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Preface

International borders, either onshore or
offshore, are meant to limit the jurisdiction of one nation’s laws,
designating a point beyond which its rule may not be imposed.
Perhaps it is like the limits to a person’s life. For a country
there exists a border and, for a person, the brink of death—those
certain places where each must stop, allowing others to take
charge. Yet some countries and some people yearn to project their
influence even beyond these frontiers.

 


 



Prologue

Swiss border town of Chiasso, 1993

Standing in the entrance to the coffee house,
Trevor Thomson watched the much younger Count Ambrosiana, a member
of Italian royalty, climb into his Maserati. Prominent Italians
dress well, he had observed to himself hours earlier when their
meeting began, and now in the sunlight he again admired the Count’s
subtle but expensive jewelry and the successful way his silk tie
blended with his tailored suit. Yes, it was true the Italian cut
did make a man appear more handsome.

Though he certainly had the money to buy
whatever clothes he wanted, one thing Trevor regretted not having
acquired during his life was the knack of stylish dress. With his
wavy silver hair and clipped white moustache, he might have been
hired as a model. Imagine, he thought, being an idol for those
younger people who fretted about growing old. Reflecting proudly on
his long life, Trevor concluded he would settle for his existing
vetting: a successful, money-grubbing, red-blooded American of
Scottish descent and rich as hell.

The Count’s sports car, illegally parked
during their meeting, predictably bore no ticket. The Count fired
the powerful engine, pointing the car’s sleek hood toward the
border a block away. As corporate treasurer of his family’s drug
conglomerate in nearby Campione d’Italia, the Count made this
crossing hundreds of times to and from his villa on Lake Como. So
it came as no surprise to Trevor when one guard saluted while
another promptly raised the thin red and white pole marking this
frontier of Switzerland.

Trevor was excited. The Count had signed the
papers on behalf of the Italian royal family, and now his embryonic
Thomson-Columbus Museum in the Caribbean, its international status
elevated by being endorsed by nobility, would weave another pattern
into his own immortality.

Pleased, he wrapped his arm around his other
midday companion, the trusted Swiss banker Hans Kubler, and gave a
squeeze, remarking, “Hans, with the Count’s prestigious support, I
now feel more comfortable moving ahead with our project on Grand
Turk.”

Frowning, the Swiss banker said, “Ja,
but spending so much money on a run-down house on some tiny island
merely to display rusty artifacts dredged up from an old
shipwreck—”

With enthusiasm Trevor interrupted, “—Hans,
don’t you see how appropriate my idea is? Christopher Columbus, and
I realize there’s the question of whether or not our find is
actually his Pinta, was also Italian.”

The banker peered at Trevor through his
tortoiseshell-rimmed glasses. Realizing he should be more in accord
with his client’s plan, Kubler replied, “If you want to gain
multinational support, you must also have a Spanish connection,
because Columbus sailed for Spain.” He thought for a moment and
tapped his leather briefcase, his gesture suggesting that the
solution lay inside in the form of a monthly check payable to
Samuel A. Thomson, Ph.D. In a tone of voice reflecting proper
respect for Trevor’s long-deceased wife, he said, “What about
Lillian’s son, Samuel, your stepson?”

Trevor replied, “Yes, I’ve heard he is a
recognized expert on Spanish history in the New World.”

“Ja. So, why don’t you include him in
your plans?”

Trevor said, “All I promised Lillian was to
provide financially for him and his sister.”

“It wouldn’t cost you anything to go beyond
finance and involve your stepson. His scholarly reputation could
well bring in Spanish support, maybe even from the royal family in
Madrid.”

“Another of your good ideas, Hans.”

Kubler nodded. “You know, Mr. Thomson, every
month—for how many years now?—I’ve mailed Samuel and Judith their
checks to Mexico, but I’ve never known what either of your
stepchildren look like. Don’t you have pictures?”

“Never carry photos, not even Lillian’s. I’m
not a sentimentalist. Images developed in the mind are far better.
But Hans, they live in New Mexico—one of our fifty. You must
have the right zip code because Sam and Judith always receive their
support checks.”

Trevor thought about geography. Take nearby
Lugano. Kubler’s branch of the Trans-Swiss Bank was there, not in
better-known Zurich or Geneva. Lugano’s location as the nearest
Swiss banking center to both Milan and Sicily afforded the city a
profitable Italian connection. Its banks were piled high with
laundered cash from organized crime and sheltered stashes hidden
away by wealthy Italians dodging their own country’s income taxes.
Smart money, whether denominated in U.S. dollars, Deutschmarks,
francs or lire, Trevor mused, always finds its way to the safest
haven. In Switzerland, safety was embellished with
confidentiality.

Another reason he did business with Kubler’s
branch and not the bank’s main office in Zurich was because he
needed a man he could trust. From his very first impressions, he
had decided Kubler was that man. Kubler could guide him through
business dealings in foreign countries with their dissimilar laws
and unique customs. It was different with his other advisors. Over
them, Trevor exercised raw power.

Through the years, the loyal Kubler had
assiduously pursued the investment goals Trevor had set. Now and
then a risk taker, but only after tedious research, the Swiss
banker did occasionally recommend a special situation—an
opportunity for windfall profits. Recently, he had bought millions
of dollars worth of speculative bonds, sweetened with warrants,
issued by the Italian pharmaceutical conglomerate, Ambrosiana
Limited.

Throughout today’s meeting, Kubler had
continuously drunk his cream-less coffee brewed by Italian-Swiss
perfectionists. Simply inhaling whiffs of the coffee’s full-bodied
aroma was enough to fortify Trevor. Tirelessly Kubler had scribbled
notes on the lined pad whose cover was embossed with the bank’s
centuries-old coat of arms, though by the meeting’s end, it was
smudged with the Swiss chocolate on which he nibbled.

Kubler was saying, “So, now this museum plan
of yours will be carried out, Mr. Thomson, as you wished ever since
you discovered the shipwreck.”

“Yes, our signatures sealed the deal with the
Italian royal family. I hope the agreement is in order...I only
read it once.” Reflecting, he said, “Aren’t signatures peculiar
things? You can sign your life away with them.”

“And your money, too,” Kubler said, his tone
serious.

Trevor was glad Kubler spoke English. He had
never decided which of Switzerland’s major languages to learn,
Italian, French or German.

Anyway, with his marine archaeology endeavor
now fashionably endorsed, Trevor hoped the wreck was indeed the
Pinta so he could enjoy tandem immortality with Christopher
Columbus. His Thomson-Columbus Museum would be a fitting
culmination to his life and, since he so loved those Caribbean
islands, an appropriate use of a slice of his vast wealth. Trevor
had always regarded himself as an explorer of new lands—financial
ones. Now his name would piggyback the reputation of the 1492
daredevil explorer. Yes, exciting new horizons were unfurling for
him after years of being devoted only to making money, albeit
cleverly and creatively.

Archaeological projects, whether on land or
sea, took a while to excavate, and the ensuing laboratory work was
time-consuming. Trevor was impatient. He found, as he aged, time
became more precious. Passing seventy, Trevor looked forward to the
years ahead. Passing eighty, he began to anticipate only months. By
now he was down to days, each one more lovely than the last.

On fishing trips, Trevor had often sailed
over where the caravel had gone aground in the early sixteenth
century. One day while studying aerial photographs of the Caicos
Banks, he made out a configuration of blocks lying on the white
sand of the shallow Caribbean seafloor, and he knew it was the rock
ballast from a sunken ship’s hull. He shared his discovery with the
island nation’s governor, who agreed it could be an important
historical find. Together they had formed a nonprofit organization,
today endorsed by the Italian Count to oversee the excavation, as
well as to staff and outfit the museum.

Kubler brought Trevor back to the present.
“One more thing before we part, Mr. Thomson. In view of today’s
development, what should I do with those Ambrosiana warrants that
were attached to the bonds I bought?”

“Hans,” the older man replied, “just exercise
them by buying the new shares of common stock at the price set when
the bonds were issued and then, with our majority interest, we’ll
have control of this pharmaceutical conglomerate.”

“Ja, but time is running out on the
warrants. What will Count Ambrosiana and his father say when they
find out what we’re up to?”

“Our young Count will keep his position as
corporate treasurer. He’s too prominent for us to fire. Status is
what’s important to him. Didn’t he just put his royal endorsement
on our Thomson-Columbus Museum? As to his father, Victor, it’s time
he retired as chairman. So, Hans, take what action you need to
execute our hostile takeover.”

Trevor bid the Swiss banker goodbye. Alone,
he walked along Chiasso’s bustling main street, wondering if Kubler
thought he had grown callous to life and to the people around
him.

“How does it feel to be almost ninety?” some
dared ask.

“Like it feels to be sixty or even forty,” he
would promptly reply, adding, “except wisdom continues to grow if
you stay fit and challenge yourself mentally.”

Yet younger generations clung tenaciously to
society’s stereotypes about age, such as older people are no longer
interested in sex, they’re over the hill and losing their memory or
their footing, needing help to cross the street. Their attitudes
changed when they found out he was one of America’s richest men
with a reputation for shrewdness.

He had set up an offshore trust in the
Caribbean—a design for his own financial life after death. It
avoided probate, with all those attorneys and legal expenses
chewing away, not to mention the prying eyes of the press, for it
was not open to public view and its assets were safe. The trust
enabled him to call out from the grave, specifying how his money
was to be invested and spent and for whose benefit. His lasting
fame would endure for generations.

Despite those stereotypes about aging, there
was nothing amiss with his memory. Testing it, and still tingling
with the thrill of the long-ago deal, he recalled outfoxing the
world’s largest bank.

He had relished those cliffhanging
negotiations for the lease on his high-rise building in San
Francisco, which the bankers coveted for their worldwide
headquarters. Those mid-1950s bankers had snickered when he had
asked no fixed rent, proposing instead a percentage, albeit
minuscule, of every deposit taken in through their tellers’
windows. Little had they realized the impact inflation—then barely
a disturbance on the horizon—would have on these percentages when
it hit the American economy with an incredible force lasting three
decades. After they had finally accepted his lease terms on their
high-rise headquarters, he compounded his gains by constructing the
buildings for their branches and leasing them back to the bank on
the same terms.

His thoughts also went back to his marriage,
and a warm glow came over Trevor. Hoping her image would never
fade, he visualized Lillian’s beauty and remembered how, during
their honeymoon in Nassau, she had sprung the existence of her two
small children on him. In their suite overlooking the harbor, lying
naked and snuggling by his side, she’d made him promise, since he
had no children of his own, to name her handsome little Samuel and
her darling little Judith as beneficiaries of his fortune. Her
beauty radiating before him, she had whispered sensually, “Assure
me you’ll take care of them the rest of their lives.” It was a
covenant to which he was easily bound. A few years later, to ease
her suffering in her agonizing, painful final days, he had
reiterated his vow.

Men of his generation seldom shared financial
matters with their wives. Nevertheless he had wanted to tell
Lillian about his offshore trust. Trying to paint a picture, he had
said, “Think of me as a pirate hiding treasure—in this case stocks
and bonds and ownership of real estate—in a secret cave on a tiny
island. There, my trustee will monitor it while my Swiss banker
invests it with all the loving care of polishing jewels.”

Lillian had retorted, “But, Trevor, you’re
not a pirate. You didn’t steal your money. Is this trust legal, or
are you avoiding taxes?”

She was relieved when he assured her he
intended to comply with IRS regulations. He was seeking anonymity
only from lawyers and creditors. “My offshore trust is both legal
and moral,” he had told her.

Moving along the bustling Chiasso street,
Trevor passed a Swiss mother pushing a double baby carriage. He saw
its two little infants and thought of Sam and Judith, by now grown
up and living in Santa Fe, New Mexico.

Sam was married, or had a live-in girl
friend. Kubler had once told him the endorsements on Sam’s checks
were in feminine handwriting. Was her name Prudence? No, it was
Penny. Trevor thought about Ben Franklin’s advice—a penny saved is
a penny earned. His credo, too.

Since Hans Kubler had reminded him that Sam
was a scholar of Spanish Colonial history, he surmised that Sam
ought to feel a kinship to the museum on Grand Turk. Maybe Sam
should be put in charge so that he and his stepson could share
something in common. Fleetingly he thought about conveying his
hopes and dreams to Sam. There was only so much one man could
orchestrate during his lifetime, but nothing was going to happen to
him. He would be around forever, courting immortality. Besides,
Charles Fountain, his offshore trustee, had already hired an
archaeologist from Kansas with a voice as flat as the American
prairie. How Wes Truecoat ever got interested in shipwrecks was a
mystery. He’d better let sleeping dogs lie as far as reaching out
to Sam.

And there was Judith, so far as he knew still
single, yet he was sure she must be as striking in appearance as
her mother. Neither Sam nor Judith communicated with him. His
relationship with them was simply honoring the financial commitment
he had made to Lillian.

Past commitments...what about Chiarra? Now,
some thirty years afterward, he had to ask the question. She had
been so damned sweet, so innocent. Then, given his money and power,
he could force himself on a woman without a second thought of any
responsibility on his part. Maybe he’d call Fountain on Grand Turk.
Yes, he would say, although it would not be easy, he wanted to make
it up to Chiarra, both to her and to Felicia, her bastard daughter.
Father or not, forget his doubts, he resolved to call Fountain from
the cellular phone in the Mercedes. Never mind the six-hour time
difference between Switzerland and the Caribbean. Fountain was
always on duty, faithful ever since the incident with Chiarra.

Turning the corner toward his car—and yes, he
could remember where his chauffeur had parked it—he looked ahead to
the parking lot across from the railway station. Suddenly Trevor
slowed his pace and abruptly came to a stop, for standing by a
kiosk was the same husky man who’d come up to him earlier as he was
entering the coffee house, smiling cordially as an acquaintance
would, asking if Trevor wasn’t so-and-so from San Francisco.
Annoyed, Trevor had retorted, “No, I am Trevor Thomson.” There had
been nothing suspicious about the man’s apology. Nevertheless,
Trevor had immediately become angry at himself as he brushed past
the man, hurrying into the café to greet Kubler and the Count, for
he’d let down his guard for privacy and secrecy.

He recalled the puzzling phone call he’d
taken while his chauffeur was driving along the Swiss Riviera near
Vevey on Lake Geneva. The conversation had started out in a normal
way, the man saying he was a banker from San Francisco. Abruptly
the man’s voice turned hostile, demanding Trevor annul his bank
leases. Trevor was enraged. Indignantly he had stated he would
never comply with such a demand and promptly hung up. He realized
now that the message had been a serious threat. The caller warned
if he didn’t return some huge amount of money to the bank—what was
the sum specified? Ten billion dollars, or else the bank would have
to take “further action.”

What about that seemingly chance meeting with
the short, plump woman who popped out of a low-slung Citröen at the
gas station in Brig? Reciting a nursery rhyme in a Bavarian accent,
she’d confronted him, “You’re not a very good boy, Mr. Thomson, and
you’re going to have to put all your plums back in the pie.” She
jabbed her car keys at him to make her point and told him to comply
with the demands made by his earlier caller. “Or four and twenty
blackbirds will peck out your eyes,” she had added, the singsong
inflection of her voice further irritating him.

Surely, Trevor reasoned, the bank wouldn’t
stoop to violence, but he had second thoughts. Given the near
insolvency of their balance sheet—the unpublished one revealing
their illiquid condition, which they were concealing behind the
façade of the skyscraper they leased from him—any course of action
was possible. After their real estate loan losses of the 1980s, he
knew the directors were trying to buttress the bank’s reputation of
rock-solid stability. If they didn’t act soon, hordes of customers
could descend on the tellers, demanding more cash than an organized
platoon of bank robbers. Trevor knew if such an enormous
institution failed, public confidence in the economy, even the
capitalist cosmos itself, would be severely shaken.

The stout woman had warned, “I’ll huff to the
IRS and I’ll puff to the CIA and I’ll blow your clever little
offshore trust across the Caribbean.”

He wondered how she knew about his trust. He
reassured himself that with more than fifty offshore havens
worldwide, the California bank couldn’t possibly know which one he
was using, unless... He realized for them to gather such
information, they would need to access his tax returns. So much for
the IRS’s heralded confidentiality.

Trevor began to feel a little apprehensive,
and he could taste again the trepidation he had experienced in the
World War I trenches in France. Despite the mustard gas attacks, he
had survived that horrible ordeal, and he would survive this threat
as well.

The man at the kiosk looked at him, his eyes
communicating recognition. Quickly the man turned away. Focusing on
his newspaper, he shifted it to hide his face. The kiosk stood
between Trevor and his car. As he started across the street, a
speeding scooter, its horn blowing and its driver yelling what was
obviously an Italian obscenity, bore down upon him. Frantically
Trevor jumped out of its path, his heart beating rapidly. The kiosk
man looked up at the commotion. Rolling his newspaper and gesturing
as an old friend might, he stepped off the curb and moved to meet
Trevor. The scooter incident and the man’s movements shocked
Trevor. He realized he had miscalculated. He should never have
tried to cross the street with the man waiting there, and certainly
not allowed himself to make eye contact. He now knew he must escape
from this man.

Turning, he saw the entrance to the railway
station. His adrenaline commanding flight, Trevor bounded up the
stairs and saw a sign Trains to Switzerland. Another sign directed
Trains to Italy. If he chose to cross the border into Italy, the
man could catch him at passport control. He made the decision to
stay in Switzerland and descended the stairs leading to the tunnel
under the tracks. A sign at the second stairway announced the 17:20
Lugano Express. Luckily, the train was leaving in less than a
minute. Swiss trains are always on time, no matter what. Thankful
he had continued his exercise regimen, he charged up the steps,
emerging alongside a red InterCity Express. Continuing his brisk
pace, Trevor stepped up through the first open door and found
himself in the dining car, totally out of breath. He collapsed into
the nearest available seat. He felt safe now, though he was drained
of energy and his heart beat rapidly. Looking out of the window, he
saw the guard wave his green and white disc toward the engineer,
and the train eased into its journey.

Numb, he stared absently at the passing
countryside. The express train, slowing but not stopping, passed
through Mendrisio. He saw a bus waiting by the station, its
destination marked Muggio Valley. Trevor wondered what mysteries of
life, what degree of bucolic solitude such a place, obviously
remote from the world of finance and commerce, might offer. He
imagined an idyllic valley with medieval stone farmhouses, barns,
cattle and small gardens tucked amidst those daunting mountains he
saw rising to the north and east. He noticed the colorful banner
draped across the street, announcing Mendrisio Easter Pageant
scheduled a few days hence, its artwork depicting a solemn
procession. After ninety years, perhaps it was time he had a
religious experience and allow a savior to cleanse his past
aberrant behavior. This village pageant might just be his ticket
into heaven.

The waiter was politely asking him for his
order. He chose a beer, hoping the cool liquid would deliver relief
from his mental stress and physical exhaustion.

The train sped along the edge of Lake Lugano.
In the bright afternoon sun he watched the blue water lap at the
gravel roadbed. Together with the rocking motion of the train, the
visual moment reminded him of his personal yacht plying through the
friendly, familiar waters of the Caribbean.

Slowly he sipped his beer. Still weak, he
rummaged in his pocket for the right amount of Swiss francs to
leave for the waiter. Standing, shaking a bit, he headed for a
coach to find a seat, stopping in the vestibule to look out of the
window at the lake. The train slowed to cross the bridge into the
city of Lugano.

Suddenly the kiosk man reappeared, ominously
edging closer to Trevor. The woman from the gas station was behind
him, dark glasses concealing her eyes and her intentions. Taking
charge, she said simply, “I’ll deal with this, Hubert.” Her tone
suggesting she should not be questioned, she said to Trevor, “I’m
to witness your signature, Tom, Tom, the Piper’s Son.”

On cue, the man called Hubert said, “Yeah, me
’n’ Helga are from the bank. You’re supposed to sign here.” He
pressed a document forward.

Trevor felt the thin, sharp edges of its
pages. Automatically he accepted the ballpoint pen which the man
thrust at him, positioning its tip at the beginning of the
signature line. “Why another signature?” Trevor asked, confused,
his mind spinning.

“The bank needs it,” Helga directed, her
explanation as simple as a mother confirming to a child it was
bedtime.

“Sign.” Hubert repeated his earlier threat,
“Or else me ’n’ Helga will be forced to take further action.”

Trevor was afraid this bizarre couple had
license to murder him, and he was terrified. He saw a crooked smile
form on the woman’s lips as she reached behind him, gripping the
vestibule door handle. She must enjoy going to the brink, he
foggily concluded. Yes, she and he had a lot in common—effective
negotiators, actors playing on the edge.

To his surprise, she actually turned the
handle and pulled the door open. Fresh air hit, reviving him a bit,
clearing his mind for a moment. He looked through the open door and
saw the white gravel under the track flash past. Abruptly the
gravel disappeared, and there were only repetitious ties affixed to
the bridge superstructure. In between the ties, forty or fifty feet
below, he saw the blue waters of Lake Lugano.

“He’s not going to sign, Helga,” the man
whined.

Taking a step closer to Trevor, Helga said,
“Oh yes he will.” She took off her sunglasses. Hypnotically her
eyes bored into Trevor’s. “Won’t you?” She added with a touch of
ill temper, “This dish is not running away with the spoon.”

Mechanically, pen in hand, his voice feeble,
Trevor asked, “What am I signing?”

Hubert said, “You’re simply changing the
Statement of Wishes controlling your offshore trust, Mr.
Thomson—those instructions to your man Fountain.”

The woman said something about how a fraud
would now be rectified by his canceling the leases and refunding
decades of rent money to the bank. In Trevor’s fading vision, her
face began to distort amorphously. He thought she was chewing her
words and spitting them out at him in a medley of garbled
demands.

Shaking his head vehemently, he repeated over
and over, “No, never, no, no!” He was afraid he was in tears as he
explained, “Those leases are my entire life. They’re like children
to me.” He pleaded, hating himself for doing so, “Please, my
offshore trust is my life’s work. It’s irrevocable.” Losing
control, Trevor repeated the word “irrevocable” several times.
Raising his hand in protest, surprised at his sudden strength, he
emphatically stated, “You can’t revoke my offshore trust any more
than you can revoke the accomplishments of my life.”

His body fragile and frail with age, his mind
burdened with the weight of memories, Trevor Thomson’s strength
ebbed. Fear and pain gnawed at him. He dropped the pen, or maybe he
threw it, its ball point circling across the page as it left his
hand.

The woman, a twisted smile locked onto her
face, came toward him. The man edged closer. Trevor stumbled
backwards, trying to escape from both of them and the pain as
well.

One of Lake Lugano’s frequent passenger boats
was passing underneath. Trevor heard screams from sunbathers on the
deck. With expressions of horror they looked up, watching as his
body plummeted toward the lake.

The splash he made in Lake Lugano was the
last thing Trevor Thomson felt before death engulfed him with its
nothingness. For one last brief instant he was happy again, for
while it wasn’t the warm Caribbean, it was water, and he had always
loved the water.

 


 



Chapter One

Early spring is the best time of year for day
hikes in Bandelier National Monument, the remote and mystical
wilderness with its prehistoric ruins and sacred Indian sites near
Santa Fe, New Mexico. The snows have mostly melted but the searing
heat of summer has not yet arrived to bake the mesas, where pygmy
forests of juniper and piñon pine offer scant shade.

This morning the ringing from Penny Bailes’
cellular phone not only alarmed her, it disrupted the concentration
of the other hikers. Tucked into her daypack beneath lunch, an
extra bottle of water, a sweater, in case the high altitude weather
turned chilly, and her rain poncho, the analog instrument emitted
several rings before she could dig it out.

“Next time, zipper it into one of those
outside pockets where you stow your water bottle,” a male hiker
advised.

Maybe after she’d taken part in enough of
these treks, Penny hoped, she’d get the drill down right.
Embarrassed at the cellular’s incessant ringing, she smiled,
readily agreeing, “Yes, Roger.”

“Get things out quicker, too, if you’d trim
those long red finger nails of yours,” he said and laughed.

“When a woman is in the investment business,
a man’s field, she should emphasize her femininity,” Penny replied.
“Some men,” she added, looking askance at her companion, “do
appreciate women’s little nuances.”

“You mean Sam?”

“Yes,” she smiled contentedly.

“Where is Sam, anyway?”

“Sam runs. I hike. He’s into books, history,
the past. I’m—”

“—Better answer your phone,” Roger
advised.

Up ahead, their Germanic excursion leader had
continued his grueling pace, disappearing up the trail. Soon even
Roger had left her behind, hurrying to catch up to the others.
Penny recalled the leader had pointedly announced there would be
respites only on the hour—no unscheduled stops for cellular phone
calls, placed or received. The thirteen-mile march out and back was
their assignment for the day. Penny was not superstitious, but she
knew their destination, the Indian shrine known as the Stone Lions,
was a tough challenge.

The phone’s little antenna pointed toward the
dark clouds floating overhead—fluffy and full of spring rain and,
she worried, possibly lightning. The cellular might attract the
electricity permeating the sky. In the interests of safety, perhaps
life and death, she vowed to cut the call short.

Probably one of her clients, she speculated,
who’d checked his Saturday New York Times and found one of
his bonds dropped half a point. When would her investors realize,
she despaired, AAA-rated bonds were for holding until maturity, not
for trading.

“Penny Bailes.”

“Fountain here, calling from the
Caribbean—Turks and Caicos—Grand Turk Island—Cockburn Town,
actually.”

Throughout her several years of both bedtime
and balance sheet relationship with Sam, Fountain’s name had seldom
come up. In his role as Trevor’s trustee, Fountain, she felt,
dutifully performed in compliance with the legal statutes of the
British Colony of the Turks and Caicos Islands.

Penny recalled their only meeting, the time
the black trustee came to Santa Fe. His task was to inspect Sam’s
new house before authorizing Trevor’s Swiss banker—what was his
name? oh yes, Kubler—to pay out the money for its construction.

Caribbean islanders called themselves by
their last name, a carryover from British colonialism. In Santa Fe
everybody, even the super-wealthy, quickly came to a first-name
basis. Sam said it was the four hundred years of written history
and ten thousand years of unwritten prehistory. “Humbled by this
diverse heritage, they’ve dropped the façade of pretentious
behavior,” he would say, “and are simply themselves.”

“Mr. Thomson, please.” Fountain’s voice was
demanding.

She wished, just this once, Sam had joined
her on this hike. Saturdays, she reminded herself, were for getting
away from both him and her financial clients, her time to herself.
Saturdays were also Sam’s for running in his races, the only thing
he did rapidly. At forty he was even slow at making love, as
meticulous at it as his library research. Sometimes she felt she
was another of his three-by-five cards being lovingly filled out.
Even the books he’d authored on Spanish Colonial history had taken
years to write.

Dabbing at the perspiration on her forehead,
Penny replied, “Sam’s doing a 10K race up to the radio towers.”

Silence and hesitation from the Caribbean.
Confused as to what to say, Fountain uttered an “ah” followed by
more silence.

A frown formed on her forehead. Penny started
to speak, but Fountain’s voice came through, saying resolutely, “In
his absence, Miss Bailes, I must tell you.” She wanted to correct
him with “Ms.” but didn’t.

Yielding to the urge to join the others,
Penny put her pack back on and resumed the hike, her stride steady,
her strong thighs lifting her hiking boots with confidence.
Snuggling the phone to her ear beneath her short dark hair, she
began to jog slowly along the trail. To Fountain, she managed,
“What must you tell me?”

The trustee’s curt reply, “Mr. Thomson’s
dead,” was as rude a slap at her as a tree branch springing back
from a thoughtless hiker. There was nothing else. No embellishment,
no flowery language, no, “I’ve some bad news.” Such a warning would
prepare the listener for an announcement of death. There was no,
“I’m sorry to tell you.” No, “This may come as a shock.” Simply,
“Mr. Thomson’s dead.”

The thought of flowers flashed across her
mind and she mumbled to herself, “Flowers and death.” Flowers
suggested life, blooms, color, while death must surely be shrouded
in a colorless void. Her next thought was to wire a dried floral
arrangement to his funeral—fitting, for to her old Trevor Thomson
was, or had been, a long-living, flourishing weed.

Penny wanted to ask, “How?” Or say, “That’s
too bad.” Or philosophize with, “Well, he did have a long and
flamboyant life. How old was he anyway? Ninety?”

She said none of the above, and Fountain
continued, “He fell off a train in Switzerland into a lake,
apparently after a heart attack. The captain of a tourist boat
pulled him out.” The trustee paused and said, enviously she sensed,
“So, it is all yours now, that is, Sam’s and Judith’s. The money, I
mean, the wealth.”

Abruptly a jagged lightning bolt struck,
zapping a tall ponderosa pine in the Jemez Mountains, but also
snapping their connection.

The smell of ozone permeated the air. At the
same time Penny detected an aroma of resentment from Fountain. Both
fragrances lingered as she thought about Sam’s future.

For Penny, money had become the goal in life.
Money and sex, the latter only after the Wall Street Market was
closed for the day. With the time-zone difference in New Mexico, it
closed early afternoon.

She had attended business school, she could
now admit to herself, as a rebellious act against her fanatical
left wing parents. Their continual railing against the capitalistic
system had translated into a sparse income, poor housing for her
while she was growing up and a shortage of food on the table. Not
so any more.

Now, with Sam’s inheritance, her advisory
fees would escalate. The thought of her income moving well into six
figures excited her. Her decision to leave Wall Street and come to
Santa Fe, at the time a whim for fresh air and clear skies, was
actually going to work out quite favorably. Not bad for eight years
out of business school.

She remembered how she’d met Sam on her daily
walk one sparkling day in January. She’d come around the corner of
the Palace of the Governors into the Plaza. He was sculpting a
snowman in the shape of a Spanish conquistador. As he inserted a
banner in its arm, Penny had boldly approached him, complimenting
him on his artistry.

In one of his few spontaneous reactions, Sam
promptly escorted her across the Plaza to the pastry shop in the La
Fonda Hotel. Over decaf and a croissant, he recited in half an hour
some four hundred years of Santa Fe history. He led her up Canyon
Road past art galleries with snow-covered outdoor sculptures to his
little studio apartment.

He was awfully horny, she remembered with
delight. Maybe it was the fire of piñon logs he built in his
kiva fireplace. Maybe it was the hot chocolate. Afterwards,
he remarked it was her magnificent thighs. Imagine. Thighs. For
openers he’d hugged them, telling her he was adopting twin teddy
bears.

She saw little in his studio other than an
impressive computer sitting atop his rickety table-desk and,
filling his makeshift bookshelves, was a library of old and
valuable books. Those were the only subtle hints he was heir to the
Thomson billions.

Thinking about their future together, Penny
was ready to bet her personal career would ride with Sam’s fortune
as a warrant instrument attaches itself to a corporate bond.

 


 



Chapter Two

The window in Felicia Fountain’s Los Angeles
office was tinted to prevent those on the outside from seeing in.
Yet from inside, she could look out and view the street scene
spread before her. Sometimes, especially today, she wished the
tinting had been applied in reverse, for she was discouraged. The
view never improved, only worsened.

Joanne, the girl in the outer office, called
to her, “Long distance, line one.” Almost immediately there was a
second ring, followed by a distress yell from Joanne, “The new head
of the Bloods is on line two, mad as hell, demanding more
money.”

“What happened to Roosevelt?” Felicia’s voice
was full of worry.

“You didn’t hear?” Joanne left her post and
was quickly inside Felicia’s office, remorse on her face, tears in
her eyes. “Gunned down last night by the Crips coming out of
Fred’s Minute Mart.”

Stunned, Felicia lamented, “I was beginning
to get somewhere with him. I had a grant lined up for his...” Her
voice trailed off.

Joanne waited a moment and said, “Better take
the long distance.”

As she reached to pick up her phone, Felicia
tried to make sense out of the random graffiti, the only fresh
paint in the dismal blocks of austere, unkempt buildings making up
her view. She was not impressed by those who labeled graffiti an
art form.

How could her brothers and sisters be so bent
on negative acts such as destruction and defacing? The black and
brown sprayed-on scrawlings blemished even those buildings still
occupied, labeling the streetscape a ghetto as readily as a
flashing neon sign. To potential investors and banks, those people
and institutions with the capability of financing a rebirth of the
inner city, the graffiti signaled a grim warning: “Don’t cross our
borders.”

She deplored that in her inner city, there
was no such capital available. Maybe one measurement of a people’s
progress is their understanding of the abstraction known as
finance. Testing, she said to Joanne, “Do you know what finance
is?”

“Sure, Ms. Fountain, that’s when you pays for
somethin’ and you ain’t got da money.”

“But you’re good for it. I mean, you’ve got
income and you can pay the money back.”

“I got a job, you mean,” Joanne said with
pride. “Why, you need a loan?”

Felicia tried to smile, but couldn’t. She
replied instead, “It’s our neighborhood, and it needs a whopping
loan.”

“But it ain’t got a job.” Joanne hesitated.
“Leastwise very many, so how can it repay a loan?”

“Our game is capitalism, but here,” Felicia
gestured toward the outside, “there are no chips with which to
play.”

“Them grants from our foundation helps, don’t
they?”

“Precious little. It’s like sprinkling a few
raindrops in a desert. Moreover, the money evaporates with
bickering and misuse.”

Joanne looked downcast. Quietly she reminded
her, “Your call...”

Felicia nodded, picking up the phone. She
longed for investment capital to put to work in her inner city, and
for the power to re-weave the fabric of the neighborhood she viewed
through her windows.

“Felicia, it is Charles.”

Ever since she was a little girl on the
Caribbean island, her stepfather had always been “Charles.” She
never called him “father,” for she held the title in contempt,
equating it with the white man who had forced himself on her
mother.

“The old man is dead,” was Charles’s simple
message, delivered unclothed in tender language.

News of the morning’s second death brought
less remorse. Instead she began to galvanize her thoughts.

From inside her office, she watched a drug
dealer in the alleyway across the street as he exchanged a small
packet with an addict, tucking a wad of bills in his tight-fitting
jeans. The scene overwhelmed her with frustration and she began to
cry. All she could manage to say chokingly to her stepfather was,
“Charles, I’ll be there.” Quickly recovering, and with the firmness
a black woman learns to exhibit in order to live and survive in the
tough inner city, she preceded her affectionate goodbye with, “To
collect what’s rightfully due me.”

Ignoring the gang leader holding on the other
line, Felicia punched out the number of her attorneys. Without
polite small talk, she said, “I’ve just received word of Trevor’s
death. We’ll have a fight on our hands with those privileged
adopted freeloaders of his. I want my rightful inheritance.”

Felicia stared at the street scene again. “My
inner city and my foundation depend on us winning the fight.” She
added, “You and your partner pack your suitcases. We’re flying to
the Caribbean.”

 


 



Chapter Three

Penny recalled Sam marveling about the effect
of aerobic exercise on his mind. He said it produced fresh ideas,
unveiled new insights and inspired his thought process. He always
carried a cellular phone while running, enabling him to call her
when some new revelation dashed across his mind. Sam would pant out
a seminal thought on what to her was some oblique aspect of Spanish
Colonial history. She’d humor him with an “ooh” or an “aah” and go
back to analyzing her bonds. Penny reminded herself normal runners
don’t jog with a phone.

Her reaction to exercise was just the
opposite. It was a time to rest her mind, but this morning she
understood what Sam meant. For trudging up from the depths of
Frijoles Canyon, trying to catch up to the other hikers, Penny’s
mind wouldn’t shut down.

At the top, the steep ascent behind her and
the mesa-top trail now flatter, Penny increased her pace to a slow
jog, the fastest she could maintain with a pack. She tried again to
phone Sam but her cellular remained dead from the distant storm.
Knowing she must get the word of Trevor’s death to him, she debated
aborting the hike so she could return to her car and drive back to
Santa Fe. But rules forbade her leaving the hike without first
seeking permission. If she didn’t show up at lunch break, the
leader would call out Search and Rescue inside thirty minutes.

She visualized the helicopters whirring
overhead and expected to hear the symphony of sounds from the
scouts, their whistles and their barking dogs as together they
rummaged off-trail, looking for her in the endless canyons of
Bandelier. After an all-night search when they found her next
morning safe in Sam’s thick-walled adobe home eating blue corn
pancakes, having left the hike without notifying its leader, she’d
never be allowed to join another outing. Her unreliable reputation
would spread around Santa Fe, risking the loss of some of her
rule-abiding clients. Penny abhorred risk.

Arriving at the Stone Lions, Penny remembered
Sam warning about intruding on sacred Native American sites. The
other hikers were following such advice for they were voraciously
munching sandwiches outside the circle of chalky antlers and
feathered fetishes surrounding the Stone Lions.

“Phone call?” the leader asked in a
disapproving tone.

Penny nodded sheepishly. After a hungry bite
into her sandwich, she tried the phone again, reasoning by now Sam
should have finished his race, showered, eaten breakfast and be
immersed somewhere in the library.

Perhaps it was the prickle of spicy mustard
in her chicken salad sandwich, or perhaps it was the crisp
after-storm air or a message coming to her from these Stone Lions,
for she suddenly told herself Trevor’s death could present the
opportunity to advance to the next degree of coupling, marriage to
Sam. She’d have to do the proposing though. Left to his own speed,
Sam would only initiate more library research.

Sam answered promptly, “Who is it? I’m in a
quiet zone. No talking, not even on the cellular.”

“Sam, are you sitting down?” Penny asked.

“I’m in the rare books section trying to
decipher a handwritten document narrating one of Columbus’
voyages.”

She heard somebody on Sam’s end command,
“Shh.”

Penny said, “Sam, your life is about to
change. You can no longer be a recluse hiding in the stacks. Listen
to me.”

Penny visualized him running his fingers
through disheveled curly brown hair, a habit to assist his
concentration. Often so engrossed in his documents, it took a while
for him to change his mental channel. She hated talking to a man
who wasn’t listening.

His voice low, Sam said, “The mysticism of
the Stone Lions must be getting to you, Penny. You’re pontificating
again.”

“What do you mean?” Penny said, distracted
from telling him the news about Trevor.

“I’m perfectly happy being what I turned out
to be.”

“A hermit in a library?”

“I’m simply content with archival records.
Why should I change?”

Peeved, Penny now blurted, “Trevor’s trustee,
Fountain, just called—”

“—Old Trevor been off on another of his
fishing trips?” Sam’s chuckle was so soft she could barely hear
him.

“His last,” she said caustically. “If he was
fishing, he leaned too far out of a train crossing some Swiss lake
and fell in.” Penny added with finality, “He’s dead. Fountain
thinks it may have been a heart attack.”

“Dead!”

She was sure his exclamation ricocheted from
stack to stack, probably out into periodicals. Penny didn’t wait
for the news to sink in. She spoke with hand movements and body
language providing italics, punctuation and underlining. “Listen,
Sammy, Trevor’s death, though it’s a watershed event,
can’t...mustn’t...won’t change our lives.”

Sam was silent as though he were examining a
seventeenth-century letter for the first time, contemplating,
considering, studying. She suspected he was adjusting his glasses,
another of his nervous mannerisms.

Finally he reacted. “But it will, Penny. Just
think of our having to deal with that Swiss banker in Zurich, or is
it Lugano?”

“Hans Kubler,” Penny said. “The one who
always signs the checks. Don’t worry about him, Sam. I can handle
bankers, even if they are Swiss. He and I’ll communicate in an
international investment language.”

Sam sounded worried. “Worse, there’s
Fountain, and…” he hesitated, “there’s this rumor that Trevor
fathered a daughter out of wedlock.”

“Well, if the rumor’s true, she’ll have attorneys who’ll try to
prove she’s his heir. The important thing, Sam, is for you and me,
through whatever lies ahead, to stick together.”

“Stand united, you mean.”

Penny tried to reassure herself. “I just know
Trevor didn’t have a daughter.”

To herself, Penny projected how her
investment advisory fees would escalate, allowing her to expand her
satellite system, adding to her already impressive array of
electronic equipment, and she could also hire some assistants.
Maybe she could manage Judith’s half of the estate as well. Who
else in Santa Fe, she thought, would be able to tap the London and
Frankfurt exchanges and obtain instant quotes on such adorable
investments as Danish government Eurobonds denominated in Japanese
yen?

Yet Penny sensed how Fountain, with his
authority to sign for the trust, could take advantage of Sam and
Judith. If she were so inclined, she could do the same with her
clients. Naturally, she wouldn’t. Not only was it morally wrong,
but it was also quite illegal, and jail held no allure. What are
the values, she asked herself, guiding men in other countries?

Sam addressed more immediate matters.
“Remember that day in the snowstorm when you read Trevor’s trust
indenture? You said there would be no probate. So what difference
does it make about some illegitimate daughter? Trevor’s offshore
trust automatically transfers everything to me and Judith, doesn’t
it?”

“Yes, I think so,” Penny said, “because
trusts are a phenomenon of English common law, not recognized in
Roman law—”

“—The Romans had no trust, you mean,” Sam
said quietly, chuckling a bit.

“Under English law, Trevor’s estate is a
private matter with no legal filing in a courthouse for other
people to read or challenge,” Penny said, adding, “but maybe we
ought to ask Fountain if Roman law applies here.”

Sam was serious. “Wasn’t Trevor smart enough
to figure it out?”

“Even so, we may have to worry about greedy
attorneys who’ll try anything. I’m not sure where Fountain’s
loyalties lie either.”

“What can he do? He’s bound by the law, isn’t
he?”

“Which law? New Mexico or Turks and Caicos?
Or his own? As far as I am concerned, he’s in a position to rewrite
the rules, his new version depending on that day’s wind direction.”
Penny added, “I mean, suppose for some reason—or maybe there’s a
loophole—this supposed daughter does upend the trust by proving
she’s his biological daughter. She’ll get it all. You and your
beautiful sister Judith will be out in the cold of a Santa Fe
winter, howling along with all those other hungry coyotes because
you and Judith aren’t in Trevor’s genealogical family tree. You
know something else?”

“What?”

“We can’t let anyone get their hands on the
body!”

“Oh, come on, Penny. Why would anyone want to
touch a corpse?”

“I mean it. Think for a minute, Sam. Any
attorney challenging an inheritance will hire his own lab people to
conduct DNA tests and heaven knows what else. Visualizing a big
carrot, they’ll bribe anyone for favorable results, or fake
them…whatever works. Moreover, we’ll have to disprove their
evidence. Think of the legal fees, the laboratory bills and
doctors’ opinions you’ll have to pay for. Furthermore, there’ll be
the anguish of it all.”

“They wouldn’t act outside the law, Penny.
It’s more of your groundless worries. You’re always fearing the
worst, worrying about corporate disasters, natural or
economic.”

“Don’t kid yourself, Sam, in estates anything
is fair. With money at stake, morals become redefined, or else they
fade as quickly as a wisp of smoke from a cremated body.”

“How morbid.” Sam paused. “Has Judith been
called?”

“I forgot to ask Fountain.”

“My sister has to know,” Sam insisted. “I’ll
call her first, before I phone Fountain.”

“Try to get more details out of him,” Penny
urged.

“Prying facts from Fountain isn’t easy, but
I’ll try,” Sam assured her.

As he said goodbye, she heard him apologize
to a fellow researcher for disrupting the library’s quiet.

 


 



Chapter Four

The Caicos Banks, Turks and Caicos Islands,
1963

It was a pirate ship—at least it appeared to
be. Not that anyone had ever seen a real one, only artists’
renderings of pirate ships sailing the Caribbean on their missions
of plundering and terrifying legitimate ships, captains, crews and
ports.

There were many accounts of legendary
pirates—buccaneers who pillaged cities and raped women. Purportedly
their origins could be traced to renegade French Protestants on
Tortuga, an island north of Haiti near Turks and Caicos, where they
came to be known as boucaniers from their custom of cooking
over on open fire, or boucans, on the beaches—what the
Indians called a barbacoa, or barbecue. Later they forsook
their cookouts and took to ships, becoming the feared buccaneers.
During the Age of Piracy, there was even a woman pirate by the name
of Anne Bonney.

So it was in character for Trevor to have
hired both a marine architect and a boat builder to make over his
large fishing vessel into a replicated pirate galleon. Had he been
born two centuries earlier, Trevor would likely have been a real
ocean-going pirate. Instead, he became a financial one, both
offshore and onshore, perhaps legal, perhaps not.

Where is the omnipotent judge who will render
a truly unbiased verdict? Which country’s laws will prevail? Who is
to decide in the world of free-market financial imagination what is
legal and what is not? Only attorneys and judges, and they could be
bought with hard currency or favors, a point of view Trevor would
freely share with those who came aboard his
fishing-boat-turned-galleon.

On these excursions he revealed his true
mindset. Out there alone with him in the isolation of the
Caribbean, a visitor could sense Trevor Thomson, as he relaxed on
his ship, was as transparent as the shallow waters, forthright with
his words and unimpeded in his actions.

Trouble was, most of those invited to come on
board were not businessmen who might themselves profit financially
from his discourse. Instead they were women and, being in the
Caribbean, often they were black. It was mostly with them he shared
his thoughts, ideas, plans, even his business secrets, as he played
at the games of fishing and sex, neither very well, but in each
contest wanting his own way. The women knew it, but the fish
didn’t. The women usually complied, albeit giving him a bit of a
fight. They made it playfully challenging for him. But the fish,
beyond his jurisdiction, seldom performed to his pleasure.

On one particular excursion Trevor invited,
or perhaps selected, Chiarra, an attractive girl-woman he had
noticed working as a housekeeper in a hotel on Grand Turk. Lured by
his reputation for wealth, she had eagerly consented to come.

Seeing the ship at the dock, she hoped for an
adventure on the high seas. She might catch one of those big fish,
maybe a blue marlin. Her voyage might take a romantic turn, a man
as rich as Trevor giving her some jewelry, perhaps talking sweetly
to her, maybe going so far as to suggest she come back again. Dare
she hope for romance across the racial barrier?

Once aboard, she asked him, her deep brown
eyes wide as she showed a childlike admiration for him, how he had
become such an important and rich man.

Trevor replied, “You see, it was after I
turned forty. One day I woke up to life’s realities and vowed to
win the financial game by becoming more clever than the next
guy.”

“That’s big talk, mon,” she said, still
ogling him. “None ma men friend are so clever.”

“Only way a man can get on top,” he said.

She ignored his lecherous look. “How were you
clever, mon?”

He fixed his eyes on her. “Well, I owned this
office building in San Francisco and leased it to a big bank.”

“Lotta money in da bank,” she said, drawing
back as he clumsily tried to undo her bikini bra fastener. “Here
now, you don’ do that,” she protested, trying to squirm away. “Just
‘cause I’m a black woman, don’ mean I’m a loose woman, heah? You
tell me more your story.”

Backing off a bit, he continued, “I told the
bank they needn’t pay me any rent.”

“Hey, mon, you ain’ be no rich mon if you
don’t take in rent. You be stupid.”

Trevor laughed, the laugh of one who knows
the solution to a multidimensional rubric, and also the laugh of a
man on his third beer. “I made a different arrangement,” he
whispered, moving up to her, rubbing against her body, his mouth
next to her ear. He ventured a nibble before going on.

“Wha’ you do?” she asked, moving her head
away.

“I told them to simply pay me a tiny, tiny
percentage of the deposits they took in each month.”

“One percent?”

“No, less.”

“Nuthin’ less one percent.”

He grinned. “I told them, ‘Pay me one
thousandth of one percent. That’s all you need pay, every
month.’”

“Tha’ ain’t nuthin’, mon, you must be broke
by now. So how you buy this crazy pirate boat?”

Trevor showed annoyance with her
interruptions. “This particular vice-president considered himself
quite smart, because my thirty-year lease was going to save him a
lot of rent money, or so he thought. He convinced the president of
the bank, who wasn’t much brighter, to go along with my terms.”

“I don’ understand,” she said, becoming bored
with the subject of leases and money.

A more important question filled her mind:
what was this rich old man going to do for her? By now, having
consumed several beers, they were using first names, a real
accomplishment for a black woman in the company of an older, rich
white man. Yessir, she was making progress.

Chiarra didn’t realize there was a problem
with the ship until Trevor reacted. They were a few hours out of
Cockburn Town when the engines quit. It was quite sudden. First,
there was an orgasmic shudder from deep down in the ship’s hull.
The make-believe galleon slowed and soon came to a stop, beginning
to drift.

Trevor knew the instant they shut down. His
hand was caressing her thigh as he related yet another episode of
his business successes. Suddenly his eyes and his attention left
her and he spoke into the ship’s intercom which he always kept
nearby, its cord draped across the weathered planking of the
deck.

“Dead in the water,” was his disappointed
acceptance of the captain’s muffled communication. “Fix it,” he
ordered. Hanging up, he returned his attention to Chiarra, the boat
matter having been dealt with, or so he thought. Before his hand
could resume its mission, the intercom buzzed. Irritated, Trevor
shouted into the mouthpiece, “What is it?”

Chiarra waited. By now the clouds had lost
interest in the drifting galleon, moving elsewhere and allowing the
sun to beat down fiercely on the ship without relief from the
breeze, which had subsided with the almost motionless ship.

Staring blankly across the Caribbean, Trevor
listened to the captain, but only briefly before he exploded,
issuing instructions. “Call the U.S. Navy base on Grand Turk. Tell
’em to send a cutter to tow us across the banks to Providenciales.”
He added, “I want to look at some bare dirt, a development property
on Turtle Cove. Might as well take advantage of the opportunity.
Send down my young accountant, what’s-his-name, Fountain.”

Trevor moved closer, one arm embracing her,
the other gesturing to punctuate his conversation. With each
movement, his hand brushed her brief swimming suit. He fluffed one
breast as if trying to make a bed pillow softer.

“Heah now, you leave me tits alone,” she
protested.

Interrupted from making a long string of
journal entries, Charles Fountain descended the ladder from the
bridge onto their deck. Fresh and neat from being in his cooler
cabin, the young man was resolute as he awaited Trevor’s
instructions. He said respectfully, “You called, Mr. Thomson?”

“Charles, they teach you at the University of
London about fasteners on bras?” Trevor asked without hesitating,
as if every business executive had an assistant who helped with
such matters.

At first Fountain smiled, thinking the
question a joke, but receiving no return expression of hilarity
from either Chiarra or Trevor, the accountant’s smile waned, his
eyes narrowed. “No, suh,” he said, hesitating, backing away from
Trevor and Chiarra, concerned some bizarre drama was taking place—a
play he wanted no part in.

“Your fingers are more nimble than mine,”
Trevor said matter-of-factly. “You don’t have arthritis.” Looking
at Chiarra, he ordered, “Undo hers.”

Fountain, growing even more distraught,
stuttered, “No, suh, I cannot do that. No, suh.”

“Do it!” Trevor ordered.

Frightened, Chiarra tried her best to wiggle
away.

“Now!” was the loud command coming from
Trevor as he threatened the young accountant, implying consequences
if Fountain didn’t assist.

“But Mr. Thomson, suh...ah...gentlemen should
not, I mean do not...”

Freeing herself from Trevor’s grasp, Chiarra
stood up from the chest of ropes and life jackets on which she and
Trevor had been sitting and started to run. With alacrity, Trevor
grabbed her and flung her toward Fountain. Automatically the young
man’s arms extended to receive her and at the same time entrap her.
Trevor repeated his order.

Fountain complied. Chiarra’s yellow halter
fell to the deck, her large breasts, strong and expressive,
dropping ever so slightly.

Trevor’s eyes stared at the nipples standing
out from the fully rounded breasts of her tall and shapely black
body. In their deep purple, they both defied and invited him. The
sight of them ignited him. The fire in his eyes was as bright as a
pirate’s torch touched to a galleon’s cannon. The anticipated
spoils of his forthcoming pillage filled his mind, tantalizing,
luring, compelling.

Trevor pulled at her bikini, tearing it off.
“Hold her tight, Charles,” the tycoon ordered, “while I affix my
signature. You, then, must sign as a witness.”

“But Mr. Thomson, suh—”

“—Shut up and do your job,” Trevor shot
back.

Fountain was strong for an accountant. He had
been on the rowing team. Crewing strengthens the upper body, and
the lower, and the middle, too. Fountain easily contained Chiarra,
her struggles useless, her cries for help unanswered. Even if they
had been heard, who was aboard the pirate ship who might think of
interfering?

Her belief that Fountain might be carrying
out an unwilling assignment wasn’t any help to Chiarra, who now
waited in fright, vulnerable, for Trevor to consume her. Trying to
avoid his impending penetration, she moved her pelvis from side to
side, but her legs were held by Fountain’s and her arms pinned back
by his.

Her breasts protruded, resembling ripe
tropical fruit, her nipples awaiting Trevor’s slobbering mouth, his
tongue licking wet lips behind which were bared two rows of perfect
teeth.

His trunks, with one swift, adept move, as if
he had practiced the maneuver many times, now fell to his
ankles.

“Mon,” she screamed, “why don’ you be nice to
me?”

“Niceties are for tea parties in the
Governor’s mansion,” he said as his hands grabbed her breasts. Any
additional words of justification, explanation or further
rationalization were lost as his mouth engaged the first of its
targets.

As Trevor attacked, perspiration flowing, and
eventually consummated his capture, his eyes locked on those of a
reluctant Fountain, the two men remaining in intimate visual
contact during the ultimate male moment.

Fountain would never forget those blue eyes,
full of fire, boring into his, and the furrowed frown as Trevor’s
rape was carried out.

From behind, Chiarra felt Fountain’s erection
through his trousers, and fleetingly wondered if he, too, would
take her.

Afterward, when Trevor was no longer around,
there was Fountain’s embrace saving her from collapsing on the
deck, his hands helping re-clothe her naked, aching body, his words
of apology in his acquired English accent, trying to comfort her in
her humiliation. And later, thankful for Fountain’s kindness, she
fell asleep in the safety of his tiny stateroom.

 


 



Chapter Five

Providenciales Island, 1963

It was the next day by the time the pirate
ship was towed across the fishing banks to Providenciales.
Composure had settled aboard Trevor Thomson’s expedition. Trevor
himself was interested only in the enlarging shoreline as he stood
at the rail and watched the approaching land with his large
topographical map unfurled, jotting notes as he fantasized about
making money off the virgin real estate.

Chiarra avoided him, hovering next to Charles
Fountain as much as his duties would allow. By now she deduced he
had something to do with keeping track of Trevor’s money. Once she
thought about going to the police when the boat docked and lodging
a charge against Trevor, but she realized even if she found any
sympathy among the all-male force, they’d still believe Trevor. If
questioned at all, he would offer his own version of the episode,
saying she had invited his intimacy. Everyone on board ship would
support him, except perhaps Charles.

She wondered what Charles would say, how he
would reply to the police. Somehow she didn’t want to test him,
feeling he was her only protection. If he was forced to choose
between her and Trevor, between truth and his promising career
following his university education, well, she’d understand. Good
jobs for blacks were few, and losing his would mean a bad
reputation, no references, never getting a second chance in this
white man’s world.

So Chiarra said nothing, not even when the
police chief, attired in full red, white and black formal dress,
accompanied by the mayor of Providenciales, welcomed Trevor as he
set foot on their island dock.

“Allow us to show you the site for our
proposed international airport,” she heard the mayor say to Trevor.
“We’ve finally received the funding commitment from the
Pan-American Development Bank.”

The police chief was obsequious. “We’ll drive
you out the Leeward Highway, show you land you can develop into
vacation homes and luxury hotels.” He bowed and gestured toward a
parked four-wheel-drive vehicle with the official crest of the
Turks and Caicos Islands. Another uniformed policeman was waiting,
inviting, holding the door for them.

She heard the mayor, playing the role of an
eager salesman, say, “We have no island income taxes, Mr. Thomson.
We can waive property taxes for a few years, and there are no
currency restrictions on U.S. dollars moving in and out of our
country. What else can we do for you?”

Charles tagged along, taking notes, ready,
she felt, to record Trevor’s every question and the answers
supplied by the local authorities. Damn him, she thought, rage
surging within her. Damn him and damn Trevor, damn the lot of them.
What if I’m pregnant? Leaving in the police vehicle goes the man
with all the money in the world, and there’ll be not one black or
white penny from him for me and my baby.

Chiarra worried about her job as she
realized, looking at the ship’s clock, she should have been at work
hours ago back on Grand Turk. Instead, she was a hundred miles away
aboard a dead ship.

The coast guard cutter was leaving. She
thought about trying to hitch a ride on it. She moved her arm in
the air, trying to signal for help, but received in return only
waves and whistles from the sailors.

She saw the hand-scrawled sign nailed
crookedly to a light post on the dock: New! Turks and Caicos
Charter Flights. The sign promised the airline would fly
passengers to any of the islands.

In her tattered yellow bikini and top,
carrying her little purse, she walked off the pirate ship, half
expecting Trevor to reach out from somewhere and grab her, pull her
back, rape her again. But he had left and she was free of him, yet
she would never be free from the memory of his abuse. From the dock
several men eyed her. One was white and wore a shirt with shoulder
epaulettes. He shouted to her, almost mockingly, “Plane ride,
baby?” Chiarra ignored him, but he called again, “On our new
charter airline?”

Why not? She must get to her job. She smiled
and asked, “Where ya go?”

“Where do you want to go?”

“Grand Turk.”

“Come with me, we’ll leave right away.”

“How much money, mon?”

He pulled the cigarette from his mouth and
flipped it into the water. His eyes examined her scantily clad
body. Gesturing at her bikini, he taunted her with, “How much you
got tucked away in your bra?” He came closer so he wouldn’t have to
yell. “My name’s Bill, one of the new pilots. I’m due to drop some
cargo on Salt Cay. It’s loaded on board, so we can take off right
away.”

“But da fare?”

“Don’t worry, we’ll work out something. Let’s
go.”

He led her along a dusty, crumbly limestone
path past a pair of guinep trees, their little green fruit not yet
ripe, for she tried one and it was still bitter. Pretty soon they
came to a dirt airstrip. At the far end rested a little airplane,
its propeller idle.

Chiarra must have looked frightened for Bill
asked, “Ever been up before?”

“Into da sky, up there?” She pointed upward
and laughed nervously, her white teeth shining in the midday sun.
“No, never been.”

“You climb up here on the wing. I’ll get the
door.”

Bill helped her inside, both hands firmly on
her fanny and legs, steadying her on a small protruding step. He
guided her bare foot onto the proper spot on the wing and slipped
her into the craft. Inside, there were four seats.

“You can sit in the copilot’s seat,” he
instructed.

Hesitatingly she did.

He strapped her in with the seat belt, his
white hands continuing to handle her. She tried to squirm away.

Bill pushed a button on the control panel and
the engine turned over, the propeller beginning its whirl. He
checked a few dials, observed the orange wind sock, taxied, revved
the engine, and they began to move down the rough runway.

Lifting off, she felt a sudden panic. The
plane was airborne and she looked down on the receding earth below.
Feeling a little bit more relaxed, she noticed the four-wheel-drive
police vehicle with Trevor and his entourage standing by it. The
mayor was pointing up the short runway, showing him where the
bulldozers would extend the landing strip. Beside them, she saw
Charles busily taking notes.

Flying out over the Caicos Banks, she and
Bill were alone, their little plane popping into and out of patches
of clouds. Clear water appeared intermittently below. Beneath, the
coast guard boat, poking along, was soon left behind.

Chiarra said, “You can see da ocean
bottom.”

“Yeah,” Bill replied, “Water’s pretty shallow
on the banks, but over there, the bottom drops off, goes thousands
of feet down. These islands are plateaus rising from a deep
underwater plain. Raise the water level of the Caribbean a few feet
and there’d be no islands left around here. Lower it a few feet,
and there’d be a lot more.” Laughing, he returned to his
instruments, recording their readings on official-looking forms
attached to a clipboard. They flew in silence for a while as Bill
set a compass or something and twiddled with more dials.

“You work in Cockburn Town, don’t you?” he
asked. “I’ve seen you there.”

“Island small, know most everyone live
there,” Chiarra said, “but you new, never seen ‘fore.” She added,
“I late for work, need get there fast.”

“Our airline has just been chartered by the
government. I signed on last week to fly one of the planes. None of
the locals know how to fly, and we hope to get a lot of charter
flights.”

“You got work permit?”

“Yes, the special skills of a pilot,” he
said, placing his hand on her bare black leg. He laughed nervously.
Soon he pointed down. “There’s our destination, Salt Cay. You can
see Grand Turk a few miles on our left.”

She had never been to Salt Cay. Few people,
unless they worked the salt flats, ever went there. The plane was
approaching what she hoped was a landing strip. She saw an old
stone building below, a little church and a handful of tiny houses.
Bill brought the craft down on the short dirt runway, a cloud of
dust trailing their arrival.

Quickly after touchdown, Bill pressed the
brakes and threw a few switches on the control panel. The craft
bumped along rapidly—too rapidly, Chiarra feared, the end of the
short strip fast looming. Terrified, she screamed, but the plane
stopped with a few feet to spare in front of a rocky seawall.

Bill patted her on the thigh and said, “Well,
baby, we made it to Salt Cay. You’ve been initiated into air travel
over the Caribbean. It’s a thrill, isn’t it?” He didn’t remove his
hand.

She saw no Salt Cay people. There was no
terminal building with waiting passengers. No one. There was only
silence after he shut down the engine. Instead of getting out of
the plane to unload his cargo, Bill turned toward her and said,
“Time for another thrill.” His jaw was set and his tongue ran along
his lips, wetting them. She was suddenly cold. Her muscles
tightened. She clamped her eyes shut and shuddered, praying she
wasn’t going to be hurt again.

She heard him unbuckle his seat belt. Hers
was still tightly strapping her in. She felt him on top of her. His
hands cupped her breasts, hard and painfully, his sweat dripping
down into her face and stinging her eyes. The pungent smell of his
white body revolted her and she wanted to vomit, but her throat was
dry. She struggled, but couldn’t get loose from him or the
entrapping seat belt.

He pulled a lever somewhere and her seat
tilted back, and she was fully underneath him. All she heard him
say as she screamed and continued to physically protest, was, “You
wanna get back to Grand Turk today? Keep your job? Then behave
yourself, ya’ hear!”

This time there were no witnesses.

 


 



Chapter Six

Santa Fe, New Mexico, 1993

Sam took off the white viewing gloves
required to handle historic documents and returned the
primary-source letters to the librarian. Leaving the Palace of the
Governors, he donned his Stetson and walked along the building’s
portico, where the Indians squatted on blankets presenting their
silver and turquoise jewelry to tourists.

Penny’s phone call with news of Trevor’s
death and her prediction his life was about to change had shocked
him into thinking about his future. His senses were already
hyperventilating from the stimulus of his arduous mountain race. He
needed an aid station, or better, he needed the comfort of a
family. Most people belonged to families with mothers and fathers,
but he was a stepchild who never saw his real father, could
recollect only a few years of his mother and never knew his
stepfather.

He crossed Palace Avenue, dodging the cars,
and entered the Plaza. He chose a bench beside the weather-worn
American Civil War monument. The Confederate flag had flown here
for two weeks in 1862. The specter of Spanish conquistadors riding
into the Plaza four hundred years earlier danced across his mind.
He envisioned their banners trailing in the wind and their horses
snorting at the Indians, the strange, unfamiliar beasts frightening
the Native Americans half to death.

Oh, Sam pined, to be transported by a time
machine, to travel back, observing the first intrepid colonists as
their oxen arrived from Mexico pulling their crude wooden
carterras laden with essentials to begin their new
colony.

Yes, Sam thought, he and Trevor did have
something in common. Each of them would have ridden with those
early explorers, Trevor to exploit, seeking gold, scheming to
siphon it off from its lawful destination, the Spanish king and his
royal court. And he, Sam, to learn the story of what actually took
place when European civilization first confronted the culture of
these American prehistory peoples.

Sam recalled an earlier visit to the city
when he and Judith sat on the same bench in the Plaza and decided
to return to live in Santa Fe, their childhood home. Perhaps the
lure was the mud houses, or maybe it was the absurdity of the dirt
streets. For Judith it was the music, the art, the prestige of it
all. For her it was a belonging, a warmness they had been without
during their parentless upbringing.

His reminiscing was interrupted by the
distinctive music of the mariachi street band, the melodious sound
from its brass instruments and guitars filling the Plaza. Too noisy
here to telephone, so he crossed the Old Santa Fe Trail and bounded
up the stairs to the roof garden of the La Fonda, the inn at the
end of the trail. From there he could see the still snow-capped
Sangre de Cristo Mountains looking down on the Cathedral of Saint
Francis, Bishop Lamy’s nineteenth-century architectural
concoction.

His mind floated back again. He was a little
boy and Trevor was standing over him, speaking. A smaller Judith,
her blonde hair tumbling over her shoulders, was clutching his hand
as she stood crying by his side. It was fall in Santa Fe and the
white-barked aspen up on the mountains were as golden as Trevor’s
wedding ring flashing from the bright sunlight as his hand passed
in front of Sam’s face. Trevor’s hand rested on Sam’s little
shoulder, squeezing too hard and too unfatherly. From overhead
Trevor’s deep voice reverberated down. “Samuel, my boy, your dear
mother has gone to her reward in heaven. Before she left she asked
me to take care of you and Judith financially.”

Sam hadn’t known what “financially” meant,
but he knew it didn’t mean playing football, or taking walks in the
snow together, or picking apples from one of the orchards along the
Rio Grande in late summer. He returned the lonely squeeze from
Judith’s hand. He remembered feeling lost. He had no mother, no
father, and now there was a strange man whom he had seldom seen and
barely knew grasping his shoulder. He wanted to die, to take Judith
with him, to travel with his mother to this “final reward” place,
to see her again, to laugh with her and feel her love. In the peace
of a faraway and serene place he might find his real father, and
there Judith could grow to become as beautiful as her mother.

After his mother’s funeral and with only a
strange stepfather who had promptly left, Sam realized he and
Judith would be emotionally on their own. Afterward they only heard
from Trevor when there was a change of governesses. Sam vowed he
would always look after Judith, and he had. Judith had grown up to
be as pretty as he remembered their mother. Sam often wondered how
his mother had managed to trick old Trevor, not telling him she had
two little children, and later presenting them as darling little
surprise wedding presents. His mother must have had an intuitive
feeling he would accept her children.

Sam punched out Judith’s mobile number. She
promptly answered, readily volunteering without waiting to find out
who was calling, “I’m in my red Range Rover, driving to La
Tierra.”

Sam laughed, amused at his sister. In her
mid-thirties, she had had no enduring relationships with men.
Material possessions and the impressions they broadcast were more
important: imported cars, an adobe home on ten acres in a chic new
development, its interiors furnished in Santa Fe style and adorned
with Acoma Pueblo pottery and contemporary art from the right local
galleries. Outward expressions of culture and wealth announced the
social heights to which she had risen, reinforcing her self-esteem,
difficult enough to nurture when a woman has grown up an
orphan.

Likely, he thought, she’d spread the news of
Trevor’s death and her inheritance to her Opera Guild circles.
Given the size of her half of the estate, she’d be invited to sit
on the prestigious board of the School of American Research,
joining select others of the world-class rich.

“Pull over on the shoulder,” Sam gently
instructed as if he were a highway patrolman, “we’ve got to talk.”
He added slowly, “I’ve important news.”

“Sam!” she said, recognizing her brother.
“I’m late for an Opera Guild meeting, twenty, thirty people coming
in...” She paused and he could almost see her looking at her Rolex.
“...forty minutes to plan next year’s fund raising. Did I tell you,
we’ll be staging the first-ever opera from Africa, and by a
composer with AIDS?”

“Be late. My news is more...” He groped for
the right word—Judith respected proper vocabulary. “…momentous than
your charity.” He added lovingly, “Lil’ Sis.”

“Okay, but be quick.” Judith echoed his
affectionate tone. Giggling, she added, “But save me from
professorial prefaces incorporating centuries of Southwest
history.”

Measuring his words, Sam told her, “I have
just received word that Trevor died earlier today.” Immediately he
heard the gravel on the road churn as Judith brought her expensive
vehicle to a stop. In Santa Fe prestigious roads were always
gravel. Sam could almost see her reach up, sweeping her silky
blonde hair away from her face.

He heard her exclaim, “Jesus, Sam, now we’re
really rich, not just a lot more rich, but whopping internationally
rich.” After a pause, she said with delight, “Think of the
charitable causes I can champion. I’ll set up a foundation for the
homeless, another to fight alcoholism on Indian reservations and,”
she thought only for a second before adding, “one to save the rain
forests. I’ll become known as the czarina of nonprofit
organizations. Think of the good I’ll do: health clinics, schools
for the retarded...” Her voice drifted into the amorphous orbit of
doing good for others. She was anticipating the accolades she would
receive from socially prominent locals unable to match her monetary
mettle. Sam suspected his sister’s altruism was a reaction against
Trevor’s aloofness. She was supplying affection for others, trying
somehow to replace the love she felt was missing from her own
upbringing.

Sam explained, “Fountain called. Trevor fell
from a train in Switzerland into Lake Lugano.”

There was unexpected silence. Judith sounded
as if she were choking back tears. “Poor Trevor.”

Annoyed, Sam reacted, “What to you mean,
‘poor Trevor.’ He was ninety, thirty of which he didn’t deserve,
giving us a lousy upbringing.”

“But paid for,” she reminded, sniffling.
“Besides, death for anyone is never deserved, no matter how good or
bad they’ve behaved. I’ve helped form the Committee to Eliminate
the Death Penalty.” Judith added, “Trevor was quite a prestigious
man, you know, and now he’s dead.” Without pausing she asked,
“Where’s the funeral? Switzerland? Or on one of those remote
Caribbean islands—what’re they called?”

“Turks and Caicos,” Sam answered. “I don’t
know where the funeral is to be held. I’m about to call Fountain. I
suppose Trevor’s instructions will be in his living will.”

“Living will?”

“Penny says with a trust, you don’t have a
normal will, but you do have a living will, setting forth your last
instructions, such as not wanting to be kept alive by some machine
when you can no longer cheat people out of their money.” Sam forced
a sarcastic laugh.

Judith quickly admonished with a loud, “Sam!
You find out from Fountain where the funeral is, and ask him what
happens to that offshore trust now that Trevor has passed
away?”

“Penny says it’s pretty simple.”

“But why did he set it up in such a faraway
little place?”

“Apparently he feared creditors and
attorneys.” Sam paused, adding, “Penny says there are laws in those
offshore places protecting privacy. Privacy—as in your love
affairs, which you never tell me about,” he chided. “Although
during last season’s opera you were trying to learn Italian.”

“My business, Big Brother. He was a renowned
tenor.”

“I suppose Trevor wanted secrecy, too. Penny
says down there it’s a criminal offense to even reveal the
existence of a trust.”

“Do you mean you can’t talk about trusts at
cocktail parties?”

“Right,” Sam said. “Oh, I almost forgot,
Penny says since the trust is offshore it is out of the IRS’ long
reach. Think how much he’s saved in taxes down through the years. I
mean, the amount is beyond my little calculator’s range. Penny says
there are no island income taxes in Turks and Caicos.”

Judith honked the Range Rover’s horn in
exclamation. “We’ll charter a plane and fly there.”

“They have scheduled airlines. It’s a long
way across the endless Caribbean.”

“Find out the plans.” Judith thought for a
moment and said, “I hope the funeral’s in Switzerland. Lovely
weather in the spring, and I’d enjoy sitting in on another board
meeting of the International Red Cross in Geneva.”

Sam heard the engine rev as Judith dismissed
him with, “Call me,” adding, “after my Opera Guild meeting.”

 


 



Chapter Seven

Sam searched his wallet for Fountain’s
number, finding it scribbled on the back of his pass to the
University of New Mexico’s valuable historic book collection.

Given their infrequent and perfunctory
conversations down through the years, Fountain remained an enigma
to Sam. The trustee seemed detached, impersonal, not sharing Sam’s
quest for introspection, yet he appeared fair and just in carrying
out his duties. Before talking to him, Sam tried to figure out
Fountain’s baffling personality. Their different academic
disciplines, accounting and history, might explain some of
Fountain’s idiosyncrasies. Fountain’s career was related to
balancing numbers and, Sam suspected, there was little room for
exploration. In accounting, you either balanced or you didn’t.

Geographically and culturally he and Fountain
were also at odds. Fountain’s Caribbean island with its English
heritage reflecting proper comportment contrasted with the American
Southwest and its relaxed behavioral patterns. So, Sam concluded,
it was logical he and Fountain would approach matters with their
own individual cadence.

In his position as trustee, approving the
funding for Sam and Judith, Fountain adhered to Trevor’s Statement
of Wishes, which he would cite the same way a preacher would quote
a familiar chapter in the Bible. Trustees, Sam learned from Penny,
had power, legally and about any way they wanted to exercise it,
subject to the Statement of Wishes. She was an expert in estate
planning, wills, investment strategies—all those esoteric subjects
inviting financial planners such as Penny to winter-in, warming
themselves with fees as they burrowed into rich clients’ billfolds
and purses.

Sam guessed he should know about such
matters, too, but by the time he’d finished his research, taught
his classes in Southwest history at UNM Extension, he’d rather go
run.

He had last met Fountain when he requested
funds from Trevor’s trust to build his home overlooking Santa Fe.
In response, Fountain had come personally to verify the plans for
the house before authorizing the Swiss banker to make the payment.
The visit had been polite, curt and businesslike, affording few
answers to satisfy Sam’s growing curiosity about Fountain.

Sam and Penny were, however, delighted with
Fountain’s approval. It ushered in an exciting time in their life.
Sam remembered an October Sunday afternoon during the framing
stage. In their golden yellows, the aspen covering the Sangre de
Cristos shone through the two-by-four wood studs in the wall-to-be.
The two of them snuggled next to the roughed-out kiva
fireplace in the breakfast nook-to-be, imagining a fire from
aromatic piñon logs warming them. They’d drunk a bottle of New
Mexico red wine and dipped organic blue corn chips into what must
have been an aphrodisiac salsa. For after an erotic rolling romp in
a pile of swept-up sawdust, she suggested moving in with him when
the house was completed.

And she had, bringing with her cases of
female cosmetics plus her array of communications equipment:
modems, facsimile machines and even a satellite dish for
communicating with financial markets. After Penny installed
herself, Sam began to feel it was he who had moved in with her, for
his library, as well as his own private space, paled in square
footage to her acquired territory. She dominated the living room,
setting a stage for casual but serious business meetings with
clients. Some days, with the whir and the whiz of global investing
resounding throughout his house, he longed for his studio apartment
on Canyon Road with its nearby art galleries and coffee houses.

Building the house suggested he had bought
into the value system of the wealthy from places such as Los
Angeles, Dallas and New York who were moving to this remote
mountain town. No matter how much money he spent on his house, he
hadn’t been able to replicate the camaraderie he’d felt living in a
neighborhood of artists and writers.

Now, Sam forced himself to pick up his
cellular phone and punch the international access code, the country
code and even for the tiny island, the trustee’s seven-digit
number.

Via satellite connection, a voice greeted him
with a matter-of-fact, “Fountain here.”

Trying to begin, Sam stumbled out, “Ah, Mr.
Fountain, this is Sam Thomson calling…ah...Trevor’s son...”

“Step,” Fountain said, instantly correcting,
his tone suggesting there was something quite improper about not
being biologically related.

Sam cringed. Step. In a Pavlovian
reaction, he felt the knife go in, penetrating his self-esteem once
again. His real father had run off somewhere, or died before Judith
was born, or had committed suicide and, out of shame, his mother
had concealed such an untidy tidbit of family information. Perhaps
he’d run off with a local barmaid. Whatever, his mother had never
revealed the true story. Each time he inquired, as a little boy
would, her answer was either a new and different story, or she
shrugged off his question.

So when the subject of marriage came up with
Penny, he would try to offer some simple excuse, backing off, for
forming a family meant thinking about having children. He had asked
himself, how could they take on the responsibility of raising
children whose demands would effectively rewrite their personal
agendas. Maybe he and Penny would someday split. Who would care for
the kids?

Sam pulled the knife out, recovering his
self-esteem, and replied to the trustee. “Penny told me about
Trevor’s death.”

“Yes, your stepfather is quite dead.”

The tone of voice in which Fountain confirmed
the news made Sam feel guilty. Maybe he had brought about Trevor’s
death himself across thousands of intervening miles. There had been
those times, in despair over his own impersonal upbringing, he’d
imagined doing his stepfather in, but imagining and doing are miles
apart.

“Heart attack, apparently. I told Miss
Bailes.”

“Penny is Ms. Bailes,” Sam interjected,
punctuating the “Ms.” “We...ah...live together...aren’t
married...ah yet.”

He thought he heard Fountain’s tongue click.
The trustee continued, “Authorities must perform an autopsy.”

Sam read into the trustee’s tone a wish for
revenge. He wondered if Fountain was sadistic enough to want to be
the one, instead of the examining forensic pathologist, or coroner,
or whatever they had in Switzerland, to insert the sharp knife in
Trevor’s dead white body under the guise of establishing the cause
of death. Penny’s advice about preserving the DNA, the telltale
signs of genealogy, flashed across his mind.

Fountain said, “His body was in the water
only a few minutes. The captain tried to breathe life back into
him. I understand he is properly trained, licensed, you know, both
by the Swiss and the Italians in CPR emergency procedure.”

Sam asked, “What’re we going to do about a
funeral, the body, and the...ah...final arrangements?”

“You have not read his living will?”

“What’s it say?”

“Your stepfather wanted to be buried here on
Grand Turk. He developed an affection for this little island.” The
trustee went on, “As trustee, I feel obliged to advise you to get
down here and protect your personal interests. Other people are
trying to get their hands on his trust and everything else. In
fact, they started in several months before his death.”

“I thought it was against the law to pry into
personal trusts, asking questions without a court order from your
court there. At least, I believe Penny said so.”

“Yes, but when there are so many sniffing
noses, the local police cannot arrest them all. Our tiny jail is
already full of Haitians.”

Sam thought he heard Fountain snort.

The trustee went on, “As soon as we arrest
one of these prying investigators or the private detectives they’ve
hired, a half-dozen more fly in on next week’s flight from Miami.
The influx is prompting our immigration officials to question
everyone, even snorkelers and those treasure hunters searching for
shipwrecks. These snoopers have become quite clever in their quest,
posing as tourists, real estate developers, fishermen. One even
tried to make us believe he was a marine archaeologist. You can
identify a spy from ten feet away. Just look into their eyes—most
are icy cold. You can spot the archaeologists, for once off the
plane, they light up their cigarettes, their hands shaking from
being deprived during the three hour no-smoking flight. I suspect
they even smoke underwater during their excavations.”

Sam’s curiosity rose about the underwater
explorations. Before he could inquire, Fountain continued, “So now
our police interrogate every passenger. The other day they locked
up an IRS agent who was impersonating an offshore trust client. He
thought he could trick us accounting professionals into disclosing
confidential information.”

“What happened to the agent?” Sam asked.

“When they found out he was IRS, the police
immediately released him. Everyone had been alerted, so all he
could do was go snorkeling until the next flight out. He returned
home empty handed and heavily tanned.”

“What are these...ah…investigators after?”
Sam asked.

“Your money, I should think,” Fountain
replied.

“Why?” Sam’s puzzlement mingled with a tinge
of fright.

“It is a lot of money.”

Sam asked, “You know his money, but did you
know Trevor well?”

“Who knows who well these days?” Fountain
replied. “My role as trustee is impersonal, not the same as a
friend. I did have a business relationship with your stepfather
over a long time period of time. So if you want my advice—”

“I do,” Sam said at once.

“Get down here along with your sister and
attend the funeral, assuming his remains arrive from Switzerland
via the weekly flight from Miami. Oh, and one other matter, you and
your sister should file a claim for Mr. Thomson’s life insurance.
The policy is written for a substantial amount. You are each
beneficiaries.”

“Ahh…” Sam uttered, not having a clue as to
how to go about filing a claim.

Sam’s silence caused Fountain to say, “I’ll
fax the company for the claim forms. My advice, Mr. Thomson, is to
button up your inheritance before something or everything goes
awry.”

“The trustee speaking?”

“Yes, I have a legal responsibility under
Turks and Caicos law to advise you.”

Sam now knew his future depended on finding
out what was really about to take place on a little island in a
remote corner of the Caribbean.

 


 



Chapter Eight

Century City district of Los Angeles

The insurance company insuring Trevor
Thomson’s life was public-relations proud of its architecturally
designed skyscraper. Its president, London Lloyd, was fond of
boasting of the company’s towering strength. The reflective glass
façade, however, hid from public view the company’s perilous
financial condition brought about by his having invested
policyholder premiums in corporate junk bonds, which were
defaulting one by one. Needing operating cash, he had placed
second, third and fourth mortgages on this landmark headquarters.
These dollars provided relief from a negative cash flow, but only
temporarily, according to Debra Datsun, credentialed with an MBA
degree from Stanford, thanks to a scholarship program for Asian
Americans. Her job was to monitor the company’s cash flow
requirements.

This morning Debra paid no attention to the
hierarchy of the company’s organization chart and, ignoring office
protocol, barged into the president’s office, interrupting a
“planning meeting” he was having with his secretary, Gladys—a
meeting requiring them to get their heads, and bodies, quite close
together.

“Mr. Lloyd,” Debra blurted, “we have to
discuss this latest claim or it’ll be the company!”

With a dismissing wave, he bid Gladys out of
his office. Turning to Debra, he said, “Nonsense. Several of our
junk bonds are about to mature. In fact, my sweet sushi, they’re
all good investments…well, most of them. Besides, they offer us a
high rate of return. Nothing wrong with that, I always say.”

“Yes, but a lot of those companies have gone
out of business, failed. There’s not a high enough rate of return
on earth to make up for those losses.”

“Just remember, I’ve always been able to
maneuver this company and keep it alive, and this little claim
you’re worried about is no exception.” Lloyd poured himself a cup
of coffee from the thermos on his desk, not offering any to Debra.
“How much?”

“Fifty million.”

Lloyd choked on his coffee. “Fifty million!
We don’t have that kind of money on hand! Who is this insured,
anyway?”

Debra told him. Remaining as far away from
him as she could, she stretched her arm, bending over the desk and
handing him the summary of Trevor Thomson’s life insurance policy
and her accompanying notes. “As you can see, the insured bought the
policy a long time ago.”

Lloyd shifted his attention from her cleavage
to the policy and then to her notes. “One of our old ones, is it?
Yes, I can see it is. Well, somehow we’ll figure a way not to pay
the claim.”

“Oh, we can’t renege on a legitimate claim. I
have to tell you about this strange phone call.” Debra tried to
focus his attention on her notes. “Some woman, quoting a nursery
rhyme, called and said she and her husband saw the insured jump
from a train. She said her husband, who works for a bank in San
Francisco, will corroborate her statement. They’re prepared to sign
an affidavit stating they were passing between the cars on their
way back from the diner and saw the insured open the vestibule
door, look down, hesitate only briefly before jumping into Lake
Lugano?”

“Where the hell is that?”

“The south of Switzerland,” Debra said,
remembering her undergraduate studies in geography, “on the border
with Italy.”

Lloyd smiled. “What do they want in return
for this sworn statement.”

“Five million bucks.”

Lloyd whistled. “Does this policy exclude
suicide? Yes, of course it does,” he answered his own question as
he read the summary of the policy’s terms and conditions. He gazed
reflectively out of his office window and added, “Some young people
are so sure of their life, they know they’ll never think about
taking it.”

“He was ninety—an old man. His
circumstances may have changed.”

“They did change, I’d say for sure.
So, my oriental doll, pack your little Gucci bag and hop the next
LAX nonstop to Switzerland, corner this woman and her husband, get
their notarized statement, pay them a paltry one or two per
cent—we’ve got us a banker who’s looking for a little skim on the
side.”

Debra nodded, agreeing, “A percentage or two
is a lot less than paying the policy in full.”

“Now you’re learning the secrets of the
insurance business,” Lloyd said, grinning. He walked around his
desk. Coming close to her, his arm encircling her petite waist, he
whispered, “A private briefing before you leave tonight? A little
tenderness before a trip always excites the mind.”

Debra pulled away. “Look, Mr. Lloyd, you
don’t want a sexual harassment charge on top of the company’s money
problems.”

“Ah…I’m not abusing you, my little
geisha.”

Growing irate, Debra snapped back, “You don’t
get it, do you?”

Ignoring her, he pointed to her note. “Wait a
minute! Your note says the banker and his wife are leaving
Switzerland and flying off to some weird little island in the
Caribbean. They must have had a change of plans. So, have our
travel department book you there on the next nonstop.” He paused
and with a lecherous look added, “Dinner at the airport?”

 


 



Chapter Nine

China Basin district of San Francisco

Customarily, large American banks are
organized pyramid form with the chairman of the board sitting at
the apex, keeper of the sacred torch signifying the highest of
banking ethics. Below this august position on the chart sits a box
for the president, which in turn tops several other boxes titled
for the various vice presidents.

This chairman of the board, John Smith,
acting on his own in the interests of the bank’s survival, had set
up a clandestine little taskforce, an exception to the rules of
bank organization. Its members appeared nowhere on the official
chart, not even being recognized by the personnel department. They
were paid, not by check, but in cash. They were officed in an
unmarked Quonset hut in a neighborhood where no one expected any
bank to have a presence. A seedy lot, they were nevertheless
required to wear dark gray suits as they went about their special
task of collecting delinquent loans. The few women among them
received fashion assistance from one of the chic boutiques on
Maiden Lane. Helga Gistelli was the exception. She insisted on
buying her clothes at thrift shops, preferring to fit her plump
figure with vintage 1950 dirndl skirts.

Their leader was Billy Ray Dumas, recruited
by the chairman of the board upon being released from serving time
in a Georgia prison for violating consumer collection laws. This
morning Billy Ray gathered his taskforce together. Requiring them
first to check their weapons, he said, “Y’alls got yourselves four
borrowers to squeeze this week. Pressure’s really on from Smith,
and it’s growin’ a heap worse.”

A tough fellow with a wry smile asked, “Who
do we get to go after first?”

“Well, Sylvester,” Billy Ray replied,
“This-here bank’s in such deep shit the big man on top says,
‘Anything goes so long as we recover the bank’s money.’” In ecstasy
at having been given carte blanche, Billy Ray guffawed and said,
“Y’alluns know somethin’ else? I think those Mafia brutes must be
puttin’ on a lot of pressure on Smith.”

“How’s that?” Sylvester asked.

Billy Ray went on. “Drug money deposited—why
it’s skyrocketing the bank’s lease payments higher than General Lee
ridin’ that there horse of his across Stone Mountain.”

“Hey, Billy, whatever happened to our married
twosome who flew off there to Switzerland?” The question came from
a tall man with a crookedly healed broken nose and pectoral muscles
bulging under his Brooks Brothers suit. “They ever get the old guy
to cough up the back rent money?”

“Look, Arnold, I don’t have to report to
you...y’alls reports to me...see that there chart on the wall.”

“Yeah, I know, Billy, just curious. Can’t
fault curiosity, I always says. It’s part of the great American
spirit...we fought how many wars to protect it?”

A secretary poked her head in, “Mr. Dumas,
sir, overseas call from Lugano.”

“Who’s Lugano?” Arnold asked.

“Shut up, it’s a place,” Billy Ray blasted
back.

“It’s our Mr. and Mrs. Hubert Gistelli,”
another tough nicknamed Delinquent Don said as he waited for the
news from Europe.

Billy Ray said into the cordless, “Yeah.” As
he listened, his eyes absently examined a pornographic pinup of a
nude bank teller cashing a customer’s check. Then he exclaimed
loudly, trying to project his voice to reach the other side of the
world, “You bungling asshole...he did what before he fell? Actually
signed the document? What do you mean, ‘sort of’?”

Billy Ray’s face turned red as a beet,
“Listen, Gistelli, you two get your wedded asses down there to
Turks and whatever-it-is island and twist that there mother fuckin’
nigger trustee’s arm till it bleeds money like a producin’ mountain
still. And you do it rat now!”

 


 



Chapter Ten

Financial District of San Francisco

A dour mood, resonating with the damp
incoming fog outside, permeated the paneled room in which members
of the bank’s board of directors were gathering. From high atop the
sky-reaching building they could, if they were so inclined, look
out across San Francisco Bay. On a clear day one could see two
dozen miles across the cold waters of the Pacific to the Farallon
Islands, those jagged rocks harboring only birds and migrating
whales.

Elsewhere around the Bay, any of the
directors could—but none of them yearned to do so—point to raw
land, construction projects, vacant office buildings and warehouses
on which the bank’s loans were about to turn sour, or had already
gone bad, ballooning ever larger the financial institution’s
delinquent real estate loan portfolio.

They could also see, if they had the
telescope their chairman, John Smith, had locked away in the bank’s
vault because he no longer could stomach what he saw through it,
the branches on which they were paying whopping amounts of rent to
Trevor Thomson. In fact, their clever landlord’s meter was still
running on the bank’s world headquarters, the very building in
which they were meeting.

Having called them to order, Smith directed
attention to the agenda. First, he led their salute to crossed
Italian and American flags, solemnly reminding them of the bank
founder’s humble Italian immigrant beginnings and his faith in the
little fellows of the fledgling new state of California with its
vibrant gold rush.

“John,” the director from New Mexico said,
bringing them to the reality of the moment, “let’s get right to the
heart of the matter.” Still wearing his black Stetson, he fingered
his turquoise and silver bolo tie and asked nervously, “How many
more days can we prevail on the feds to hold off on their
takeover?”

“Yeah, how many more days have we got?” asked
a California director. He was tan, having returned from sailing his
yacht down to Carmel for the weekend.

An Arizona director with a handcrafted Hopi
bolo and a white hat which he kept on his balding head urged, “We
better not fool anybody, least of all ourselves. We’re each on the
hook—legally, I mean, to shareholders, depositors and regulators.”
Looking around the large room to make sure the doors were closed,
he lowered his voice, confiding, “You know, I’ve just set up one of
those new asset protection trusts in the Caribbean.” He looked
intently at each of them. “Under the circumstances, I suggest you
all do the same.”

“Aren’t they...ah...a bit off color?” the
director from the Napa Valley, his suit an unusual shade of
burgundy, asked with hesitation in his voice.

Annoyed, the Arizonian said, “Listen
Sebastian, every man who is a director of a publicly held
corporation in America will soon have one of these offshore trusts.
Give you the name of my man—he’s at one of the large accounting
firms—if you want to talk to him in detail. His fees are not
unreasonable considering the gravity of the situation we face
here.” His ensuing gesture was meant to take in their meeting room,
the bank, the state and all their branches.

The Napa Valley man, looking glossy-eyed,
said weakly, “For the sake of our country and our economic system,
I urge us to do something.”

Smith injected, “Otherwise the demise of our
bank will drag the American capitalistic system down with it into
the boneyard of history, joining communism roasting in a forever
hell.” He paused, looking out of the window. Musing, he said, “God
knows what system will replace capitalism.”

A director from Berkeley, a campanile and a
golden bear decorating his tie, suggested, “It’ll probably be a
state of lawlessness, looting and anarchy.”

A Southern California director, his voice as
gloomy as a morning smog attack, asked, “How will I explain it to
my studio people when I have to lay them off and tell them there
will be no more movies.” He removed his dark glasses, wiping away a
tear.

Arizona Man said softly, “And my golfing
buddies in Scottsdale? They’ll never understand.”

The chairman struggled back to his feet. He
said, “In answer to your questions: a week,” appending almost
inaudibly, “at the most. Unless we can offer the feds, with
certainty, a source of new money.”

The other directors from Southern California,
sitting at the table’s lower end, shook their heads in
disbelief.

The director from Oregon, umbrella handle
hooked over the back of his chair, said, “Another earthquake could
shorten the time with more rubble of uncollectable loans.”

“I want to know,” said a director from
Nevada, spinning a silver dollar on the polished wood, “who is
responsible for these bad real estate loan bets. I’ve a list
here...” Pulling out a folio, he began to enumerate: “For instance,
our office in Phoenix made a condominium loan on a project beside a
desert road leading to the county dump. Every garbage truck in
Maricopa County passes it, loaded with stinking shit. There was
only one buyer, the manager of the dump. Checking him out, we found
he was an illegal alien. So the Border Patrol deported him and his
family.”

He went on, “There’s this apartment loan in
Fresno. Two hundred units beneath electrical transmission lines
from some dam in the Sierras. No one’ll rent because those kooky
environmentalists have instilled a fear of electromagnetic waves
causing cancer. So the entire complex remains vacant no matter how
low we drop the rents.”

The chairman made facial contortions to stop
him, but the Nevada man insisted on naming another, “And there’s
the project south of Santa Barbara—the one your brother-in-law
sponsored.”

The chairman grimaced. What was one to do, he
thought to himself, when one’s wife continually nags about her
stupid brother’s loan application? Make it and hope for the best.
He could think of no other answer.

The Nevada man went on, “Half of the units
are now in the surf because the ocean has continued slicing away at
the land. Didn’t anybody look at a soils report, or was one even
required?”

The New Mexico director piped up. “Yes, and
there’s this shopping center in my state. It’s on the opposite side
of an Indian reservation from the freeway. The autonomous tribal
governors won’t allow the connector road to be built. Something
about it crossing one of their sacred sites. We’ve tried our usual
bribes, even physical threats, but nothing works. Those Indians
simply stare at us and speak in their native tongues. They dance to
a spiritual chant, and money’s not one of their tunes. The center
does its only business with barely two thousand reservation
Indians, not the fifty thousand customers it was supposed to
attract. What’re we going to do with it?”

“Give it to the Indians,” someone suggested,
“and take another write-off.”

“Stop!” Smith demanded.

“No, we’re going on,” the director from
Washington state said. Resembling a husky about to bite, he
snarled, “What about the leases on our own bank properties. Who was
the dunderhead who got us into this mess? We’re paying that Thomson
fellow a percentage of deposits! Can you imagine? He’s worse than a
navy of pirates. What with money laundering from the mobs and
inflation burgeoning our deposits, we’re being raped daily!”

The chairman sat down exhausted and answered,
“It was our former president. He’s dead now, rest his soul, and
maybe I’ll soon join him.” He looked skyward and added, “He and I
can trade off up there playing teller and bank robber.”

There was a moment of silence, allowing the
current president to assert weakly, “These loans, gentlemen, are
each properly documented—”

“—That’s the trouble with banks today,”
exclaimed a Southern California director, rising to interrupt. “You
bank officers focus on the paperwork and never get out of the
fucking office to look at the real estate.”

“Gentlemen, gentlemen,” Smith tried, leaning
forward, the palms of his hands making imprints into the table’s
polish. “What if there were ladies present?” he queried. “Let’s
watch our language.”

The fog outside the skyscraper’s windows
began to thicken, turning darker. Passing the fortieth story, the
bands of vapor were closing in and filling the air above the
bumper-to-bumper cars clogging the nexus of freeways below. In the
ensuing silence, some shuddered as they watched the ominous fog
foretelling a threat to their lives, to those in charge of
society.

Smith announced, “Gentlemen, I do have a
solution.”

“Let’s hear about this solution,” begged the
bear-like director from Berkeley, his attention warming as if he
were coming out of hibernation.

“We’re going to get the leases
cancelled.”

“That’s nice,” said a director from the
Peninsula, “but you already said we’re going to have to fold our
tents, steal away into the night, perhaps flee to the Caribbean,
all within a week. What good will come from canceling these leases?
It can’t help our cash shortage in the short term, and it sounds
like there isn’t going to be a long term.”

“What’s happened?” the Arizona director
asked. “Has that young woman attorney, Vallerie what’s-her-name,
finally prevailed in our law suit against Trevor Thomson?”

“More than that,” Smith whispered because he
had so little energy left. “And better than that.” His voice now
growing stronger with each word as he visualized the solution, the
chairman of the board proclaimed, “We’re getting the lease payments
refunded.”

“How much money are we talking about, and how
are you going to bring back the stash?” asked the Peninsula man,
loosening his cardinal tie.

“How we’re planning to force the refund I can
tell you,” the chairman replied, “but precisely how much we’re
going to recover, I can’t until we retrieve the cash.”

“Approximately how many dollars?” the husky
director from Washington asked.

The chairman looked each of them in the eye.
His sudden strength commanded their attention. Slowly, as if he
were balancing a teller’s till at the end of a routine banking day,
he said, “Ten billion.”

Smith made a mental note, adding an
exclamation point, that as soon as this directors’ meeting was
over, he must ring Billy Ray and get an update on the success of
those two collectors in Switzerland.

“That’s enough to save the bank,” one
director said.

Another whistled shrilly.

“And us with it,” the husky director said
softly. Had he a tail he would have wagged it.

 


 



Chapter Eleven

Zurich, Switzerland

In Zurich, banks are not housed in
skyscrapers, but instead, public banking is conducted in historic
guildhalls clustered along the Bahnhofstrasse, the thoroughfare
leading from the main railway station to Lake Zurich. Tucked away
on quiet side streets, however, are the private banking offices
where the serious millions and billions are managed. Once past the
guards who verify identification from clients’ passports, customers
are warmly greeted by bank officers. Questions are never asked
about the source of their deposits. It makes no difference, for
example, if the money was cleverly siphoned from the fragile
economy of some luckless nation by members of its ruling junta.

It was to one of these inauspicious
offices—the head office of his bank, in fact—to which Hans Kubler
had been summoned shortly after Trevor Thomson’s death and toward
which he now walked on this dark and oppressive spring morning. The
rain and cold deepened his foreboding as he turned off the
Bahnhofstrasse and walked up Talackerstrasse. Shaking the rain
drops off his big black umbrella and leaving it with the guard, he
went straight away, nervously adjusting his tortoiseshell-rimmed
glasses as he rode the Lilliputian elevator to his second floor
meeting with Bank President Hugo Oberman. He was bemused as he
observed how everything in Europe was on a smaller scale than in
America: streets, cars, buildings and elevators, but not money.

Notified late the previous afternoon to come
forthwith to Zurich, he had barely enough time to catch the last
Trans-European Express north from Lugano. Charles Fountain had
called from the Caribbean with the news of Trevor Thomson’s death,
and he had dutifully faxed the news to Oberman, only to be summoned
to this meeting.

Riding in the train, he had figured the
meeting would be about Thomson’s account. Oberman would want to
know if Kubler was still in control now that the rich American was
dead, or if the heirs were switching to some bank in New York or
maybe even Dallas. Wasn’t the Texas city the closest financial
center to New Mexico? Hans asked himself as he tried to picture the
map of all those states.

As the swift train threaded through the Alps,
Hans worried the president might well have caught on to his scheme
to get control of Ambrosiana Limited for Thomson. Even so, he
hadn’t violated any bank rules by buying Ambrosiana bonds with
attached warrants. He had been within his proper powers as the
account’s investment manager. Well, maybe he should have cleared it
with Oberman since Ambrosiana Limited is a bank customer, but let’s
be realistic, he said to himself, one doesn’t clear every stock and
bond purchase with the bank president. Discussing each transaction
would be unwieldy. Still, as the train approached Zurich, Hans
began to wonder if Oberman might fire him. Wasn’t fidelity to a
client the guiding light for a bank investment officer? Yes, his
loyalty was to Trevor Thomson.

The train arrived in time for him to find a
hotel room in the crowded financial center, but he couldn’t sleep.
It was not only the news of Trevor’s death that saddened him, it
was the risks involved in his precarious investment position. For
now with Trevor dead, Hans knew he must figure out on his own how
to assemble the cash, the billions of dollars of cash that he would
need in order to exercise those warrants which would allow him to
buy the new shares of Ambrosiana stock. The stock purchase couldn’t
be accomplished with an IOU or a vague promise to pay at some time
in the future. The transaction could only be achieved with hard
cold currency—a check, perhaps, but one that didn’t bounce.

Though the Trevor Thomson account was huge,
it was fully invested in bonds yielding a substantial income. As
well, it was highly leveraged with the account’s margin debt having
climbed to its maximum permissible ratio. After all, his yield on
the portfolio of Eurobonds was almost eight percent, and the cost
of margin money borrowed from Trans-Swiss Bank barely five percent.
Yes, he’d done his job professionally.

He was filled with apprehension about this
hastily called meeting, its purpose unknown. He knew he would have
to cope with the diciest gamble he’d ever made—alone and without
the benefit of Trevor Thomson’s cleverness, strength and
insight.

“Just yesterday I was with him in Chiasso and
he was alive,” Hans said over and over again during the night as he
railed in disbelief against the fates that brought about his
client’s tragic death. He tried to console himself by asking if
death ever arrived, as did the Swiss trains, at a proper time. He
was still reeling emotionally as he arrived at Hugo Oberman’s
office door.

His inner turmoil hidden behind a banker’s
stoic façade, he made sure he was presentable for the
meeting—posture straight, tie straight, shoes polished, grasping
his leather attaché case. His credo being to confront every
situation coming his way, his face into the wind, challenging it
always, Hans Kubler raised his free arm, clenched his fist and
prepared to knock.

Before he could strike the polished wood, Ms.
Schultz, Oberman’s matronly secretary, intercepted him with,
“They’re waiting for you in the conference room, Herr Kubler.”

“They?”

“Yes, didn’t you know…Victor Ambrosiana
and…”

The news was a surprise. Hans worried why
Count Ambrosiana’s father was attending this meeting. Now it would
all come out: Trevor’s account owning the warrants and the plan to
gain control of the pharmaceutical conglomerate by exercising those
warrants. Worse, Victor Ambrosiana might realize his job as
chairman and his son’s as corporate treasurer could well be at
stake. Taking out his handkerchief and mopping his forehead while
trying to conceal an overwhelming apprehension, he asked, “Who else
is in there?”

A flash of fear darkened her conservatively
applied makeup as she replied, “That awesome man from Sicily.” Ms.
Schultz paused, fearing just saying his name out loud might bring
some form of brutal retribution. She leaned closer to Hans and
whispered, “You know, the one people say was seen walking away from
that poor Italian banker who got himself hung a couple years ago
from Blackfriars Bridge in London.”

Hans’ stomach began to whip into knots as he
said the Mafia man’s name out loud, “Angelo Luciano.” He blew air
between his teeth. The sound, when merged with his accompanying
groan of pain, brought forth the equivalent German sound of “Oh, my
God.”

Why hadn’t it dawned on him before? He
guessed he’d been too intent on analyzing Ambrosiana Limited’s
financial statements and delving into the sales reports on the
burgeoning market for birth control devices. In his investment
research, he’d overlooked the real plot—the people. In this case,
the people meant the Mafia. They want to control the worldwide
distribution of the condoms manufactured by this Italian
company—keep it all in the family. They want to stock each of those
little vending machines in restrooms around the world. They, too,
see birth control devices as the next generation of mass-market
consumption, the one beyond peddling drugs. If they could promote
the idea of a condom in every purse and pocket, they’d have a vast
social trend working for them. Yes, damn it, the whole scenario was
as apparent as a high-speed train hitting him. He’d been asleep at
the switch. What was he to do now?

Perfunctorily he thanked Ms. Schultz, turned
and walked to the conference room door, this time going in without
knocking, afraid to interrupt his forward steps in case he might
turn and flee to the Bahnhof and jump on the next train for
Liechtenstein.

Inside the conference room, three men sat
around a polished walnut table. The only adornment on the dull
white walls, which were devoid of creative art or decoration, was a
small framed notice, its bold black letters advising any Americans
who might be thinking of doing business here: Not a Member of the
FDIC.

Hans nodded, first at Oberman, then at the
others. Perfunctory handshakes ensued, no one bothering to stand.
Before Hans could sit, the Sicilian, Angelo Luciano, lit a huge
Dutch cigar, performing the task with the flair only hardened Mafia
men know how to exhibit.

Having puffed to his satisfaction, Angelo
Luciano said, “His death won’t be made public for five days. I’ve
made the good coroner an offer he can’t refuse.”

Hans visualized Dr. Giorgio Giannini, his old
friend and the cantonal coroner, hanging limp and lifeless from the
little ascension car shuttling between Lugano’s hillside railway
station and the city center. Hans quickly put a different spin on
Luciano’s remark—Giannini was clever and had probably pocketed a
large payoff to withhold the news of Thomson’s death. Whatever the
scenario, Hans started perspiring, for he had been alerted by
Fountain. Financial risk was one thing, but physical danger was a
decidedly more fearsome dimension, carrying with it the possibility
of being really wiped out.

“I hope that with your offer, Mr. Luciano,
you kept a copy of the signed document and had his signature
notarized,” Victor Ambrosiana said with a wave of his hand.

Both his physical size and his position as
chairman of the drug conglomerate instilled fear in most men.
Expert tailoring concealed the bulkiness of his ponderous body, but
when he spoke his flabby jowls jounced, their movement emphasizing
his words as power and authority radiated from his presence. His
royal status attracted his fair share of Italian women, and even a
few in Switzerland.

Hugo Oberman turned toward Hans and delivered
an admonishing stare. It punctured his ego. Hans returned the look,
trying to build up his damaged self-esteem. Did Oberman’s stare
mean he, too, was about to be compromised one way or the other
right on the spot? They apparently thought coercing Dr. Giannini
into delaying the official death announcement for five days would
prevent the warrants from being exercised.

Oberman, his words even more fiery than
normal, said as he gestured at the other two men, performing a
sweeping hand movement, “Hans, you’ve gotten each of us and the
bank, as well, in a pickle.”

Luciano drew a deep puff on the cigar,
brightly illuminating its end. Hans visualized its poker-hot tip
burning into his face. In defense he pulled his chair back a bit
before he sat down. The Mafia man looked him in the eye and said,
“You’re redundant, Herr Kubler. With this Thomson fellow’s death
you’re in the way, no longer needed.” Luciano’s free hand slid to
the inside pocket of his hand-tailored suit.

Hans eyed the door and wondered if he should
make a run for it, but Oberman restrained the Sicilian with, “Now,
now, Mr. Luciano, let’s not make a mistake. Sooner or later some
journalist from Der Spiegel or the European edition of the
Wall Street Journal would start asking questions.” He gently
admonished, “These days, we in banking, even those of you
in...ah...distribution, must first put everything we do to the
media test.”

Victor Ambrosiana, looking at Angelo Luciano,
nodded agreement.

Luciano withdrew his hand with its manicured
fingernails and ran it over his dark hair as he dismissed his
impulsive urge.

Hans let out a sigh.

Luciano said, “My family’s got a lot of lire
deposited in your bank, Herr Oberman, laundered clean and germ free
every day.” He guffawed and sucked again on the stogie.

“Yes, yes, of course,” Oberman hastened to
acknowledge. Turning to Victor Ambrosiana, he challenged the larger
man, “Victor, in the first place, your company should never have
issued those bonds with warrants attached. I warned you at the time
you could lose control if they were ever exercised in a takeover
attempt.”

“Our company was desperate back in those dark
days, Hugo. You remember,” Victor Ambrosiana reminded him, “how I
begged you to loan us money just to keep the company afloat. I
promised you the market for birth control devices was improving,
even here in Catholic Italy, and certainly elsewhere in the world.
But no bank, not even yours, would touch us credit-wise in those
days.”

“That was before AIDS became so
widespread—turned into an epidemic out of control,” Oberman said.
“Now, out of fear, people are beginning to pay attention to safe
sex.” He smiled and added, “Myself, I particularly like your new
line. What do you call it?”

“The Thin-Skinned Tickler,” the chairman
replied. “The latest in latex technology, made in Japan by one of
the companies we’re about to acquire.”

“Market demand is improving your
company’s position, Victor.” Oberman wanted to direct the
conversation back to the bank’s business.

Hans wondered what they were getting at.

The chairman looked at the bank president.
“Don’t worry, Hugo, everything’ll work out. In a few days those
warrants, clinging to those bonds like a litter of newborn pigs
suckling their mother’s unresponsive teats, will expire.” He added,
“Unfed.”

Pointing his finger at Hans, Victor
Ambrosiana continued, “No one, not even you, Herr Kubler with the
Thomson billions, can bring dead warrants back to life. An expired
warrant is as dead as a Swiss doornail. Aren’t I right, Hugo? I
mean, exercising warrants entails more than simply saying you’re
going to do it. A man’s got to pay for the shares of common stock
he’s converting the warrants into. He needs money—financing to
bring it off.”

Oberman nodded his head, his expression
suggesting such information was common knowledge.

Victor Ambrosiana went on, assuming he was
quelling any remaining hope Hans might have, “Without our
approval—” He gestured around the conference room. “—No one will
finance your scheme.” Looking back at Oberman, he said, “Your boss
here will see to that. He’ll put the word out up and down the
Bahnhofstrasse, even tell those Frenchies over in Geneva and those
copycat opportunists in Vaduz, too.

Luciano agreed, “Yes, not even the
Liechtenstein royal family will dare touch you, Herr Kubler.”

Oberman said solemnly, “You’re losing, Hans,
because by now there’s no longer a market for those warrants. It’s
too late for someone else to step in and buy them from you. So you
can’t sell them, and you haven’t the money to exercise them.” He
looked somber.

In the ensuing silence Hans felt dejected.
The investment account he was managing would still own the
Ambrosiana bonds, of course, but their value would drop,
devastating the portfolio. Hans worried how he could possibly
explain such a financial catastrophe to Trevor’s stepchildren, Sam
and Judith? And what would he say to Charles Fountain?

For a brief moment he was furious with Trevor
for dying. “How could you abandon me,” he wanted to yell out in the
hope that his plea of frustration would reach Trevor wherever he
was. Maybe Trevor would hear his call for help and resurrect
himself long enough to exert his powers and orchestrate the deal.
In his depression, he acknowledged that Trevor wasn’t coming back.
He reminded himself bankers and investment managers were allowed no
dreams, permitted no fantasies. Such mental larks were reserved for
borrowers—those romantics who conceive the world’s new ideas.

As he considered his dilemma, a change came
over him. Perhaps it was the shock of Trevor’s death. Perhaps now
he was going to fill the void left by his deceased American client.
It was nothing overt. No one in the room could detect this change,
but suddenly he felt a bright new hope for the Thomson portfolio.
His mental processes having been nurtured over the years working
with Trevor, he began to feel more creative. Perhaps some of the
Yankee’s ingenuity was rubbing off on him.

His surge of adrenaline was halted as Victor
Ambrosiana stood up, color draining from his face. He pointed a
finger at Oberman and demanded, “What about financing our
acquisitions? If we won’t have the money from the sale of the new
shares of stock—” The chairman’s voice trailed off. He braced
himself against the table, leaning forward with both palms
flat.

Oberman waited a moment, allowing his
customer’s concerns to compound, and said, “Don’t worry, Victor,
Trans-Swiss Bank will loan you the money.” The banker rubbed his
hands. Calculating the bank’s outrageous loan fees and interest
income, Hans thought.

In relief, Victor Ambrosiana retrieved a
kerchief and mopped his brow.

Oberman said, “With these acquisitions your
company will become the world’s largest manufacturer of birth
control devices. Correct, Victor?”

The chairman nodded. The thought excited him.
He smiled and said, “By far, and our costs of manufacturing the
little rolled rubbers—with our new robotic technology—will be
driven way down with the increased volume.”

Familiar with the already whopping profit
margins of the Swiss drug industry, Oberman smiled knowingly.

Victor Ambrosiana added, “My son, our
corporate treasurer, will be most pleased with your generous loan
offer, Hugo.”

Oberman said with satisfaction, “Yes, the
three of us must do lunch, as the Americans say. Perhaps a few days
from now after the Easter holidays are over.”

Victor Ambrosiana signaled his agreement,
adding, “And our annual Mendrisio pageant is behind us.”

“By then the warrants will have expired,”
Oberman added.

“You know,” Victor Ambrosiana mused, “Those
companies we are going to acquire are poorly managed. If we don’t
rescue them soon, they’ll go under. Think of the thousands of jobs
our acquisitions will save.”

Even Luciano smiled. Hans thought he looked
proud, probably thinking his Sicilian family would be a player, at
long last, in a legitimate and socially beneficial business
endeavor.

Oberman looked at Hans and said, “You see,
Hans, we don’t want Thomson’s American heirs getting control of
Ambrosiana Limited.” He added, “Why, I understand one of them is
some sort of a bookish historian, and the other a social butterfly.
Can you imagine such a pair running a multinational drug company
here in Switzerland?” He blew air through his teeth, the whistling
sound as high-pitched as a boiling tea kettle. Pounding the
conference table with his little fist, he stated emphatically as an
afterthought, “The company’s profits must remain in Switzerland and
be deposited in our bank. Don’t you agree, Hans?”

“In Ambrosiana Limited’s account and our
family’s account, as well,” Luciano insisted, edged at being left
out of the loop.

“Yes, of course,” Oberman replied. “An
oversight on my part. No offense,” the banker nervously assured
him.

Victor Ambrosiana said proudly, “My profits
will surely total into the billions over the next decade.”

“Then, having cornered the world market,
you’ll jack up your prices, won’t you, Victor?” Oberman asked,
knowing the answer. He turned to have a little fun with Hans. “So,
you see, my errant employee, your little billion dollar scheme
having been found out, you must forget about these warrants. This
foolish and secret bet you’ve made without either my personal
knowledge or approval must wait out these next few days like a
maiden unspoken for.”

Reticent to challenge these powerful men,
Hans fixed his eyes on the white walls.

“Like chips placed on the roulette’s double
O at the Campione casino,” Victor Ambrosiana said, “those
warrants will simply be raked off the investment table by the
croupier as the little ball comes to rest elsewhere.” He muffled an
ensuing belly laugh by placing a pudgy hand over his mouth.

Patting Hans’ shoulder as only a senior bank
officer knows how to do, reinforcing his authority, Oberman
counseled, “Your client, that is his heirs, will still own the
Ambrosiana bonds. After Victor’s acquisitions of his competitors,
the ratings awarded his bonds will advance from junk to gold.
They’ll become more valuable corporate debt, certain to be repaid
upon their maturity in 2006. As a result their price on the Rome
Bond Exchange will surely rise.”

Victor Ambrosiana smiled proudly.

The bank president went on, “The bonds will
continue to pay their obligatory twelve per cent interest, a
handsome portfolio return in any banker’s book. Don’t worry so
much, Hans. You can cover up your...ah...little investment mistake
so none of Thomson’s heirs will ever learn the real story.”

Hans’ eyes shifted to the ceiling, their
reward continuing to be only a white nothingness. Again, he wished
Trevor were back.

“Yes, you’ll be a winner, Kubler, in the eyes
of the heirs,” Victor Ambrosiana said, directing a small, icy smile
toward Hans. He added, thinking his advice was the morning’s
epilogue, “Relax, go with the flow, as the Americans say.”

Oberman suggested, “Yes, Hans, you can advise
those American heirs, if they ever ask, it was the bank’s judgment
not to exercise the warrants. They’ll never know anything about the
potential profits they...ah...you gave up.”

The muscles in Hans’ forearms flexed and his
jaws bulged as he ground his teeth in an effort to compel his mind
to function fully.

“Next time, Hans,” Oberman said, his jovial
attitude gone and his reprimand obvious, “you devise a scheme to
get control of a company for one of your investment clients, seek
my approval first. Do you understand?”

His face white, Hans nodded. What would he do
for a living, he wondered, if he lost his treasured bank job?

As their meeting broke up, Luciano came
close. Hans tried to back away, but the Sicilian laid a heavy hand
on his shoulder and said sternly, “Don’t worry, Herr Kubler, we
always take care of our resident Germans, one way or the other.”
Hans stiffened as he wondered what the mobster really meant. He
knew Trevor Thomson wouldn’t let a slick Sicilian push him around,
nor would he.

As he left the bank for the international
airport north of Zurich on his way to Trevor’s funeral on Grand
Turk, invigorated by the freshness of the cold morning drizzle, he
resolved not to be beaten.

As his Miami-bound jet lifted off above the
Swiss countryside, Hans Kubler drew even more strength from the
towering spires of the Swiss Alps. These ageless peaks reminded him
of Trevor Thomson, and he resolved not to let his client down.

 


 



Chapter Twelve

Aboard Caribbean Airline Flight 210

Sam stowed his Stetson in the overhead
compartment and took his seat on the aisle.

Awarded the window seat, Judith harrumphed,
indicating the rules of civility were being broken and suggesting
the imminent demise of the social order she had come to know and
cherish, for she was traveling coach.

Penny was in the middle seat with an open
briefcase on her lap. Perky in her business suit, she said, “No
wonder the plane is packed. There’s only one flight a week from
Miami.”

Judith was dressed in a long skirt decorated
with a Native American motif. Her white blouse was a silken
backdrop for her necklace featuring a large silver Zuni pendant.
Turquoise earrings and hand-tooled cowboy boots completed her
Southwest outfit. She was still miffed at the airport security
guard who had required her to pass three times through the security
arch. She had to remove all her silver jewelry so she wouldn’t
trigger the alarm.

“We should have flown first class,” Judith
reiterated. “These narrow seats have no leg room, and they’re not
serving us hors d’oeuvres and sherry for the takeoff. Look around
us at the riffraff we’re flying with.” She gestured over her
shoulder. “Their carryons are merely cardboard boxes tied with
string or plastic sacks full of junk food. Why, one woman has
nothing but barbecue potato chips.”

Sam said, “But see how friendly they are. I
think they know each other—probably islanders who’ve been shopping
in Miami and returning home.”

“We should be up front with those nattily
dressed men,” Judith said. “They’re professionals—attorneys,
bankers, prestigious people.”

“Sis,” Sam said, “just think how many books I
can buy for my collection with the money we’re saving.”

“We could have rowed over and saved even more
money,” Judith retorted. “What’s money for if not to spend, either
on yourself or a worthwhile charity?”

“To invest,” Penny said, holding up her
finger to make her point. “A rule of money management.” She opened
a copy of the Financial Times.

“Your first visit to our islands?” a black
woman across the aisle asked Sam. “You go scuba diving?”

“Uh, no.”

“Must do. Our island and the waters offshore
beautiful. You’ll never forget our islands,” she added proudly, her
broad smile showing ivory-white teeth.

“Were you born there?” Sam asked.

“Yes, in Provo. Now I live Grand Turk.”

“Provo is Provodenciales?” Sam asked,
stumbling over the pronunciation of the long name.

“We call it Provo for short.”

“The plane lands there first,” Penny said,
looking at their itinerary. “In two hours. Then it’s a short hop
over to Grand Turk.”

The woman said, “I like Grand Turk. It’s
small. I know most everybody there. Only few thousand of us on
entire island.”

“Here we go,” Sam said, almost too loudly.
“We’re about to take off down the runway. Hold on tight, gals.” His
face was white, his hands grasped the chair arm. Wide-eyed, he
stared straight ahead. Once aloft, Sam mopped his forehead and
relaxed.

“You were frightened,” Penny said tenderly,
her arm encircling his shoulder, her hair brushing his face.

“Ah, me? Of course not. Nonsense.”

“Yes, you were, you dear. It’s going to be
all right, you stay here right next to me.” Penny raised the
armrest and snuggled close to him.

“Look up there in first class,” Judith said
poking Penny, “they’re getting food and drinks. There’s that
strange-looking couple from the departure lounge. She doesn’t look
first class to me with that dirndl skirt she’s wearing.”

“Who do you suppose is the tall dark woman
with the auburn hair who just stood up to search in the overhead
compartment?” Penny asked. “I wish my hair would shine the way hers
does.”

“Getting something out of her Louis Vuitton
travel case, no doubt,” Judith said, looking down apprehensively at
her own designer bag which, she fretted, was crammed under the
seat.

“Look at her figure,” Sam exclaimed.

“Who’s she with?” Penny said, craning her
neck.

“Two men,” Judith said. “One white and one
black. I saw them in the departure lounge. They’re either bankers
or attorneys.”

Penny turned back to the pink newsprint of
the Financial Times. A few minutes later she said excitedly,
“Those clever Swiss bankers have devised a new Eurobond. It’s a
Greek telephone company issue to be denominated in Euros, the
coming new European currency. The interest rate will be tied to the
London Libor rate.”

Sam yawned.

Penny punched him, “You haven’t heard the
best part about these new investment bonds.”

“You receive a free history book of ancient
Greece with each bond?”

“No, silly, you get a warrant.”

“Does it give you a free phone call next time
you’re in Athens?”

Penny looked disgustedly at Sam. “Better. The
warrant entitles you to buy shares of common stock.”

Sam spread his next book on the tiny tray
table.

Penny continued, “But you know, the SEC, in
its protective wisdom, won’t allow U.S. citizens to buy these
bonds.”

“The Securities and Exchange Commission,” Sam
said, “I’ve heard of them, but what’s the Libor rate?”

“The London Inter Bank Offering Rate of
interest,” Penny said, adding, “it’s a benchmark used in Europe,
the same way the Federal Reserve discount rate is watched in the
U.S.”

Judith said, “There’s no Town &
Country in coach. I always read it when I fly. I was written up
once, don’t you remember?” She looked over at Penny, who had put
her newspaper away and was opening a bundle of letters tied with a
ribbon. She asked, “Now what are you reading?”

Sam looked up from his book and said with
surprise, “Those are old letters.” He looked at the postmark on one
dog eared envelope. “Yes, very old.”

Penny smiled. “They’re Trevor’s World War I
letters.” To Judith, she said, “Remember when you found them among
your mother’s things a few years ago? I’ve never looked at them
until now. They may help us understand Trevor a little better.”

“They’re fragile,” Sam said, “like precious
documents in the rare book section, so be ginger.”

Penny nodded. “See here,” she pointed to a
still visible postmark, “This letter is from the 47th Brigade
Hospital at Thierry.”

“Why was Trevor in the hospital?” Sam
asked.

“Wounded,” Penny replied. “He writes to his
buddy back home about being sprayed with mustard gas.”

“How awful,” Sam said, shaking his head. “But
if Trevor sent these letters to a buddy, the buddy would still have
them, wouldn’t he?”

“There was a letter from the buddy’s
granddaughter—she sent them to Lillian after her grandfather died,”
Judith explained.

“Trevor was so young,” Penny commented. “Just
think, he was wounded right at the end of the war. It was the last
few weeks when he finally got into battle. He must have lied about
his age, too, caught up in the national euphoria to make the world
safe for democracy.”

“Read on, see what else Trevor had to say.”
Sam’s thought was interrupted. “Uh-oh, the first-class show’s about
over. The flight attendant is going to draw the curtain.” He saw
the tall woman cross her long legs, her miniskirt exposing a pair
of magnificent, trim, athletic thighs. Before the curtain closed,
he heard her fetching laugh as she conversed with the man seated
next to her. The man had a laptop computer on which, Sam was sure,
he was entering instructions issued by her.

“Why you go our islands, if not to dive?” the
woman from across the aisle wanted to know. “You go fish?”

Sam hesitated. “We’re...ah...actually going
to a funeral.”

“Mr. Thomson’s?”

Sam was taken aback. “How did you know?”

“Not many white persons’ funeral on our
island,” she said. “My name Cassandra.” She held out her hand and
Sam and Penny, in turn, shook it.

The drinks trolley came up the aisle and
Judith promptly asked for cabernet sauvignon.

The attendant replied, “Sorry, we have only
white wine.”

“Two,” Judith ordered, reaching into her
purse for the money. “Free in first class,” she muttered.

Cassandra leaned around the attendant and
asked Sam, “Did he die on Grand Turk?”

“No, actually in Switzerland.”

“Uh oh,” she said. “His body must be on this
plane.”

Alarmed, Penny whispered to Sam, “We were
going to do those tests on his body, you know, the DNA, the blood
types.” She paused and reflected. “That is, unless they cremated
him in Lugano. You’ve got to get up to speed on this thing, Sammy
Boy!”

Remembering, Sam said, “Oh yes, Fountain told
me the instructions in Trevor’s living will were for him to be
cremated.”

With relief Penny said, “Maybe converting his
body to ashes will take care of any claim from some alleged
daughter.” She thought for a moment and added, “But we can’t be too
sure. They couldn’t cremate him until after they performed the
autopsy, and some attorney might have stepped forward, claiming to
represent a genetic heir.”

“Could they do that?” Sam asked.

“Yes, they’d be trying to enforce heirship
under English common law,” Penny said.

“Are you sure he didn’t fall off the train in
Italy?” Judith asked.

“Why in Italy?” Sam asked.

“Campione is part of Italy,” Judith replied.
“I know because there’s this casino overlooking Lake Lugano. I
heard about it from the executive director of one of our big
charities in Santa Fe. I’m thinking of giving him a rather
significant contribution now that I’ve got all of...well, half of
Trevor’s money.” Judith smiled at her big brother. “He wants to
appoint me to their national board. He’s been to Campione d’Italia,
gambling away, having tons of fun...”

“With the charity’s money?” Penny asked,
abhorred, her green eyes widening. “Probably flew over for the
weekend on the Concorde.”

“Of course not,” Judith said, annoyed.
“You’re too skeptical. This executive director’s got money of his
own.”

“What about this town in Switzerland you say
is really in Italy?” Sam pressed.

Judith finished her first glass of wine and
said, “Campione is actually part of Italy. My friend said its
history goes back to the Bishops of Milan who somehow got title to
the enclave from the Pope in the Middle Ages...”

“To pay off a gambling debt maybe,” Penny
said, laughing. “Those daredevil popes and bishops loved to gamble,
or so they say.”

“They didn’t have a casino then, Penny,” Sam
said.

“How do you know?” Penny pressed.

“Well, I don’t for sure, I just assumed…oh,
before I forget, there’s another thing. Fountain said Trevor had a
big life insurance policy.”

Edged, her voice rising, Penny said, “You
don’t tell me anything, Sammy!”

“I forgot.”

“We should file a claim, but to do so we’ll
need a death certificate.”

“How are we going to obtain such a document?”
Sam asked.

“If his body’s on this plane,” Penny replied,
“The death certificate’s got to be with it.”

“Maybe he’s in an artfully crafted bronze urn
to be sealed away in a lovely vault, like a valuable jewel being
placed inside a safe,” Judith said. She drank the last of her wine,
assessing her plastic glass with disdain.

“Hey, wait a minute,” Sam said. “What is the
death certificate going to list as the cause of death? I figure he
had a heart attack and fell.”

“Exactly,” Judith said emphatically.

“Or was pushed,” Penny said.

Sam’s face turned white. “You think we’re on
more than a funeral procession here?”

Penny nodded.

Cassandra leaned across the aisle and asked,
“You related?”

“Yes, I’m his stepson and Judith, by the
window, is his stepdaughter.”

“Mr. Thomson great man,” Cassandra said,
“always give food ’n’ things to us on island. Why, he was even
going to build houses for us like they got in Miami. And another
medical clinic, too, this one on Grand Turk. But now he passed,
poor man. He gone reward. Too bad...”

“Yes,” Sam agreed, being polite, not feeling
a loss.

Cassandra said, “Now he not do big project on
cay?”

Sam asked, “What project?”

“Columbus’ ship. He didn’t tell you?”

“We...ah...seldom spoke,” Sam confessed.
“What about this ship?”

“They found Columbus’ ship,” Cassandra said.
“Must be full lot gold coin, treasure, you know. Columbus was rich
mon. Wish I could find me a rich mon.”

Penny hugged Sam’s arm possessively.

Leaning into the aisle, absorbed with the
thought he might be on to a bit of history, Sam said, “Tell me
about this shipwreck off your little island.”

Cassandra laughed and said, “You ought ask
the mon in charge of Mr. Thomson’s museum, the Thomson-Columbus
Museum, where they’re goin’ display all the stuff dredged up from
cay.”

Sam ran his hand through his hair. With a
smile forming, he slowly repeated with pride in his voice, “A
Thomson museum!”

 


 



Chapter Thirteen

Grand Turk Airport

In a professional way Wes Truecoat, the
archaeologist, was looking forward to Trevor Thomson’s funeral. To
him, funerary procedures, while offering closure to most people,
opened a door to understanding other cultures. He speculated
cremation might mean a particular society placed more value in the
spirit of human existence. On the other hand, those people
practicing embalming or mummifying the deceased felt the body
itself would travel to a beyond. Possessions such as jewelry and
other symbols of status and wealth were often buried with the
deceased for use in the afterlife. In Trevor Thomson’s case,
Truecoat mused, if the tycoon were to carry his money with him,
quite a sizeable coffin would be required.

He lit another cigarette and watched the
passengers from Miami deplane. He inhaled deeply as he speculated
about the conversation he was going to have with the Swiss banker,
Hans Kubler. It would be about his own future, which in the
aftermath of Thomson’s death, he suspected, was umbilically tied to
the Thomson-Columbus Museum.
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