffing my face with a cinnamon roll was about the least intimidating move I could make, and going up against Dick Swanson, a man who towered a good six inches over me, I needed all the machismo I could get.

			“Let me ask you something,” Dick said. “How difficult is it curtailing wages at the plant?”

			“Very,” I answered, eyeballing a donut.

			After informing Sarah Sutton she was going to have to spend a huge chunk of her paycheck on health care if she could get it at all, I must have seen another twenty employees, all critical to SunSoft’s operation, all needing a face-to-face explanation for why their wages were being slashed, and what the ramifications would be.

			“Yes, hard and pointless,” Dick said, confirming my suspicions. “Chase Systems is far too deep in debt for a reduced workweek to do any good. But that wasn’t the point. I needed you to understand what it felt like to reduce all of those wages, because if you think that was hard, it’s gonna be a bitch when you have to tell them their jobs have gone to China.”

			“China?”

			“Been following East Circuit’s numbers?”

			East Circuit was the Chinese equivalent of Chase Systems, and our biggest global competitor.

			“They’re doing pretty well.” Dick got even closer in my face, whispering, “And, unlike ours, I don’t think their profits are inflated. Coffee?”

			He snatched my cup from my hand without waiting for a reply. Refilling it, he stuck it back in my hand. I took a perfunctory drink and my gut tightened.

			I felt queasy. I needed food. I needed to escape.

			The conversation had taken a turn for the worse, and I was no longer in control. I should have stuck to negotiating with Cal. Dick was above my pay grade.

			“East Circuit bought up eight percent of Chase Systems’ stock yesterday,” he said. “Did you see that?”

			“I was busy.”

			“Right, you were busy cutting back on the workweek.” Dick grinned. “Well, get this: Right after they bought up the stock, East Circuit made a bid to take over Chase Systems, as in a hostile takeover. Now according to the rules, a hostile takeover means they only have access to our public balance sheet—they can’t audit us independently until after they’ve acquired us.”

			“Cal’s iPad—”

			“If East Circuit is successful in their takeover, the numbers Cal stole will be exposed in days. The ratings agencies—Moody’s, Fitch, Standard & Poor’s—they’ll downgrade our credit to junk, Chase stock will take a nosedive, and the SEC, hell, the FBI will get involved. They’ll file suit, press charges, and lives will be destroyed.”

			“But not SunSoft. They’ll split us off before they reveal the real numbers like that. We’re profitable, we have Jerry Stupak—”

			“Not SunSoft? Jerry Stupak is your defense?” He laughed. “This is a huge opportunity for East Circuit to knock out their competition. After they take us over, they’ll ship your equipment and R & D plans from Oklahoma City to Beijing, and then who do you think will have to hand out the pink slips? That’s right. You.” The blue-eyed giant gave me a tight grin, showing me his teeth. “But you don’t have to. You can save this. All you have to do is—”

			“Play ball.”

			Dick nodded gravely. “I have to show a little loss in Optics and Semiconductors this quarter. I’m out of accounting tricks to keep it hidden . . . save for one. If I move some of their excess inventory over to SunSoft, they won’t be as far in the hole and we’ll keep our triple-A credit rating. Heritage Financial has already agreed to a billion-dollar loan assuming our credit stays sound—it’ll be enough to fend off the bid from East Circuit, but I have to have the line of credit, and to get that, I have to know I can count on you. I’m trying to do the right thing. I’m trying to make sure the company doesn’t fall apart.”

			“Don’t put this on me!” The words exploded from deep within. “Your accounting fraud is the reason it’s falling apart in the first place!”

			Everyone heard my voice, if not my words.

			The speaker at the dais swallowed what he was saying. The entire room turned to look at us. Dick’s eyes widened, but otherwise he remained unreadable. I waited for that nothing-look to turn to shock, for Hitler’s Wet Dream to realize who he was dealing with.

			Paul Majors.

			A straight arrow.

			A company man who didn’t check his scruples at the door.

			Ever.

			I wanted Dick to fall down to his knees and grovel, but he didn’t. Instead, he did a very strange thing. He chuckled, offered an apologetic wave to the lecturer, and, as the crowd returned its attention to the wonders of coltan, he threw a heavy arm around my shoulder. “I didn’t start this mess. I just found out about it six months ago.”

			“What are you talking about?” I whispered. Dick had to be the progenitor of the fraud. Who else could it be?

			“Do you really think we hid ten billion in the last two years alone?”

			“I know you did”—I shrugged out from under his shoulder—“because before you, Bing Chase was the CEO. . . .”

			“That’s right.” Dick nodded. “Bing Chase.”

			He stressed each word—they hit me in the chest like mallet swings.

			He was right.

			There was no way anyone could have hid ten billion in two years. Bing Chase, the man who had been my mentor, heck, my father figure . . . was a crook?

			“From day one, he was issuing phony invoices to Chase Systems from offshore companies he owned. He paid himself crazy money for over twenty years.” Dick shrugged. “He couldn’t keep it secret forever. As others in corporate found out, they were cut in, and the fraud got bigger and bigger. Optics and Semiconductors suffered. Bing danced with their numbers but now it’s all coming to a head. They’re so far in debt we can’t hide it anymore.”

			“Why not SunSoft? Why not my department?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe he didn’t want to let you down. You were the closest thing he ever had to a son. And you know how badly he wanted kids.”

			Devastated, I drained my cup and got rid of it. My hands trembled, the result of a toxic combination of caffeine and grief.

			My history with Bing, and his wife Daisy, was full of affection and love. My own father missed my birth and every day after. I could remember Mom mentioning him only twice, once to ask me if I had any questions about him and a second to tell me to never ask her about him again. After she died, I spent my early adolescence running down the wrong road before Bing and Daisy Chase, members of our church, took me in at sixteen and finished raising me as their own.

			Bing had given me a prominent position in his company, eventually promoting me to GM of SunSoft, which had kept me so busy I had not one, but two, perfectly lovely ex-wives. I put in longer hours than anyone else at the office. I was determined to prove that I was worthy of my position, that nepotism, my relationship with Bing Chase, wasn’t the only reason I’d landed the job. And now this . . . I just couldn’t believe that Bing was responsible for hollowing out Chase Systems.

			But staring at Dick’s big face, I knew in my gut it was true, and the knowledge rendered me stupid. I couldn’t even remember why I was there.

			“By the way,” Dick said, angling me toward the door. I wanted to stick my fingers in my ears. I knew this was his last salvo. That thing that would push me over the edge and leave me no choice but to become complicit. “I understand that Bing Chase’s poor widow lives solely on Chase Systems stock. What do you think will happen to her if East Circuit takes us over and reveals our real accounting numbers? If our credit goes to junk and we tank?”

			Daisy. He was leveraging Daisy against me.

			Letting that thought stew, Dick opened the door and gently pushed me through. “I’m presenting our quarterlies to the board in the morning. All you have to do is control your accounting department and keep your trap shut. Do that, and three months from now we’ll be back to full-time employment for all of our employees. Remember, if I were to report the real numbers, the ones Cal had the balls to steal, East Circuit takes us over and everybody loses.” Dick nudged me into the hallway with a big hand, and as the door shut behind me he added, “I’m trusting you to make the right decision.” And then, Hitler’s Wet Dream had the gall to point up, toward heaven. “And don’t forget. Bing’s watching. . . .”

			The door pinched shut, erasing Dick’s face.

			Finding myself in the hallway, I was met by an overexuberant conference staffer, her face adorned with an ear-to-ear smile dwarfed only by her cheer.

			“Not the seminar for you, Mr. Carter?”

			Joe Carter, I thought, staring sullenly at my phony badge.

			I wish.
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			It took me only two minutes to make up my mind.

			Pulling out my cell phone, I called Sarah Sutton and instructed her to email our quarterlies to the board of directors immediately. I also told her to cc Dick Swanson. I wanted him to know what I had done. Sarah hesitated but after a couple of assurances—yes, it was critical and yes, I accepted all responsibility—she relented. She sent them while I was on the phone and quickly hung up, understanding what she had done, if not why. Dick was due to present to the board the next day, and no one undercut a CEO’s presentation.

			Unless, of course, he was intent upon perpetuating a major accounting fraud.

			Preempting Dick’s “adjusted” balance sheet meant that the CEO couldn’t fudge any of our numbers—not Photovoltaics’, not Optics’, not Semiconductors’. Without Dick manipulating the numbers, I’d virtually assured East Circuit’s takeover, and thus Chase System’s implosion.

			How many people were about to lose their jobs because of me?

			I couldn’t think that way. I wasn’t the one who perpetrated the fraud. I wasn’t the one trying to cover it up. I was the one doing the right thing.

			Now that our real quarterlies were out, Dick had no way of warding off a credit downgrade. East Circuit would take us over and the full extent of the fraud would be revealed. Our company was, at best, weeks from collapse. At worst it would all come to light in a couple of days. And for the moment, I was the only one who knew that it was going to go that way. It was a very strange and isolating thought, as if I were the only man on earth with the knowledge that Rapture was nigh.

			Dick would surely check his BlackBerry as soon as his seminar ended, and once he saw I’d emailed our real quarterlies to the board, I was quite sure he would kill me if I were still within strangling distance.

			I had to get a lawyer. I had to talk to the SEC, the FBI. I had to get to O’Hare Airport.

			More important, I had to get to a bathroom before I threw up.

			My stomach kept churning, filling my guts with waves of nausea. I could have blamed it on any number of things—over-caffeinating on an empty stomach was the obvious culprit, or ensuring the collapse of a ten-billion-dollar company, but not least of all to consider: being in the presence of both Cal Ackerman and Dick Swanson on the same day.

			I hurried away from the Grand Ballroom through the cream-painted hallways that wrapped about the seventeenth floor. It was packed. There were nearly three thousand attendees—CEOs and hedge fund managers, K Street lobbyists, and presidents of mega-banks. Men and women eyeing each other’s badges, pretending to remember their names, greeting each other with phony handshakes, grinning as if they shared a secret, that we just copulated grin. Even though most of them hated each other’s guts. These were the types who believed life was a negotiation.

			With Joe Carter’s badge pinned to my chest, I was one of them. A few attendees grabbed my hand, shook it enthusiastically, seemingly thrilled to finally put a face to the name on an email. I even caught a few Hey, Joes as I followed the signs to the elevator.

			Joe, apparently, had made some very important people a lot of money.

			What a nice contrast to being me, a guy who had just put close to five thousand people out of work.

			Someone even took my photograph—or, rather, “Joe’s” photograph.

			The cameraman was a dapper fellow in a dark blue suit and a shiny black tie. He sneezed loudly after taking the shot, wiping his runny nose with a handkerchief.

			“For the CBC website,” he said, in a quiet, yet nasally voice, then flashed his way down the hall.

			Hopefully he’d been too far away to photograph the name on my badge; hopefully there wouldn’t be a caption. The real Joe Carter wouldn’t exactly be doing cartwheels when he discovered his three-thousand-dollar conference badge had been stolen.

			Just like Jerry Stupak wasn’t going to be happy about turning off his Roy Rogers movie when East Circuit shuts us down. Just like Sarah Sutton wouldn’t be happy about losing her maternity leave.

			Just like . . .

			My stomach folded into halves, folded into quarters, folded into eighths. My legs were Jell-O. Famished and exhausted, I wanted nothing more than to hail a taxi for O’Hare, climb to thirty-five thousand feet, and spend the ten extra bucks for a sandwich.

			Finding the elevator, I pressed down and waited for what felt like a hundred hours. Finally, the elevator arrived. I entered and tried to press L for Lobby, but, for whatever reason, floor three lit up. At least I thought it was floor three. To tell the truth, things were a bit fuzzy and my button-pushing finger was wavering.

			Blinking, I took another stab at the buttons, successfully hitting the L this time, though I must have swayed a little, because the woman who had entered the elevator just after me grabbed my elbow, holding me up.

			“Are you OK?” she asked.

			“I’m fine. . . .”

			Warmth radiated from my stomach as it tightened like a clenched fist. As the elevator doors closed, I doubled over, only barely aware that soft hands had found their way to my shoulders.

			“Maybe you should sit down,” she said.

			“I’m fine, really.” I wiped my brow. Sweaty. “I just—I hate sushi, no raw food,” I mumbled. “And the airlines, all they serve is peanuts. . . .”

			I swooned, my feet suddenly lighter than my head. I put a hand against the elevator wall to keep myself from falling. “I suffer from hypoglycemia.”

			“That sounds terrible.”

			“It means low blood sugar . . .” I told her. “This happens when I don’t eat.”

			She nodded and steadied me. Was I really that unstable or was she just entirely too friendly? Rich brown eyes and dark hair. Black hair. Was that perfume? Yes. Jasmine. And . . .

			Cigarettes—heavy smoker. Mom died of smoking.

			The woman was talking, asking me questions. “What did you have to eat today? Besides the peanuts?”

			“Coffee. Lots . . . of coffee.”

			“It’s five in the afternoon—have you had anything more than that?”

			I shook my head, and heard myself tell her, “In Oklahoma City, we eat cooked meat.”

			“Well, you’re in luck,” she said. “Chicago is the home of cooked meat.”

			When she pushed floor two, the mezzanine level, I saw brown fingernail polish. It matched her eyes. Her long lashes were heavy on dark mascara, and, for a little contrast, she’d smeared her cheeks with a deep rouge.

			Had to be Mediterranean.

			Greek? Italian?

			I wasn’t sure. But whatever she was, she looked like the type who had broken every dish in the house.

			Twice.
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			A Maxwell Street Polish was a Polish sausage topped with grilled onions, yellow mustard, and sport peppers.

			It was the best sausage-anything I’d eaten in my forty-five years.

			My elevator angel had taken me to Rebar, a mod place decorated with expensive glass vases on black shelves and lots of framed photographs of models looking glamorous. Perched on reasonably comfortable stools, I finished my sausage at the light gray bar, mindful that color was returning to my cheeks, that I was feeling human again, that I should never go that long without food.

			As I finished eating, she put a hand on me, pressing two fingers against the veins on my wrist, and then looked to a clock hanging behind the bar. Before I could ask what she was doing, she shook her head, ordering me to be quiet as she timed my pulse. Watching her lips move, “One, two, three, four . . .” I realized that she was beyond beautiful.

			I was always uncomfortable with the type.

			“OK,” she said, finishing her count. “You have a pulse—you’re not dead. That’s a good thing.”

			“That’s up for debate,” I muttered, reflecting upon what had just happened.

			Was Bing Chase really the father of the fraud? Had I really instructed Sarah to send this quarter’s numbers to the board? Had Dick checked his email yet? What would happen when he did? Could he fire me? How could I fight this thing?

			Had I thought any of this through?

			I had to get back to Oklahoma City. I had to prepare SunSoft for impact. Maybe there was still a way out. Maybe there was another way, an honest way to prevent East Circuit’s takeover.

			“Vodka martini,” she told the bartender. “Dirty.” And then she fell silent. It took a moment, but I soon realized she was staring at me with her big brown eyes, waiting. “Joe?”

			Joe? Who the heck was . . .

			Right.

			“Oh,” I sputtered, “thanks, but no thanks. I really have to go.”

			“Girl saves boy from elevator doom, boy scurries off without buying girl a drink.” Her voice was soft, with just the right amount of growl. Cigarettes. She looked at my left hand. “No wedding ring.” She looked at my crooked nose, the tousled black hair above my thin face. “Handsome enough.” She flicked Joe Carter’s badge. “And if you’ve got one of these, rich enough.” She met my eyes again, coming up with her final conclusion. “Gay?”

			I offered my best smile. She had terrific legs. “Busy.”

			“Aren’t we all?” She turned back to the bartender. “Make it two.”

			The bartender nodded, grabbed a chrome cocktail shaker and a bottle of Stoli. As he shook it over ice with a drop of vermouth and a splash of olive juice, I slid out of my stool.

			“I’m sorry . . .” I started, then realized I didn’t know who I was saying sorry to.

			“Ellie De Luca,” she said, holding up her conference badge for me to read. Just next to her name was the word Google. Naturally, the badge drew my eyes to her breasts. Even in the bar’s mood lighting, her olive skin glowed beneath her silk blouse. I couldn’t take my eyes off her—I had to get away from her.

			I’d been with her for less than twenty minutes and I was already beginning to feel like her ex-husband.

			The bartender slid over the martinis. She picked up hers, ready to toast. I looked at mine like it might afflict me with some terrible disease. I hadn’t had a drink of any kind, much less a martini, since my last divorce—not because the drink had led to the split, but because my single greatest personal failing thus far had been not being able to make a marriage work and alcohol made that shortcoming feel so much worse.

			I pushed the martini away. “Like my preacher says, there’s no rest for the weary.”

			She laughed. It was a soft, infectious laugh. “You go to church?”

			Of course I went to church. In my hometown, everybody went to church.

			She must have seen that I was irritated because she rolled her eyes, saying, “C’mon, Joe. Don’t take offense, it’s fine. It’s . . . cute.”

			Cute?

			Cute was a puppy in a laundry basket, not the son of God condemned to die on a cross for our sins.

			“Ellie,” I said, “on any other day I’d be more than happy to buy you a drink, but tonight is the one night that I have to take a rain check. I wish you a fabulous night and a wonderful rest of the conference.”

			I extended my hand, but she didn’t take it.

			“A handshake?” she asked. “Joseph, if you’re gonna ditch a girl, I’d rather you reschedule in writing. We are at a business conference.”

			“A handshake’s worth a thousand lawyers.”

			She snickered, then jabbed a finger at my badge. “No one wearing that badge would ever say that and mean it.”

			“Right,” I said, again offering my best smile. “Well, not everyone’s who they seem.”

			She grabbed a cocktail napkin, pulled a pen from her purse, and scribbled, “Good for one drink,” then held the pen toward me. “Deal memo.”

			“Are you serious?” I asked.

			“Mr. Carter, I’m always serious when negotiating a deal. If you don’t sign now, my demand goes up to two drinks.”

			It was my fastest way out of there. “OK, a drink.” I took the pen and beneath the words, scribbled “Joe Carter.” It was a terrible signature, but what did I expect? I had never signed the name Joe Carter before.

			She nodded, saying, “I guess this will have to do—”

			A booming voice interrupted her, turning most of the heads in the bar. “Dark curly hair, going gray at the temples, and he’s wearing a name tag that says Joe Carter. Find him.”

			The bar overlooked the hotel’s posh lobby, which afforded a perfect view of a very irate, very imposing man.

			Dick Swanson. Apparently, he’d cut his lecture short.

			Dick was storming through the lobby, aides scampering to keep up, their BlackBerrys in hand, emailing fervently. They split up at Dick’s orders, one of them hurrying toward the gym, the other up a flight of stairs that led to our bar.

			Dick had definitely received Sarah’s email.

			Hearing Dick’s words, Ellie’s eyes shifted to my conference badge. “You might want to take that off.”

			I nodded, took off the badge, and stuffed it into a pocket.

			Moments later, one of Dick’s aides, a Cal Ackerman wannabe, whisked through the bar, scanning faces and badges. Ellie quickly placed a playful hand on my cheek, pulling my face away from the aide’s gaze and close to hers. She twirled my hair, laughed coquettishly, and generally made me feel like the only person in the bar, despite one of Dick’s aides standing just a couple of feet behind us.

			“You’re welcome,” she said suddenly.

			I had been so lost in her face, it took a full minute to realize she’d stopped flirting and that Dick’s aide had left. It took another minute to realize her fingers were no longer in my hair, but had instead returned to grasping her vodka martini.

			“I see now why you’re so anxious to get out of here.” She swigged down her martini in one gulp. “But I’d hang out here for at least an hour. They already searched the bar, I doubt they’ll be back.” She stood, picked up her purse, and dropped money on the bar for the two drinks. “Next time you come to Chicago, remember to eat. Maybe it’ll keep you out of trouble.”

			And like that, she walked away.

			Looking back at the bar, I noticed she had forgotten the signed cocktail napkin. Our deal memo.

			“Did you forget about this?” I asked instinctively, holding it up.

			She turned and looked at me, her eyebrows arched. She checked her watch, shook her head. Her fists gradually found her hips, and she said, “I suppose you do owe me one more drink.” She sauntered back toward me.

			“No, I . . .”

			Just meant you forgot the napkin, not that I was going to let you cash in the drink now.

			I didn’t say it. I should have said it, but the truth was she was right—I needed to wait out Dick Swanson, but if I had to sit alone in that bar for an hour, left alone with the panic in my mind, I might have suffered a nervous breakdown. A distraction was good. A beautiful distraction was better? I was single, and we were both adults. Who cared that it was painfully obvious that she was with me only because she thought I was Joe Carter? At the moment, it felt good to be anyone but the real me.

			Ellie reclaimed the stool next to me, flagged down the bartender, and tore our deal memo to pieces.

			“Bartender,” she said, her eyes never leaving me. “We’re both in for one more.”
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			There had been a smoking ban in the bar. Not so in Joe Carter’s suite.

			At sixteen hundred a night, they let you do just about anything.

			The clerk at the front desk hadn’t thought twice about handing over a key. The room had been prepaid, I had Joe’s badge, they just assumed. As soon as we entered the suite, I took a seat at the piano bench, looking for something to do. Ellie, of course, sat down right next to me. I thumped middle C several times, as if testing to see if the piano was in tune. It was a nice distraction from her as well as from my aching head. After gulping three ginger ales at the bar, I finally broke down and drank two martinis, which were now swishing around, not so pleasantly, in my skull.

			Bored, Ellie stood up from the piano bench and sashayed to the wet bar. It stood against a wide, panoramic window that showed off the cold, twinkling city. As she dumped ice into a couple of tumblers, I turned back to the baby grand piano. It was the penthouse’s centerpiece, appropriate enough for a room called “The Music Suite.”
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