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What could have
driven billionaire industrialist Warburton Powers to shoot himself,
his wife, and his infant son? Robert Herrick, a lawyer and close
friend of the Powers family, investigates the tragedy against his
better judgment and finds himself dragged deeper and deeper into
the mass of tentacles that is the holding company. Opposing lawyer
Jimmy Coleman is a ruthless ex street-fighter who heads an army of
litigation associates at the mega-firm of Booker & Bain. At
every turn Herrick's quest is confronted by the holding company as
it exercises its world-wide powers and connections at all levels of
the government to bury the terrible secret behind the death of the
Powers family. Author David Crump, a professor of law at the
University of Houston and author of numerous law textbooks as well
as poetry, legal fiction, and a modern version of Virgil’s
Aeneid, introduces realism
and entertaining legal and corporate background to the genre. The
novel features Switzerland, New York, Iraq, Houston, and
Washington, D.C. in this intricate and absorbing courtroom
drama.

". . . Mixes realism and drama in
just the right measure—it makes your pulse race! The action leaps
off the page, and I recommend it whether you're a lawyer at heart
or not."

— Paul F.
Rothstein

 Legal Commentator for CNN, NBC, and MSNBC

"This is a writer who knows how it
happens in the courtroom, and he can turn out a
thriller!"

— Judge Terry Ney

 Virginia Bar Association, Past President

"Anyone who wants
to discover why fear is the constant companion of every trial
lawyer should read The Holding
Company."

— T. Gerald
Treece

 CBS Affiliate KHOU-TV, Legal Commentator

"Crump does it again! Deadly secrets
are revealed in a 3-D drama that races to the courtroom equivalent
of a Barnum and Bailey grand finale. Don't miss this
one!"

— Bill Balleza

 KRPC Channel 2 (NBC-TV), News Anchor

"The Holding Company
is that rare example of good reading and legal
accuracy. . . . places the reader right in the middle of the
action!

— Richard
Alderman

 ABC Affiliate KTRK, Legal Commentator

"When
The Holding Company grabs
you, it won't let go!"

— D. Hull Youngblood

 Texas State Bar, Past Chairman of the Board

"Crump writes
about lawyering, the courts, and the big companies that manipulate
both. And he does it with scary credibility." 

— Pam Fleischaker 

Oklahoma
Gazette

"If HDTV is the
breakthrough technology in television, David Crump must be the
prototype of HDW (high definition writing). . . .
The Holding Company virtually places the reader in the
courtroom."

— Doris
Childress

 PBS Affiliate KUHT, Anchor-Producer

“. . . full of suspense and
behind-the-scenes courtroom action!"

— Andrew S.
Hanen

 Houston Bar Association, President

". . . Crump knows the law, but
that's not all. His sports scenes are . . . absolutely authentic
too."

— Wes
Parker

 Los Angeles Dodgers, former First Baseman with Six Gold Glove
Awards

". . .
well-planned, suspenseful, and a very good read! The author knows his
subject well."

— David Beck

 State Bar of Texas, President
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1 THE
HOLDING COMPANY

Before that hostile takeover,
before all the murders, even before old man Merckhoven came on
board, . . .

. . . Before any of that, there
was the holding company.

Actually, the incorporators set up
the Merckhoven Holding Company back in the 1930s. They did it for
the usual reasons. Its purpose was to buy and sell other companies,
and so it was its own separate corporation, little but rich. The
shareholders could make a bundle by spinning off a subsidiary, for
instance, or they could acquire a dinosaur with big tax
losses.

In other words, the holding
company was perfectly legal, at first.

But then there was that trial. The
strangest trial you've ever seen. And after that, the holding
company's secrets were front-page news across the world.

 



 


2 DEAD
WITNESS

Robert Herrick saw that bloody
death scene flash before his eyes, with the murdered mother and the
baby together. His battle for justice, fought with such primitive
energy, was almost over. After years of depositions and warehouses
stacked with document boxes, after all the disappointments and
petty triumphs, it all depended on the technical decision the judge
was about to make. And she sounded ready to throw the whole case
out.

The holding company was going to
get away with it.

Judge Rashonda Russell shook her
head. "This case has turned into a screwed-up mess."

She glared and shook her black
curls again. "Mister Herrick, tell me. If I let you change your
claim this late, how am I ever going to
put together some kinda crap to tell the jury? What instructions
can I give those twelve folks so the jury charge makes
sense?"

"I've got to file this amendment of
my pleadings, judge." Robert kept his voice even. "It's the
evidence that has changed, and I've got to change my claim along
with it."

Sweat was sticking his shirt to his
back, because he couldn't afford to lose. This was the most
disturbing case of his career. But he was
going to lose, unless he could get permission to amend his suit
papers.

Just yesterday, he had stumbled
across a blockbuster witness. He was about to jolt the jurors with
new evidence, dynamite evidence, of the holding company's sheer
evil. But usually, your late-breaking testimony doesn't explode
every other witness. And usually, it doesn't destroy the claim
you've sold to the judge and jury.

That was the problem. His original
claim wasn't true, because what the holding company had done was
infinitely worse. But you can't win a judgment by contradicting
your pleadings, and that's a rule everyone studies in the first
year of law school.

Across the judge's chambers, Jimmy
Coleman's grin was a jagged gash. "Judge, this frivolous amendment
is unfair to the holding company. Smack-dab at the end, Mister
Herrick wants to change the whole case!"

"Your honor, the papers that start
a lawsuit aren't supposed to be a straitjacket." Robert spoke
quietly. "The Supreme Court says you should allow an amendment,
instead of deciding the case on a technicality."

"That argument stinks like a
mackerel in the moonlight!" Jimmy waved his arms, and his Rolex
President flashed its diamonds. "Herrick's notion of a
'technicality' is what I call due process of law!"

Robert tried to stay on good terms
with his opponents, but Jimmy Coleman made it difficult. Jimmy had
grown up in a gang in south Los Angeles, but today, he was the head
of litigation at the mega-firm of Booker & Bayne, where he
commanded an army of associates.

The judge answered him with steel
in her voice. "Well, Mister Coleman, I may look like Oprah, but
that's only because we've both got African ancestors. And this
ain't show biz, Mister Coleman, so leave the mackerels out of
it."

"Sorry, judge." Jimmy smiled. The
other Booker & Bayne lawyers smiled too, to show how criticism
rolled off their backs. Jimmy had four of them shoehorned into this
space, billing the Merckhoven Holding Company more than a thousand
dollars an hour.

Still irritated, the judge stared
at the smeared sheetrock opposite her law books, where a window
should have been. It was hard to believe this closet served as the
chambers for Judge Rashonda Russell. Construction noises drummed
the wall, the air conditioner wheezed, and the lumpy yellow carpet
smelled of mildew and ammonia.

"Mister Herrick," she said finally,
"you got any more law? Looks like we're going to have to dump this
case in the grease."

Robert's blue eyes closed, and all
of his six-foot-two-inch body stiffened. "My associate, Mr.
Kennedy, found a case that's right on point, your honor.
State Bar of Texas v. Kilpatrick. It
approves an amendment just like this one."

"That case is different!" Jimmy
sounded like a cement mixer. "The amendment was earlier in the
trial!"

Suddenly there was one dismal
thought that crowded Robert's mind. "The judge is going to throw
this case out, and my clients are going to sue me for
malpractice."

He was rich beyond most people's
dreams, past president of the bar association, adored by thousands
of clients. But none of that mattered now.

"Okay." When Rashonda Russell
finally spoke, her face was harsh and resigned, the kind of look
you see on a judge who has uselessly invested a lot of care in a
too-long trial. "You gentlemen have given me a couple of fifty-
page briefs. Why can't any of these things be short?"

She lifted the wad of documents.
"Get out of here and let me read. Mr. Herrick, we'll see about that
Kilpatrick case. Come back at
two."

In his forties, Robert should have
been at the top of his game. He still had the same black hair he'd
had when he was twenty. The same sapphire eyes. He still had an
advantage with women jurors. As for the men, they saw him as
plain-spoken and able to confess the weaknesses in his evidence,
without showing any weakness in himself.

But none of that mattered now,
either.

Maybe it was time to retire. All
the lawyers he knew were dropping out of the rat race. He'd be able
to be a real father to his kids, and Maria would love him no matter
what.

But then the waves of revulsion
descended on him, the way they always did, whenever he thought
about the holding company.

His hands shook as he stepped into
the hallway. "Everyone envies me," he thought. "The famous
plaintiff's attorney, Robert Herrick. But here I am, in the middle
of this disastrous losing streak."

Three of his last four cases had
been painful defeats. He tried not to let it show, but it terrified
him. Like a failed, aging actor desperate for a blockbuster, he
wondered whether he still had what it takes.

Tom Kennedy intruded into his
thoughts. "Let's walk to the law library and see whether the cases
in Jimmy's brief really say what he claims they do."

"Oh . . . Okay, Tom."

Kennedy read his mind. "You're
still thinking about all those cases we lost?"

"This lawsuit against the holding
company isn't the right one for a . . . well, for a comeback. Why'd
we ever take on this bizarre loser?"

"One of our weaker moments. Also,
David and Janet Powers were pretty convincing."

"Their father's death was an
obvious murder-suicide, and we should have left it at that." Robert
shook his head. "One day, this wealthy, powerful man just up and
murders his own wife and baby boy, and then he kills himself? I
don't know how we expected to talk a jury into blaming that on the
holding company."

"We'll try again to get David and
Janet to settle it."

"I'd love to settle this one. I
still can't believe they talked us into suing the holding company
for . . . infliction of emotional distress." Robert spat the
words.

"Which we knew was a flaky lawsuit.
'The holding company harassed Warburton Powers into murder.' We
always knew it would be hard to prove."

"Infliction of emotional distress?
It's not just flaky, it's the weakest claim known to mankind! I
must be a masochist, trying to keep my losing streak
alive."

"Maybe a miracle will happen."
Kennedy sounded philosophical. "This lawsuit's been nothing but
surprises."

"You got that right." At one point,
Robert reflected, the judge had dismissed their claim. Then
reinstated it. And then, strange events had started to happen in
faraway places, like Switzerland. And nonsensically, in . . .
Iraq.

"I'm still mystified by this
connection the holding company seems to have with the Iraqis," he
muttered. "They're crooks, and they're proud of it."

But in his heart, he knew this case
wasn't going to settle. There was only one thing to do, and that
was to keep groping, fighting, and stumbling ahead.

Because by now, he had discovered
the terrible secret of Warburton Powers's death.

Kennedy opened the library door.
"Why don't you locate the cases in the first half of Coleman's
brief? I'll look up the other ones."

And working together, they found
several misstatements, along with a couple of outright lies. They
made notes about how to call Jimmy's errors to the judge's
attention.

"I've read your briefs," Judge
Russell said when they reassembled in the courtroom. "I'm in for a
hindsighter on appeal, no matter how I decide on this
amendment."

Suddenly, Jimmy's voice oozed with
a new outrage. "Your honor, this is a fine sorta witness that
Herrick's dug up. Bench-warranted here from prison. A witness from
death row! That's what Herrick is usin' to change his whole
case!"

"Well, none of that matters, unless
the law permits Mr. Herrick to amend. And I've never seen it done
this late."

"That says it all, judge." Jimmy's
rasp was as smooth as honey.

"Mr. Bailiff, you still got Mr.
Herrick's witness in the holdover cell?"

"Yes, your honor."

"Tell 'em to drive the jurors to
the hotel." She glared at the lawyers. "These twelve voters are
going to think it's my fault. Sequestered for weeks, and they
figure Judge Russell doesn't know her ass from third base." She was
a state judge, about to run for re-election.

"I've got an idea." She set her
Mont Blanc pen on the bench. "It might help if I hear from this
death row witness myself. I'll listen to him without the jury. No
need to amend, if this eleventh-hour testimony turns out to be
irrelevant."

She glanced at the door. "Mr.
Bailiff, keep those irons on this guy. I mean, you make sure every
chain is tight, because this witness is dangerous. Let's take a
ten-minute break."

The judge had barely stepped down
from the bench when the bailiff started screaming.

"Lord God! Help! MOMMA!" He was a
big man from deep East Texas, twenty-five years old, and it just
didn't sound like him.

Instantly, Robert knew. The witness
had overpowered the bailiff in spite of his cuffs and chains, and
he would kill the poor man within seconds.

There wasn't time to think. His
heart was in his throat as he heard the guttural noise of an
invisible battle a few feet away. Robert jumped over the table,
around the bench, and through the door faster than he'd ever
thought he could move. But then, unexpectedly, he slammed into the
bailiff, who was clanking at the holdover bars. They fell in a
heap, both yelling.

Tom Kennedy arrived as a distant
second. Jimmy Coleman and the four Booker & Bayne mercenaries
came next. The judge was last.

The holdover cell was locked. But
the light was out. In frozen horror, grappling with his own
adrenalin, Robert wondered what he saw—knowing that it was terribly
wrong, and dreading the moment when his pupils would
focus.

Within the bowels of the darkness,
the prisoner's baggy white trousers fluttered, barely visible, and
the chains couldn't be seen. The man's arms shone china-white, like
the skin of every inmate who's been out of the sun, and they formed
a loose chevron at his waist. His shirt was over his neck like taut
alabaster, and it disappeared around the square metal cover that
hung from the socket in the ceiling.

"Hurry!" The bailiff was dazed. "We
got to cut him down!"

"Aren't these lights supposed to be
tearaways?" Robert pulled on the first layer of bars.

"Supposed to be! But obviously,
something's wrong! What's that on top of the commode?"

"His writ folders." Robert was only
too familiar with the bursting redrope files that this prisoner
carried everywhere. "He must have stacked them up and stood on
them."

The bailiff yanked on the noose.
The prisoner fell limply. His head collided with the steel bench,
and a gash appeared before he folded on the concrete.

"No blood. He's dead."

"Let's try, anyway!" Robert
breathed into the prisoner's mouth. The jail smell was
overpowering, as tobacco smoke and putrid sweat mixed with the
disinfectant that had been swabbed on every wall. A webbed tattoo
surrounded the unconscious man's left eye, and his broken nose
slanted unnaturally. Robert felt his jellied arms, and he blew the
air as hard as he could.

"Let these guys in, Mr. Herrick."
The bailiff's voice was hushed as the paramedics swarmed over the
body.

So this is the end of my case,
Robert thought bitterly. My witness is dead. He's a prisoner from
death row, but he wasn't supposed to die this way.

And also, he thought, the holding
company is certain to get away with murder now.

The holding company. It was a
living, breathing beast to Robert. He'd come so close to touching
the evil. How could it have come to this?

Jimmy Coleman just grinned. "Talk
about cheatin' the hangman." Jimmy wasn't above seeing the humor in
the situation.

 


 



 


3
WARBURTON POWERS

It all had started years ago. Not
at the courthouse, but at the peach-colored mansion owned by the
Powers family on Willowick Drive in the River Oaks section of
Houston. The pine shadows had danced over that circular drive
dappled with late morning sun, but an ugly black Chevrolet station
wagon had been parked at the door, blacker than midnight, blacker
than black, with no reflection, no shine at all.

The sign on the door panel had
said, "Harris County Medical Examiner," and Robert remembered it
too well. That hulking vehicle had looked like death
itself.

And that was how this bizarre case
had begun.

"I got a call about this case."
Robert Herrick touched the yellow tape that wrapped the sandstone
columns on the veranda. "Can I come in?"

The uniformed officer hesitated. He
pointed at the crime scene barriers.

"Where's Detective Derrigan
Slaughter?" Robert persisted. "He'll tell you I'm okay."

"He'd be right here, Mister
Herrick." The African-American detective's gray double-breasted
suit was perfectly cut, and a glittering blue tie flowed down from
his carefully trimmed beard. "Come into this here crime
scene."

"Hello, Detective." In spite of his
apprehension, Robert felt himself flash the ghost of a smile, and
the two men half-punched, half-patted each other on the shoulder,
because this was the only show of affection that the circumstances,
and their masculinity, would allow.

"But listen, Mr. Herrick. You stay
close. And put these plastic doodads over your shoes." Detective
Donnie Cashdollar's slovenliness was a virulent contrast to his
partner's muscular elegance. Cashdollar's style was expressed today
in tan cotton pants, a black polyester jacket, and a red tie with
blue fishes against a green-on-green shirt.

Robert remembered his first
reaction when he'd met this pair: "Well, I can see why a man named
Slaughter would be assigned to homicide, but Detective Cashdollar,
shouldn't you transfer to forgery?" Again, he felt his smile flash
involuntarily.

But Donnie Cashdollar, like
Derrigan Slaughter, didn't smile. Robert followed them into the
marbled hall, below a three-story chandelier.

"That back there was the man's
study, and that's where we done found him." Detective Slaughter led
them through a bright living room that combined Chippendale with
brocade and carved stone, so that it signaled the comfort and
elegance of old money.

The double doors to the study were
flung open. The scent of decay, a smell like spoiled meat,
assaulted the nostrils from a distance. Inside the study, two men
worked, one with a brush and the other with plastic bags, with
masks over their mouths and noses. And then Robert saw the body,
folded against the wall and propped by the elegant carved
desk.

"There was a large-caliber wound of
entry at the occipital lobe just left of the midline, surrounded by
an abrasion collar," one of the men dictated into a hand
recorder.

"My God. He is dead, isn't he?" Robert realized how stupid it
sounded, as he struggled against his horror. The blood shone with
an otherworldly bright color, garishly crimson, thick and profuse.
It floated into the cream Chinese carpet, reddened eerily by
oxygen, as it seeped from the dead man's brain.

"You know him, right?" Derrigan
Slaughter was expressionless.

"Warburton. Warburton Powers. Yes."
Robert had seen death many times, in the Mekong Delta of Vietnam
when men were dismembered by trip mines, as well as in his own
wrongful death cases. But this scene overwhelmed him. There was the
crystal and the matched wood, and it was all so close, and the body
of his friend looked so incongruous here.

"Yes," he repeated unnecessarily.
"That's Warburton Powers."

"Well, 'fore he killed himself,
Mister Warburton done left a note. Right on the desk." Detective
Slaughter pointed. "Arby! You got that dead-man note?"

Arby held up the baggie with a
yellow-gloved hand. His wing-tips were covered with plasticene
booties.

"Silliest thing I ever saw, them
plastic shoe covers, but with everything Johnnie Cockroach did to
mess up that O.J. case, the jurors are gonna 'speck us to wear
'em." The detective snorted. "You know Mr. Powers's handwriting,
Mister Herrick?"

The stationery was topped with the
letters "WP" in blue script on faux vellum. A vehement scrawl
gashed across it. The t's were straight with long cross strokes,
and the loops were big and round.

"There wasn't any other way and I'm
so sorry. W. Powers."

Robert thought to himself, these
were my friend's last words. Somehow, it seemed they ought to be
more eloquent.

"Yes, it's Warburton's writing."
Robert stared at the back of the man's head, slightly tilted, with
the pink chunk where the bullet had exited. It wasn't easy to see
where the traj ectory had entered the wall because of the burls in
the wood, but he found it, a foot below the crown
molding.

"This is sickening." Robert's eyes
were clouded, his nostrils pinched.

"You ain't seen it yet," Derrigan
Slaughter said flatly.

"What?"

"Mister Powers done shot the missus
first, and the baby, 'fore he killed his self. You need to come
with us upstairs to the nursery."

"We wouldn't ask just anybody to
make this scene." Cashdollar looked at the floor. "But we're hoping
you can help us with some kind of detail, something that might give
a hint about why the baby is dead too, and the wife."

Robert hadn't thought it was
possible to feel worse after looking at his friend's body, but at
this news, his eyes narrowed. He remembered his friend's wife,
Linda Powers, athletic and radiant. He pictured the baby, so proud
of stacking his alphabet blocks, his blond hair barely turning
brown, his big smile with those tiny teeth. Robert climbed the
winding stairs like an automaton, behind the two detectives. The
door to the room was open.

Linda Powers lay with her face down
in a vermilion pool, with her hands at her sides. But Derrigan
Slaughter pointed across the nursery, to the crib.

"My God." Robert's eyes were slits,
transfixed by the tiny body of Jonathan Powers.

"Yeah. Makin' this kinda scene is
hard." Derrigan Slaughter wiped his eyes too.

The blood had exploded from the
boy's head, spattering the red-and-blue- and-yellow clowns that
dotted the sheets and the bumpers and the mobile, and it was
clumped over the twirled walnut slats. Again, there was an abrasion
collar around the entry wound. When Jonathan had been executed, the
gun muzzle had been touching his little head.

The hair on the tiny corpse was
baby-fine. His eyes were shut in sleep. The skin on his face was
unnaturally white, except where it touched the crib. After the
boy's tiny heart had stopped beating, gravity had pulled his blood
to this lowest point, tinting the softness of his cheek a purplish
color. The same microscopic organisms that had attacked Warburton
Powers were feasting indifferently on this innocent flesh too, and
there was the same sickening stench of death.

"He wasn't even two years old."
Robert couldn't see, now, for the water in his eyes. "Why would my
friend Warburton Powers do this?"

"Well, that's what we got you here
for, Mister Herrick. It ain't nobody know the answer to that, at
least none a us."

Robert touched the wall. It wasn't
really to steady himself, he thought. Well . . . , yes, it
was to steady himself. He felt
nauseous.

Detective Slaughter glanced at him
and said, "Come on, Robert. Let's go back downstairs. You can help
us fill out the paperwork."

They sat around the mahogany dining
room table. Robert lost track of time. The detectives asked him
soft questions. They were just making conversation, decompressing
him.

He resisted the macho temptation to
say, "Guys, you don't need to nursemaid me."

Detective Cashdollar turned toward
him. "You know the fella worked in the yard for Mister Powers?
Colored fella named Augustus?"

"Colored fella." Derrigan Slaughter
rolled his eyes, then nodded sagely. "Augustus."

"Sure. Augustus? Known him for
years. Augustus is here?"

Detective Slaughter nodded. "It was
Augustus done found the bodies. Let's get you and him together, see
if y'all come up with anything 'bout why this happened."

At that instant, the telephone
vibrated in Robert's pocket. He hesitated. It was painful to say
it. "Hang on, guys. I hate these mobile phones, but I've got to
answer. My secretary knows not to call unless it's an
emergency."

He flipped it open. "Hello,
Donna."

"Robert, Jimmy Coleman's trying to
call you."

"Not now."

But Donna DeCarlo was insistent.
"It's Jimmy Coleman. He says it's about Merckhoven Corporation. The
holding company. He sounds pretty sure you'll want to take
it."

"Not now."

"Robert, Jimmy's call is about the
holding company and Mr. Powers. You've got to take it. Warburton
Powers. That's what you're there at his house for."

"It's okay, Mister Herrick."
Detective Slaughter nodded. "We can wait."

Still, Robert hesitated, suspended
between the inaction that his disgust had imposed on him and the
determination to overcome it. Then, finally, slowly, he said,
"Patch him through."

Abruptly, Jimmy Coleman's voice
came over the line. It sounded like a shovel digging gravel.
"Mister Herrick, you gonna represent the dead guy's
estate?"

Robert was too surprised to be
offended, but he didn't know how to answer. "Not yet. Nobody knows.
I might be asked to represent the estate. I just don't know. Why?
What's this about?"

"That's good enough for me. As
legal representative of the estate of Warburton Powers, you are
notified of a meeting of the Board of Directors of The Merckhoven
Holding Company at the Merckhoven Building in New York City at two
o'clock in the afternoon on Sunday, June 4 of this
year."

"But . . . that's just a couple of
days from now."

"That's right. The notice went to
Powers before he died, and we faxed a formal copy to your office
with the agenda. I'm tryin', now, to see you get it, because the
law says we got to give 'reasonable notice.' What you do about it
is your business."

"My business?"

"Yeah. Long as you don't come to
the meeting, that is. Sometimes the law requires notice when
there's really no reason. The notice is to Powers as a shareholder,
not as a director, since he's dead, and since he is dead, there's
an irrevocable proxy that kicks in and the chair votes instead of
him at the board, and so the estate gets notice of the board
meeting, but you don't get to come. Congratulations."

Robert blinked. Then he frowned,
his anger rising. The telephone beeped. There was a call waiting.
Nobody had this number except—

"Hang on, Jimmy. HANG ON! I've got
to take this call."

"Not much more to say."

"I may have something to say!
You need to hang on for just a minute."

"Suit yourself." Jimmy made a
rasping sound.

Robert pushed the button, and for
an instant, the line was dead.
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MARIA

They sat at the table, below the
bloody nursery. The two detectives stared at Robert, waiting, while
he pushed the button on the flip phone.

"Hi there, sweetheart." Maria
Melendes's voice was missing its music. "I'm having a hard day, so
I called you."

"Not now, Maria." But her voice
broke with stress, and it carried a commanding strangeness, an
urgency, that told him he'd better listen. More slowly, he asked,
"My gosh, Maria, what's the matter?"

Maria was an assistant district
attorney. Everybody called her "the D.A.'s official killer,"
because she had the strangest assignment in the entire office. When
a convict got the death sentence, and it had been affirmed on
appeal, it was Maria's responsibility to oppose the stay
applications and petitions for habeas corpus, through multiple
trips to the Supreme Court, so that the execution could be carried
out. Sometimes, too, it was her job to agree with the defense
lawyer for a confessed serial murderer, if the man was entitled to
a new trial.

It took stomach acid as well as
wisdom to tell the difference, and when Maria talked about a hard
day at the office, Robert was conditioned to stop everything and
listen. Especially now, with the way she sounded.

"What's wrong?" He asked it
reflexively.

"Well, it's this multiple
rape-murder case I've got. Guy's on death row, and now, for God's
sake, they've found another crime scene!
But the guy we've convicted, he couldn't have done this latest one,
because he's locked up tight. It's a . . . a disaster." She was
crying.

"I—I don't know what to say." His
mind was bouncing from the bloody baby's crib to images of human
carrion half eaten by animals, tokens of this savage rapist who
fancied teenage prostitutes. The convicted man in the case Maria
was wrestling with.

He stood, impatiently, and paced
into the front hallway, alone. "I mean—is this new crime close
enough to the others, Maria, so it might show that your man didn't
do any of them?" Robert knew the case, and the evidence of this
sadistic killer's guilt was overwhelming. Mistaken identity seemed
impossible, in spite of any new copycat crime that had turned
up.

"Well, it seems they found a clue
on the latest corpus delicti," Maria said slowly.

"They found a what?"

Now he was really puzzled. Sherlock
Holmes talks that way, and so does Perry Mason. But Robert had
never heard an assistant district attorney use words like "clues on
the corpus delicti."

The detectives still were back in
the dining room. He could see them through the open doors, looking
at him impassively, with the telephone at his ear. But Maria's
cases were as important as his own, and Robert always tried to
listen to her. He'd learned that the hard way.

"Anyhow," and the catch in Maria's
voice gave her joke away, "the homicide dicks found a dead corn
flake on the body, and so they figure there's another cereal killer
on the loose."

He hesitated, involuntarily. Then
he caught himself. "Maria, this is a bad time. That's an old joke.
It was dumb the first time."

She always tried to make him laugh.
It was good for him. Irreverent, superstitious, an excellent
actress and full of pranks, Maria always jolted him out of his
way-too-serious self-absorption. Almost always, that is. Right now,
he still was caught between his reaction to what he had just seen
and his desire to support her in her hour of professional
catastrophe, and he was agonizingly slow to gain his
composure.

"They must have invented that dumb
joke when I was still a kid, in Cuba." Maria laughed. "I'll bet I
was dodging the thought police when that particular dumb joke made
its debut."

She laughed again. "It's like my
sister Elena says. I'm Cuban, and I have red hair. And Robert, you
work too hard! I miss you. I called for no reason except to make
you laugh."

"Your sister Elena doesn't say
that." He still was struggling to sort it out. "You're the one who
says it. And Maria, you use that Cuban-with-red-hair stuff as an
excuse for everything."

Robert admired Maria, at least when
he wasn't reacting to a multiple death scene. She had floated up to
Florida not speaking a word of English, the twelve-year-old
daughter of Jorge Melendes, respected Director-General of the
hospital at Miramar. Her father had gotten crosswise of Castro's
national health service, but as soon as he had bribed his way out
of jail, he had sailed his family to America.

Robert's stomach convulsed again.
"Maria, this isn't the time! . . ."

But Maria babbled on. "Not to
mention how you love to tease me about my stage career in Las
Vegas." It finally dawned on Robert that she obviously didn't know
where he was or what had happened. "And all I did in Las Vegas was
work to make the money for law school. You usually go after that
part of my past next, Robert. I hope you remember to say I was a
'showgirl' this time, instead of an 'exotic dancer,' because our
show in Las Vegas was family- oriented, you know? Like the
Rockettes."

She laughed again, and now he heard
the music in her voice. But . . . his eyes narrowed,
painfully.

"Maria." He blurted it out. "I've
been trying to tell you. This is a bad time, because Warburton
Powers is dead."

There was silence. "Robert, this
joke is dumber than the one I made about the cereal
killer."

"Warburton Powers shot Linda and
the baby. And then he shot himself."

"He couldn't have." She was half
speaking, half crying. "What reason would he have?"

"Listen. I've got to
go."

"Wait! I mean, is he . . ." She
gave up. "Just go! Call me as soon as you can." And she was
gone.

Robert turned to follow the
detectives. But the telephone still was alive. "What the hell else
did you want, Herrick? Hello? Hello?"

Jimmy Coleman's gravelly voice was
as unmistakable as it was impatient, and Robert caught it just
before hanging up. "I've got to get on the plane to New York,"
Jimmy rasped.

"Jimmy—I . . . ." Robert
remembered. He'd left Jimmy on the line. "Sorry to have you hold,
but I had to."

"Yeah. Sure. But talk to me quick,
because I haven't got time for this."

Robert struggled to recover.
Jimmy's call had been about . . . the Merckhoven Holding Company.
Board of directors. . . . It was hard to focus, but this was
important. And Jimmy's call was about Warburton Powers's seat on
the board.

He forced himself to concentrate.
"Jimmy, . . . what's the subject of this Merckhoven board meeting?
I guess it's in the written notice, but I won't get to the office
for a while."

"Board reorganization.
Acquisitions. Takeover defenses. The tender offer to buy control of
that Swiss corporation with connections in Iraq. Deals that
Warburton Powers resisted and made a fuss about, and now that he's
no longer around, we can make these deals go through."

"Jimmy, you're rushing it.
Warburton Powers just died, and this is bullshit! Postpone your board meeting."

"Bullshit yourself, Herrick. You
want that, try and get an injunction from a New York judge. You got
no grounds, of course, 'cause the notice and the proxy are both
right. But you can try."

"I don't even represent anybody
yet." Robert was angry, but his brain was spinning. Did it matter?
Why should he be concerned about some board meeting in New York, or
a takeover that had something to do with Iraq?

"Look, Jimmy. I'm just asking you
to postpone it until I know what to do, especially if you're
treating me like I'm some kind of representative of Warburton's
estate."

"I'm only callin' you 'cause this
way, any court will say we did all we could to deliver the notice.
Herrick, you do whatever you want. Message delivered.
Goodbye."

Robert hung up, wordlessly. He
listened to the dial tone for an unnaturally long time. He was half
conscious of following the detectives through the double doors,
into the butler's pantry, past the breakfast room, slowly folding
his telephone with one hand.

"Remember. We gonna get you
together with the hired hand who found the bodies," said Donnie
Cashdollar.

"Augustus." Detective Slaughter
nodded. "He's pretty upset, Augustus is."

They heard the snuffling noise,
soft but ragged, before they entered the kitchen.

"Augustus—" Robert
froze.

The old man's beard was wet where
it curled over his crinkled neck, and a glistening thread of water
spun from his nose and mouth. He held onto a little green pillow,
caressing it, with a vacant look in his eyes. Robert bounded to
him.

"Augustus." The detectives had said
he was the one who had found the bodies. Robert held him, hugged
him. "Augustus." The old man snuggled against him. He still didn't
seem to see anything; his eyes were drowning. He made a croaking
noise. And then, finally, there were words between the
sobs.

"They . . . killed . . . him, . . .
Mistah . . . Robert."

"Who killed him?" Robert held on to
the old man. "No. I'm sorry, Augustus. He killed himself. I'm so
sorry you had to be the one to find them."

"He shot his self, yeah."
Augustus's voice was firmer, angry. "Yeah, he did. And the missus,
and the little one."

"He even left a note."

"But THEY'S the ones done killed
him." Augustus enunciated the words. "Mistah Merckhoven. Those
folks. They done it. THEY done put the gun in his han'!"

"The . . . Merckhoven Holding
Company did all this?"

"They done it. If I'm lyin', I'm
dyin." The old man sobbed again. "THEY done it."

Detective Slaughter shook his head.
"It was Mister Powers's own gun. A 9 mm Sturm Ruger. Fine gun,
actually. The gun belonged to Mister Powers."

Detective Cashdollar turned to face
Robert. "Augustus's been sayin' this for hours. What he means is,
Warburton Powers was havin' financial troubles, and he was fighting
with this Merckhoven Holding Company. But every time somebody
swallows a pistol, we can't be blamin' somebody on Wall Street
'cause his finances allegedly drove him to it."

"They . . . done . . . it." The old
man's eyes were wild as he squeezed his pillow.

A commotion interrupted them. At
first, they didn't know where it came from. But then, the voices
made it clear. The uniformed officer was trying to keep the press
outside the yellow crime scene tape, and the reporters were trying
to get inside it. They wanted to shoot video through the damask
around the windows and into the study.

"Mr. Powers was an important guy, I
guess." Detective Slaughter's voice was respectful.

"When beggars die, there are no
comets seen," Robert recited. "The heavens themselves blaze forth
the deaths of princes."

"Where'd you get that?" Detective
Cashdollar stared.

"Shakespeare. And it fits. Only
instead of comets in the heavens, Warburton Powers's death gets
blazed forth by video on the idiot box."

Robert looked back, helplessly, at
Augustus.

The way Shakespeare always wrote
it, wisdom came from babes and fools, the lunatics, the beggars,
the witches. The prophets and the soothsayers, the readers of
entrails, these were the wise men. If you listened to Shakespeare,
the crazy people were the only ones who knew.

Robert stared at the faithful old
retainer named Augustus. And he thought about how crazy the man
sounded, blaming the holding company.

Slowly, Robert climbed into the
burgundy Duesenberg that was his favorite car to drive. Classic
cars were his one indulgence, his one frivolous concession to his
wealth. The Duesenberg was his trademark.

He sat for a long time and stared
straight ahead at the bulging, curved hood. At the piping that
stuck out along the sides, shining with refurbished chrome. Finally
he turned the key. The twelve cylinders purred in a way that
usually was more satisfying than the sound of his 1963 Continental
or even his red Testarossa. Usually, the synchronization reassured
him. But this time, as he turned the wheel and limped down the
curved pebblestone toward Willowick Drive, he didn't hear the
engine at all. All he could see was the blood, and all he could
hear was Augustus's indictment against the Merckhoven Holding
Company.

 



 


 


5
MERCKHOVEN

For three days, Robert went through
the motions of working. He sat in his corner office on the top
floor of the Texas Commerce Tower. Here, in his law firm above
Houston's tallest building, he stared at Memorial Park, taking in
the greenness of the trees, and idly he searched for the exact
point where they merged with the sky. From time to time, he counted
the stacks of papers on his desk.

And all of the time, he thought
about those bloody bodies he had seen, and the prophecies he had
heard from Augustus.

Eventually the clients found him.
The ones he had expected after the death of Warburton Powers. The
clients he had halfway looked forward to meeting— and halfway
dreaded.

"The problem is, Miss Powers, I'm
not a probate lawyer." Robert looked blankly across the mahogany
desk at the young man and woman who sat in the matching Queen Anne
chairs. Warburton Powers's son and daughter.

"We don't do any estate planning
here." Tom Kennedy was sitting in the third chair, next to
Warburton Powers's son. "We don't write wills, you
know?"

"But my sister's right." The
studious young man was determined. "See, I'm named after my
grandfather. His name was David Merckhoven, and I'm David
Merckhoven Powers, and that's why I'm here. My sister Janet and I
want to stand up for our family. For our name."

"Well, but . . . you see . . . I
imagine your father's will has what's called a 'Q-tip trust' in
it." Robert rolled his eyes. "I know the buzz words. But I'm not
sure I'd recognize a Q-tip trust if I saw it on an IMAX
screen."

"Yes. I'm told there's one of those
clauses in the will."

"And I guess—I don't really know,
but I'm guessing, that the Q-tip trust doesn't operate here.
Because of the death . . . of your father's wife. Linda Powers. I'm
sorry." Robert stared out the greenhouse style floor-to-ceiling
windows into the faraway mist of southwest Houston. A hundred
geraniums flowered in shades of red, pink, and orange at the edge
of his shimmering oriental carpet.

He looked back at David Merckhoven
Powers. "I'm sorry. Your father was my friend."

"I know."

"But . . . since the Q-tip trust
doesn't operate, there's probably a trust for you, David. And for
Janet. With a bypass for the next generation. There's probably a
power to invade corpus. Limited by what the IRS calls an
'ascertainable standard,' with those magic words that the tax folks
love so much."

"That's right. All those things we
don't understand are in the will, or so I'm told."

"Don't you see—Janet. May I call
you Janet?—I don't understand them either." Robert smiled. "Because
tax law and wills and trusts, it's—it's just not what I do. I'd
probably foul up the ascertainable standard. And turn it into
something un-ascertainable, if that's a word."

At that, Janet smiled too, over her
quilted black suit. "But that's not what the problem is, Mr.
Herrick," she said finally.

"We can hire somebody else to do
the tax work, Mister Herrick." David and Janet's words tripped over
each other.

"We want our name back." "We want
our family back." "We want to get back what the holding company has
destroyed."

"Hold it. Let me start over."
Robert was confused.

Years ago, Robert Herrick had
turned down all the lucrative offers from big law firms, because
even though he'd been at the top of his law school class, he wanted
to go it alone. And now, the law firm called Robert Herrick and
Associates employed almost a hundred people. Fifteen lawyers, two
dozen legal assistants, and a group of investigators and medical
techs. The firm even had six people who made videos and simulations
for use in court.

Today, his law firm handled
big-time commercial cases right along with big-time personal injury
and death cases. The silk-stocking defense lawyers bantered with
him every time they signed the settlement papers that paid millions
to his grateful clients. But Robert still identified with the
little guy, the individual fighting the big corporation.

He looked back at David and
Janet.

"Let me start over. I've been
jumping to conclusions about what you want, and I shouldn't do
that. So, let me pretend we're back at the beginning, and I'll put
it this way." He grinned, and the look on his face was supposed to
tell them they were the most important people in the
world.

"Let me start over. David and
Janet, it's a pleasure to meet you. What can I do for you? How can
I help?"

They smiled too.

But then, Janet's words were
bitter. "I'd like to put them out of business. The holding
company."

"The banks called all the loans."
David Powers shook his head. "Not right away, of course. At first,
it was only one bank that wanted to ruin my father. But it
snowballed."

Robert wanted to interrupt, but he
didn't. Instead, without thinking, he reached toward the picture of
Patricia Herrick on his desk.

Patricia had died of ovarian cancer
eight years earlier, but before that, she had been Robert's wife of
more than seventeen years. Recently, he had formed an odd habit. In
uneasy situations, he would touch the photograph of Patricia
Herrick, in its heavy gold frame, just as he was doing
now.

David and Janet's words tumbled
out. "The banks called all his loans. And the lending agreements,
they've all got acceleration clauses if our father didn't maintain
a certain net worth . . . ."

". . . Or if there was any kind of
mortgage or security interest that was put there without all the
lenders' consent . . . ."

". . . And there were lots of
those, hostile liens, against the Powers Company after the first
bank called the loan. It was a put-up job. And it all came from the
holding company."

Immediately, Robert knew. These
people don't have a case. None of it matters, because before a
lender forecloses on a loan, it always has lawyers dissect the
documents to be sure it has the legal right. And usually, it's got
that right, even if it's unfair. The documents always specify
dozens of events of default, and they go on for page after page
about legal remedies that let the lender lower the boom. Without
warning, and perfectly legally.

And anyway, how did these people
know it all "came from the holding company"? You usually can't
prove that kind of vague allegation under the rules of evidence in
a court. Even if it's true. Which it usually isn't, Robert thought
to himself, when angry clients want to shift the blame from a
relative. Such as a father who commits a gruesome murder-suicide,
the kind of unspeakable act everyone wants to believe really didn't
come from him.

David Powers spoke next. "The
holding company even got it posted on the Internet that our father
had AIDS. They used an anonymous source, but it has to have come
from them."

Janet nodded. "The holding company
works for the CIA. It sounds crazy, but they do."

By now, Tom Kennedy had heard
enough. "This law firm can't haul off and sue somebody just because
you folks want to. We're officers of the court. We're subject to
disciplinary rules. The court can impose big-dollar fines on us,
and on you, too."

"They killed our father," David
Powers said slowly. "Maybe they didn't pull the trigger, but they
loaded the gun and put it in his hand."

It was exactly what old Augustus
had said.

"I don't know." Robert hesitated.
"Maybe we can put an investigator on it. The part about the loans
being called. Not the CIA part, I don't think. Once in a hundred
times you find a lender liability case that's worth pursuing. But
if there's no case, I hope you'll understand."

"Robert . . . !" Tom Kennedy always
wanted to represent more banks and insurance companies, the clients
who could pay a fee. "Robert, all the investigators are snowed
under."

"Mr. Herrick, you were his friend."
David Powers's voice said he didn't believe what he was hearing.
"You were one of my father's closest friends."

"And we're determined," Janet
echoed. "Because the things they did to him were what killed him.
The holding company killed all three of them."

Robert hesitated. And he stared
past the art on his walls, the Kandinsky, the Wyeth, and the Klee,
into the brilliant day.

Then he remembered Jimmy Coleman's
call about the board meeting. The holding company board. "You gonna
represent the dead guy's estate . . . ?" And he felt his anger
rising again.

"Okay." His mind told him there
wasn't a case at the bottom of this, but his heart tugged the other
way. If there wasn't any case, all he would lose would be an
investigation that cost ten thousand dollars or so. "Tom, put one
of the guys on it. We'll see."

In New York City, today was the day
for the board meeting. The meeting of the board of directors of the
Merckhoven Holding Company. The meeting Jimmy had called Robert
about.

On the lower west side of
Manhattan, somewhere in the mid-twenties, there is a brown stone
building topped off by a gingerbread cupola, with a rhombus
underneath it. A rhombus on top of a building, here in New York
City. . . !

"What the heck is a . . . rhombus?"
People always ask. They've heard about the odd shapes at the top of
this building, but they don't know what the word "rhombus"
means.

The building tenders try not to
answer, because any sensible New Yorker tries not to answer a
tourist. But when the question is put persistently or they're tired
of pretending not to hear, the doormen will bark, "A rhombus is
like a diamond shape, but sitting on its side."

And if the tourists still ask,
those Brooklyn voices become even more impatient. "Look. You go out
on the street and look under that cupola, you gonna see a rhombus."

And there it is, a diamond shape
sitting on its side. A rhombus. Near the top of the building known
as the Merckhoven Building. It's a historic landmark.

The whole front of the rhombus is
glass, and this modern shape clashes with the classical kitsch of
the columns on the cupola, which is on top of the rhombus. And the
tourists don't understand it any better when they see the black
curtains behind the glass, running the height and width of the
rhombus, shutting out the sun, dull and absorbent.

Why does the rhombus have these
curtains that block every bit of the view? Somebody inside the
rhombus has gone to a great deal of trouble to prevent the world
from seeing in.

The Merckhoven Holding Company's
board of directors meets inside the rhombus.

"Gentlemen, we will observe a
minute of silence," said Octavius Merckhoven. "To remember our
departed member. My beloved cousin, Warburton Powers."

Inside the rhombus, the walls bent
in unaccustomed ways, because there was only one large space, with
a black marble floor. The black curtains were fixed to the charcoal
walls. Old man Merckhoven had three-inch black-framed spectacles,
and all he seemed to wear was a black robe that buttoned to his
folded neck. There was a single halogen lamp above him, with a beam
that bounced off the chrome-like top of his head.

"Report on the CreditCorp tender
offer, Mister McGinley." Mr. Merckhoven was separated from the rest
of the boardroom by a wall of glass. He sat at a little replica of
the board table that jutted into the opposite space. The big table
was surrounded by black suits with white shirts. In Merckhoven's
space behind the glass, there were only two other men, young men
with muscles who wore surgical masks and robes in a charcoal
color.

"Merckhoven," anyone will explain
to you, "is a freak about germs." That's why his bodyguards wear
these filters. And it's why he wears this garment, this silk
robe-like thing, instead of a suit and tie. "He thinks clothes
breed germs," anyone who knows will say.

"Mr. McGinley," Merckhoven
repeated. "Report on our takeover of CreditCorp."

The lawyer named McGinley stood up,
slight and hesitant. "We have commenced the initial stage, Mister
Chairman."

"Now see, what does that mean?"
Merckhoven's voice pierced the glass, disembodied and autonomic. He
preferred to have the equalizer suppress the lower frequencies, and
the microphone gave a tinny edge to the sound. "You've commenced it. What can I do with that
information?"

The suits all murmured agreement.
Some of them noticed a thin odor of disinfectant in the air. This
place smelled like a hospital.

McGinley tried again. "The SEC
lawyer who's assigned to us is named Hamel, and we've bought
another five percent of CreditCorp in the market. So we filed the
papers to say it's only an investment."

"Tell us what we need to know,
McGinley. Not the details! Tell us what you've accomplished, if
anything." Merckhoven's edge sounded, now, like he was spitting the
words. "If I ask what time it is, I don't want the history of
watchmaking!"

A few of the black-suited directors
shifted uneasily in their chairs, because they knew the Chairman
well. Octavius Merckhoven was the eighth son of a Russian
immigrant, who had floated to Ellis Island at age nine. Plopped
down as a poor ethnic fit in Hell's Kitchen, Merckhoven had fought
and seriously injured more kids than were his friends. But at
sixteen, he had seen a way to get off the streets, by working in
the mail room at Gulden & Jones, the big investment banking
firm at Number Two Wall Street. The rest was history, the history
of one of the wealthiest men in America. And you didn't cross
Octavius

Merckhoven or waste his
time.

The corporate lawyer, McGinley,
flinched. "We do have the cold-comfort letter from the SEC," he
ventured carefully.

"What a surprise." Merckhoven's
voice seeped sarcasm. "Congratulations."

"That means the SEC's written us to
say we can't rely on it, but they have no evidence that we're
engaged in a takeover of CreditCorp." The lawyer sighed, trying to
find the level of specifics that might please the old man. "Of
course, this Mister Hamel knows we're doing a takeover of
CreditCorp."

"Confound it, Mr. McGinley! The SEC
sends a thousand letters like that every day." Merckhoven never
swore, but he could make "confound it" sound worse than most people
could do with four-letter words. "What intelligence do you have on
the gentlemen managing our target? What are their
defenses?"

"They've adopted a poison pill
defense to the takeover." McGinley swallowed. "Probably no good.
They waited too long, and it'll look too obvious that all they're
doing is saving their jobs."

"A pill? What kind of poison in the
pill?"

"Anything over twenty-five percent
owned by any one group, it triggers a distribution. The
distribution's hard to value because it's tied to a stub that
depends on several contradictory market indicators. But the
distribution would be more than five times net worth."

"So if we buy more than twenty-five
percent of CreditCorp, we swallow the metaphorical pill."
Merckhoven's lips curled. "And the target uses our money to pay
several billion dollars to all the stockholders."

"Right."

"Marvelous. That's really stupid.
And this poison-pill defense was put in place after we crept up on them? They might as well try to
take us over. Might as well try a defensive
acquisition."

The suits around the table wiggled
with mirthless laughter at that. The thought of these desperate men
in the target company trying to turn around and answer the hostile
takeover by mounting their own counter-takeover was even sillier
than this poison pill.

But a few of the suits shuddered
once they finished laughing, especially the ones who had been
through this kind of takeover on the receiving end. Right now, all
the vice presidents of the target company were visualizing their
life's work going up in smoke. Mortgaged to the limit, they would
start breaking the news to clueless wives, explaining the instant
humiliation that they were about to swallow from an army of
outplacement hustlers. For those men, resisting Merckhoven's
takeover was going to be like manning a submarine when depth
charges cracked the hull. A gray kind of professional death. The
last CreditCorp board meetings would be nothing but denial,
betrayal, and tears from dying men.

"Redundancy?" Merckhoven's voice
was toneless. "How much redundancy is there? How much of
CreditCorp's work force can we get rid of?"

"Everybody at the top except maybe
a third of operations." McGinley's voice was calm, now. On familiar
ground. "Below that, almost fifty percent."

"Good. We'll cut the costs by
layoffs."

Merckhoven was legendary for
cutting costs. At one point in his life, as a turnaround artist, he
had been known as "Merck the Knife" by those who hated or feared
him. His layoffs at Sunbelt Corporation had ruined whole
communities, but he still bragged about having restored the company
to profitability. That was when young Octavius Merckhoven had put
together a group to do a leveraged buyout of the stodgy old
Republic Holding Company. He had double-crossed and fired every
existing member of management and then renamed the holding company
after himself. The Merckhoven Holding Company.

"What about the parachutes at
CreditCorp, Mr. McGinley?" Merckhoven wanted to know.

"Not very golden, the parachutes."
McGinley snickered. "I don't think they'll be able to fund any of
it."

"Good." The man in the black robe
was content. The men who ran the target would be out on the street,
ruined by debt. Unless, of course, they voted to abolish their
poison pill defense and sell out to the holding company.

The CreditCorp board had voted in
this poison pill for one reason. To save their jobs. As a takeover
defense, a poison pill was simple. It was just a promise that if
control of the corporation changed, the new owner would have to pay
the shareholders millions more than the corporation was worth. An
effective deterrent to a casual tender offer.

But a poison pill wouldn't stop a
determined, well-financed takeover by an aggressor willing to bid
the price above market. The CreditCorp directors still would want
to keep their j obs then, but they would face conflicting
obligations. They were legally bound to maximize value for their
shareholders. This was known as the "fiduciary duty" of an officer
or director to the shareholders. And so, if a corporate raider
offered twenty-five or thirty percent over the market price,
shareholders would start to rumble with excitement. And then they'd
threaten to sue the directors for not cooperating with the
acquisition. For a short while, the target's board might pretend to
be maximizing value by holding out, saying that the tender offer
was "ridiculously undervalued." But if the aggressor was willing to
keep raising the price, there always would come a point at which
the target's board of directors would face irresistible pressure to
abolish the pill and surrender to the takeover.

Old man Merckhoven looked up and
down the table. "I don't need to remind you there's black budget
money in this. Control says the Director of Central Intelligence
really wants CreditCorp. Any problems, Mr. McGinley?"

"Mr. Chairman," McGinley was
nervous again. "CreditCorp has lots of Swiss properties. We've
never done a hostile like this before. The Swiss banks all have
Libyan and Iraqi interests. All we seem to get, even through
control, is public information. There's no 'humint,' no human
intelligence. Nobody on the ground at all."

"Mr. Coleman?" The colorless head
turned to look at him.

Jimmy stood and showed his teeth.
"Mr. Chairman, go ahead and ratchet it up."

"You think they'll
sell?"

"Your offer's going to be
irresistible. They don't have any white knights out there to rescue
them. The alternative for the directors isn't just ruin of their
business, it's personal disaster, debts, and an old age full of
shareholder lawsuits. They're going to realize they're losing, and
that's when they'll want to go to the bunker and look for grenades,
but there'll come a point where you can send them a bear hug
letter. And they'll fold like a cheap umbrella."

"A 'bear hug' is a letter to the
target board," McGinley explained for the benefit of the neophyte
directors. "It will tell CreditCorp's board that if they don't play
nice, we're going to take our message directly to their
shareholders."

There was silence.

"Mr. Coleman, what have you heard .
. . from Warburton's people?" For an instant, Merckhoven's voice
hesitated, as if there were a crack in the speaker. "Anything
there?"

Merckhoven was talking about his
own dead cousin. Oh, well. Everybody knew how Warburton Powers had
fought against Merckhoven about this CreditCorp
takeover.

"I've heard nothing from Warburton
Powers's people." Jimmy's multiple chins wiggled below his grin.
"And that's not surprising, because your reorg of the board can't
be questioned, Mr. Chairman. Neither can the fact that you now own
half of Powers's stock. And you've followed the proxy to the
letter, and we've replaced the Powers directors. They all packed up
and left. There wasn't much they could say."

"I like the way you analyze these
things, Mr. Coleman. McGinley, see if you can learn something." The
old man's face shifted to what passed for a smile. "What about
Warburton's family? Do we need to expect trouble?"

"Nothing, except Dr. Bill's done
the autopsies." Dr. Bill was the medical examiner in Houston. The
suits stared at Jimmy, because he had just reduced Warburton
Powers's life to the fact that it made an autopsy
necessary.

"A marvelous report, Mr. Coleman,"
said Old Man Merckhoven. "See, Mr. McGinley? If I ask what time it
is, it doesn't mean I'm asking for the history of
watchmaking."

Again, several of the black suits
wiggled nervously. It was an open secret that Merckhoven had built
the holding company by trapping dozens of lazy executives into
criminal acts of insider trading, but a dozen SEC investigations
had never caught the company in a Rule 16-b violation. The Chairman
had fired and blackballed every underling who might have talked. In
1975, young man Merckhoven had been indicted for the hired murder
of an investor who had objected to his tactics. After two
mistrials, a jury had acquitted him.

Quickly, the Merckhoven Holding
Company had cracked the Fortune 100, and then the top twenty-five.
Merckhoven himself had clawed his way up to become the third
richest man in America. He was frugal. Intensely patriotic.
Committed to his method of doing things, which he referred to,
often, as "the Merckhoven way." His penchant for secrecy and
obsession with sanitation had only expanded his legend. He was
powerful enough to wear what the Wall Street conformists would have
considered a ridiculous costume on anyone else, and by now, no one
gave his black robe any thought.



Surveying his minions, Merck the
Knife seemed content. "Keep it on track, Mr. McGinley. I want
CreditCorp to feel us attacking, every step of the way."

He half smiled again. Then, "Let's
turn to the public business."

None of what they had discussed up
to that point, except the moment of silence, would appear in the
minutes.

Three blocks away, the men behind
the open window relaxed. They kept the laser gun trained on the
black eye of the rhombus, in case there might be more on this
subject, and the dish continued to collect the reflected signal,
modulated by the vibrations that came from voices behind the
curtain. This HISL, or holographic infrared scanning laser, could
pick up conversations inside a building fifty miles away by sensing
tiny movements in the window glass caused by sound waves. Usually,
you could hear everything clear as a bell, but in this case the
heavy curtains muffled the words. But this was only an annoyance,
not a problem. The men at the open window hadn't understood it all
because the recording would have to be enhanced, but they had
intercepted the part of the meeting their control said he
needed.

Meanwhile, back in his office in
Houston, Robert stared out at Memorial Park again.

David and Janet Powers were gone.
He was alone with his thoughts. The breathtaking view, the mahogany
furnishings, and the wonderful art hanging on his walls usually
buoyed his spirits, here in this magnificent room. But not
now.

He was thinking about his losing
streak. That string of professional defeats haunted him more than
anyone else knew. It made him doubt himself, doubt whether he ever
could win a case again. He revisited every loss, now, in his
memory. The way trial lawyers hate to do but cannot resist
doing.

First, there had been that
Haverford Bank case. Robert's clients had been ruined by that
massive fraud. But as soon as he had rested, Bang! The judge had
granted a directed verdict for the defendants.

His next case, where a hydraulic
jack had made a paraplegic out of his client, had ended with a zero
verdict. "We figured your poor guy just don't know how to use a
jack, Mr. Herrick," the presiding juror had explained.

And then there was the worst defeat
of all. A medical malpractice trial against Jimmy Coleman. This
same awful defense lawyer! The plaintiff in that case had suffered
horribly, grotesquely, because he had died from complications after
a metal rod implanted in his femur had broken. "Thanks, Herrick,
for refusin' our settlement offer and making us try this
piece-of-shit case of yours," Jimmy had exulted. He had won by
using one dirty trick after another, all hidden from the
jurors.

Robert couldn't afford to take on
this lawsuit against the holding company! This quest that David and
Janet wanted to recruit him for was too crazy, too quixotic. The
case was a loser. He didn't need another loser.

But in his heart, he knew he was
hooked. He thought again about Jimmy Coleman's question: "You gonna
represent the dead guy's estate?" And he thought about Warburton
Powers, and Linda, and little Jonathan, murdered in his crib. And
he knew what he was going to have to do. Losing streak or not,
loser case or not, David and Janet's suit against the holding
company had grabbed Robert at his most vulnerable spot, his hatred
of injustice.

 


 



 


6 THE
MEMORIALS

Women are like dog poop. The older
they get, the easier they are to pick up."

Eleven-year-old Robbie Herrick sat
glued to the television. The speaker was a sitcom actor with
comically large black glasses and a shaved head. Dutifully, Robbie
giggled.

But Robert Herrick Senior groaned.
"Robbie, turn off that trash."

The sun slanted through the big
white plantation shutters in the Herricks' spacious River Oaks
home, just across the street from where Warburton Powers had lived.
The family room, with its peach walls and bright furniture, was the
gathering place not just for Robert Senior and his son Robbie, but
also for his daughter, known as Pepper, and Maria. Robert watched
Maria smiling at Robbie, and he wondered and worried.

"Robbie, do you even understand
what the TV guy's talking about?" Maria Melendes's voice was
contrived to sound stern, but there was no mistaking the
boys-will-be-boys twinkle in her eye.

Robert stared at her, and once more
he thought, Maria is so very different from me. I bet if I weren't
here, she'd watch this wretched TV show herself. And laugh right
along with my kid.

"What Robbie understands is that
the television guy is dumping on females." Nineteen-year-old Pepper
Herrick cradled a crook-necked milk bottle in one hand and her
blue-swaddled baby in the other. "For Robbie, that's all he needs
to know." Pepper gave a long-suffering look to the assembled
family, just to let everybody know how often she'd been on the
receiving end of her brother's juvenile antics.

The television screen shifted to a
young woman with straight hair and a beaded headband, wearing a
pinstriped suit and matching heels. She also had a leather loop
that featured a peace symbol around her neck.

"Oh, yeah?" The woman's hand
gestures filled the TV screen. "Well, men are only good for one
thing, Mister Pick-up Artist!"

The actor with the glasses looked
shocked, as if he half wished, half feared that the woman was going
to say what seemed naturally to come next.

". . . But I can parallel park all
by myself, and I don't need a man for that!" The screen zoomed in
on the woman's sardonic grimace, and the laugh track
sounded.

Robert had had enough. "Robbie!
Turn it off."

Robbie was laughing hard, but his
expression dissolved. With the contempt that comes naturally to
those suspended between childhood and teenagedom, he changed the
channel.

But then he brightened. The
basketball court at Compaq Center flashed on the television, with
its painted cartoon Rocket grinning in a field of stylized stars.
The Houston Rockets' dark shirts mingled with the Los Angeles
Lakers' yellow ones in a pattern that seemed random, until the man
with the ball dribbled twice and flung up what looked like a
three-point shot. But it wasn't a shot, and the Rockets' center
smoothly reached up to cram the ball into the basket.

"Wow!" Robbie was as fixed to the
screen now as he had been, earlier, to that scatological sitcom.
"How does each of them know what the other's going to
do?"

"Practice," Robert deadpanned. "The
Rockets work at those things before the game even starts. It's a
good idea to realize you get things by working at them,
Robbie."

Like any sensible eleven-year-old,
Robbie didn't hear his father.

"Watch the screen, Robbie." Maria
pointed. "Here's the replay."

"Okay." Robbie knew to listen when
Maria talked this way.

"Before they did this alley-oop,
they swung it in and out to the post, twice." Maria pointed. "Now,
Robbie, see those two guys moving? It's a double pick. And now,
here's the guy with the ball dribbling over to his right, as soon
as the pick is set. And the pick cuts off the defense. The other
defensive guys, see them coming out to cover the ball? That puts
the big guy, the Rockets' center, into single coverage and sets up
the play."

Robert stared, again. Maria always
surprised him. That funny wiggle came to his stomach, the way it
usually did when he thought about himself and Maria. Because
inevitably, he also thought about how much Maria wanted to get
married and have babies. Plural.

She and I would have big-time
trouble adapting to living together, he reminded himself. And
besides, when it comes to babies, I've already paid my
dues.

"Robbie." Robert's voice was
gentler. "Everybody else is ready. Get into your
clothes."

Robbie sat for an instant, just to
give the impression of disobedience, and then he stood up with a
sullen jerk. But his acted-out disrespect was lost on Robert, who
was watching Maria, who was looking wistfully at the
baby.

"You really seem to enjoy all of
it," Maria said to Pepper finally. "Even changing his diapers. It's
a dramatic change from the typical teenager I once
knew."

"Oh, I was worse than typical, if
you ask Daddy." Pepper laughed.

And they all laughed, because it
was true. At sixteen, Pepper Herrick had "borrowed" her father's
MasterCard and shared it with nine acquaintances. She hadn't
cooperated willingly, either, in the process of returning the
dozens of card-purchased CDs, neck ornaments, and halter tops from
all those teenagers' homes. She was notorious for never noticing
any malfunction in the car she drove until it stopped dead, and
among her friends it was well known that you had to expect Pepper
not to show up where you'd agreed to meet her at the
mall.

Then, one day, Pepper had to
announce . . . that she was pregnant. It turned out that the father
was a boy named Jonathan Morse, who had tattoos and a cross-shaped
earring on a chain. A six-foot-five high-school middle linebacker,
who had caught Pepper's sixteen-year-old sense of romance for just
long enough to make a baby.

But almost magically, Pepper wasn't
that same spoiled kid any more. Here she was, rocking the baby and
reading Jane Austen for her English class at Rice University. And
meanwhile, she also was stirring transparent envy in
Maria.

Suddenly, Maria turned and saw
Robert staring. Her smile made his stomach bubble harder as he
noticed, one more time, his involuntary start at how truly
beautiful she was, with her dusky red hair in heavy curls, pale
Hispanic skin, and dark eyes.

He saw the mischief in those eyes
just before Maria spoke. "Now that Robbie's out of the room, can we
turn on that trashy show he's not allowed to watch?"

She saw that she needed to reassure
him. "Just kidding." And for the hundredth time she laughed, with
the little-girl laugh that made him laugh back, in spite of his
pretense at irritation.

It took Robbie thirty minutes to
dress, supposedly because he couldn't find his shoes. The memorial
service for Warburton Powers had begun by the time they got to the
temple.

"Should I wear one of these?"
Robert pointed. "I'm not . . . you know . . .

The woman smiled as she handed him
the yarmulke. "Yes." She pointed at Robbie. "And here's one for
him."

They filed in, through knots of
people in black, to a standing-room-only congregation.

The rabbi was speaking. His voice
boomed as soon as they opened the door.

"We do not understand it." The
rabbi looked frail, with ringlets of white hair dotting his head,
but his voice filled the room. "We cannot expect to understand it,"
he repeated. "This is not what was supposed to happen to Warburton
Powers. And in our grief we look for reasons, because it is a human
failing to look for reasons, even when reasons are humanly
impossible to find.

"And the explanation is, the
reasons are God's alone. We do not understand it because it is not
a thing we are supposed to understand. We can ask, we can praise,
we can laugh, and then, there comes a time when our anger and pain
builds like Job's.

"And then, we must
accept."

The rabbi surveyed the rich and
powerful who were gathered to remember Warburton Powers. Both of
Texas's senators were here. Robert spotted the Secretary of
Commerce, a group of federal judges, and a couple of oil tycoons.
The builders of this city were here. The computer magnates. At
least one TV news anchor. And there, in front with the family, was
Augustus, straight in his unaccustomed black suit, with the same
headgear as the captains of industry.

"He was our friend." The rabbi
spread his arms. "This temple in which we worship could not have
been built without the generosity of Warburton Powers. Twice he was
President of the Anti-Defamation League in our city. Once, of the
national. He served our country as Secretary of the Treasury when
he was still a young man. He founded Neighborhoods First, and I do
not need to remind you how many young people that organization has
brought back from the brink."

The multitude looked around them at
the rich stained glass and brick and stone, the soaring
multicornered structure that Warburton Powers had erected, with its
hideaway nooks and sunlit roof windows, and a collective murmur
arose before they returned their eyes to the rabbi.

"Warburton Powers was our
friend."

"Amen," Robert whispered, as if the
rabbi had become a revivalist preaching in a tent.

"Warburton Powers was a fighter for
justice." The rabbi said the word with
reverence, and he raised both of his fists. "Warburton Powers
believed that if it was right for business, that was only because
it was right for people. He was brought in to turn the losses
around at Dillon Oil, and he had to lay off two thousand people. He
said it was the hardest thing he ever did. But today, in business
schools, they study Warburton Powers's reduction-in-force at Dillon
Oil as a model for fairness."

The rabbi held up a single hand.
"In the last few years, being a minority director in the Merckhoven
Holding Company was taking its toll on Warburton Powers. He was
usually in opposition, always outvoted. But still, he was a fighter
for justice."

The rabbi had Robert's full
attention, now.

"There are those who will judge
Warburton Powers harshly in the days to come." The rabbi spoke
quietly. "But do not judge him harshly! Who among us can know the
dark hours of his heart? The terrors he wrestled? Until you know,
do not judge!"

There was a pause. "He was a
fighter." The rabbi himself was having trouble with his words. His
eyes were too far away to see, but Robert could tell they were
glistening.

"At his age, Warburton Powers still
loved to coach Little League. I can hear him saying, "I don't have
my fast ball, but I can strike out those kids in the Pee Wee
division!"

At that, gratefully, the
congregation laughed.

"Do not judge Warburton Powers."
The rabbi was stern. "Let us remember him as our friend, and let
the last word that we say to him be this: Shalom."

There were fewer people who came to
the memorial service for the murdered child. The little boy who
died. Warburton Powers's murdered son.

They came in a single file, and
then in occasional knots of two or three, and stood there in the
gloomy elegance of the funeral home. But nobody in that funeral
home even pretended not to cry.

The tiny coffin was light blue, all
one color except for four brass handles. It was dwarfed by the
flowers over, behind, around, and underneath, in sprays, fans, and
clusters. And all the blossoms were blue.

Two gigantic teddy bears, both
blue, stood taller than the coffin on the floor in front of it.
They guarded the child inside with incongruous blue- threaded
smiles.

"It was his favorite color. Blue."
Janet Powers's voice broke. "He said it the way a baby would:
'Boo.' Linda swore that the boy's first sentence was, 'Not da red
one, want da boo one!'"

Robert knew his eyes had been
watering since he walked in, and now he was conscious that his
breathing was a series of sobs. Like Maria, Robbie, and Pepper, all
leaning on his shoulders, he was unable to hold it back.

He hadn't cried at the scene, even
looking at the charred bullet wound and the baby's splattered
blood. But this juxtaposition of innocence and loss and violent
death was too immediate, too jarring, to see
professionally.

It was David Powers who broke the
spell. "Help us." The tears were in his eyes too. "Please, Mr.
Herrick, for this little one. This murdered child. And for your
friend, my father. Help us to fight the holding company and get our
family name back."

Robert mumbled something about the
investigator who was working on it. But in his heart, he knew there
wasn't enough of a case against the holding company for even the
most skillful detective work to find.

 



 


7
BLUCHENKO

The two men were speaking in
Russian, and the passersby couldn't understand them on that hectic
New York street. But even there, a lot of people looked hard at the
strange child who wasn't a boy and wasn't a girl, before they
hurried on.

When you looked carefully, he
obviously was a boy, about seven or eight, but he wore lipstick and
eye makeup. Elaborate makeup, with multicolored shadow, mascara,
and false eyelashes. He seemed frightened, but at the same time he
was passive and oddly, bored.

"Ivan Ilyich," said the man who
held the child. "Ivan Ilyich, u menya
problema. Will you handle my problem?"

"Da." Ivan
Ilyich Bluchenko was the larger man, much larger, with a bush of
whitish-blond hair and matching stubble on his face. He had the
shoulders of a longshoreman, but his hands were as soft as a
baby's.

"Da," Bluchenko repeated.
"Za nedostatkom deneg. I want the
money."

A half-dozen yellow, red, and white
cabs suddenly honked in angry unison at a swarthy driver crowned by
an enormous green turban who was struggling to steer across three
lanes in the teeth of the sprawling five-in-the-afternoon gridlock.
Across Third Avenue, a filthy, jagged opening above a sign that
touted Crappito's Cleaners belched periodic plumes of gray smoke,
which by now had coated the entire block, the streets and curbs and
sidewalks, with black slime. There wasn't exactly a garbage strike,
only a slowdown, but the green plastic bags had remained immobile
for long enough to spread a rotted, dead smell over the
helter-skelter pedestrians who massed at the intersection and
pushed into the street before the light turned. The two Russians
had been interrupted by the cabbies' loud serenade, but otherwise,
they ignored it all.

"You'd think the guy would want to
keep it quiet." The smaller man had the child's features. People
who looked hard realized that the freakish, rouged creature he held
was his own son. "This John who won't pay, he lives in a big walkup
on Sutton Place. Gold plate on the faucets. But he likes sex with
little boys. With my boy, here."

"I don't have any interest in his
home. Or his hobbies." There was the barest hint of disgust in
Bluchenko's voice, the kind that said this problem was an annoyance
but part of a day's work. "If the John doesn't pay, that's when I
have an interest."

"Ivan Ilyich, it isn't my
fault."

"Yeah? How'd it happen?"

"Second time. He got it cheap the
first time, a hundred dollars."

The child stirred on the man's lap
and said something incoherent. "Zamolchi!"
the man responded. "Shut up!"

Bluchenko looked away. His nose had
been broken long ago, and it bent at a sharp angle to the left. But
it wrinkled, now. Bluchenko didn't care for children.

"Shut up!" the small man repeated
vehemently. The child complied, and the man looked plaintively at
Bluchenko. "It was the second time, Ivan Ilyich, and I told him
five hundred. He said he'd understood a hundred. Guy was only
pretending. He knew."

"Do better next time." The big man
gave the smaller man the look that always frightened little people.
A spider-web tattoo spun around Bluchenko's left eye, with a grey
iris, narrow and glittering, playing the part of the spider. Most
people averted their gaze from his spider socket, and Bluchenko was
inordinately proud of how useful it was. His voice was toneless.
"I'll take care of it this once."

It was another wet Houston day,
with the mist touching the building tops and wrapping down around
the greenhouse-style windows. A smoky fog blocked out the
brown-and-white city sprawling south of Robert Herrick's
office.

"Every autopsy starts out talking
about how 'the testes were palpable in the scrotum.'" Robert shook
his head. "It's like the medical examiner can't think of anything
when he starts dictating, and this is something he can always
remember to say."

Tom Kennedy nodded. "I guess it's
disturbing to read that, when the man on the autopsy table is one
of your best friends."

"It sure is." Robert looked past
the diamonds and crescents in his oriental carpet, past the hundred
geraniums that edged it, into the vagueness of the fog. "Warburton
Powers's life—and what a magnificent life it was!—it ends with four
antiseptic pages in an autopsy report."

He picked up the messy, speckled
photocopies that the Harris County Medical Examiners' office had
sent. He quoted the first paragraph. "'The body was that of a
sixty-three year old male, well-formed but with typical post-
dependent lividity. There was an incisional scar above the
sternum.' And here it is. The next sentence is, 'The testes were
palpable in the scrotum.' Why do they put that in the first
paragraph?"

"I don't know. But some of that
information is important. The 'post-dependent lividity,' for
instance, means he lay on his back and the blood drained
downward."

"I know. But it sounds like
Warburton Powers was nothing but a piece of meat. I guess the
M.E.'s got to do his job. But Warburton isn't a piece of meat to
me."

"It says the gunshot wound of entry
is just left of the right orbit, slightly to the right of the
midline. It was surrounded by powder stippling and an abrasion
collar."

Robert's eyes narrowed. "A loose
contact wound. Just what you'd expect. He had the gun right up to
his head."

"'Path of the missile.'" Kennedy
fingered his glasses. "It says here the bullet trajectory was from
toe to head at a thirty-degree angle."

"That's what you'd expect, too. He
was pointing it at his head and holding it so it aimed slightly
upward. They found the bullet high on the wall."

"And it also was at an angle
slightly from left to right."

"Left to right?"

"Yeah."

"Hmm. He shot himself over the
right eye, from left to right? That's odd."

"He might have been using his right
hand to hold the note. Or maybe to put it on the desk."

"Maybe."

"The M.E.'s conclusion is pretty
vague about the cause of death." Kennedy read from the report.
"'Causes unknown,' it says. It goes on to say Mr. Powers's death
was either an accident or, as the M.E. delicately puts it, 'an act
of intentional self-destruction.'"

"I guess they try to be vague about
that whenever it's possible." Robert's hand was on his
chin.

"Any excuse to say it's not a
suicide." Kennedy looked at his boss.

"Yes. And I'd like to think so."
Now Robert's voice was just above a whisper. "But hard as I try,
Tom, I can't see this as an accident. Warburton would have had to
be holding the gun with a bullet in the chamber and looking down
the barrel when it supposedly went off accidentally,
and—well—that's just . . . too unlikely."

"Not to mention that he killed his
wife and baby first."

"I suppose in theory, it's
conceivable he could have killed them, and then shot himself by
accident."

"Unlikely. I think it's just the
M.E.'s sensitivities, not wanting to flatly say it's suicide. But
that part about the path of the missile is strange."

"It's all strange. Any psychologist
will tell you, suicide is just something we don't have enough
scientific knowledge about. I didn't see any reason why Warburton
would kill himself." Robert looked at the fog again. "Tom, have we
heard anything from the investigators about why he might have done
this?"

Kennedy nodded. "It's all
preliminary. But there's no question Warburton Powers was at war
with the holding company. Or rather, the other way around. They
were at war with him. Whether that's what drove him to it, well, I
don't know."

Robert's eyebrows lifted. "You mean
. . . there's something to what David and Janet Powers were saying,
about how the holding company drove him to do it?"

"Something. How much, we don't know
yet."

"Enough for a lawsuit?"

Kennedy's answer was quick.
"Probably not. So far, it's all just dissident shareholder stuff.
All except a couple of things we can't verify."

"A 'couple of things you can't
verify?' You're always more conservative than I am." Robert smiled.
"Tell me this. Would I think it's probably a good
lawsuit?"

"Maybe you would." Kennedy sighed.
"But listen. The cash flow's down this month. Everybody's trying to
get you to concentrate on the Denver Bank case. It's only a hair
away from settling, and Robert, you're the only one who can nail it
down."

But Robert was still looking at the
fog. "Not a good lawsuit against the holding company. I can't let
my friendship for Warburton send me off shooting at
windmills."

Kennedy waited.

When Robert spoke again, his voice
was firm. "Okay, so maybe it'll be hard to prove that the holding
company harassed Warburton. I guess it'll be even harder to show
that this was what caused him to kill himself."

Kennedy rolled his eyes. When
Robert started talking this way, Tom Kennedy always could tell
where his boss's mind was going.

In New York City, back on the upper
east side, the man named Bluchenko exited the elevator at floor
number three, inside the beautiful building on Sutton Place. He
looked at the card where he'd written the John's address, and he
strode down the marbled hall. There was a massive walnut door with
carved panels, and the air held a faint, tasteful lemon scent.
Bluchenko stabbed at the bell.

"Yes, sir?" The maid had a gray
uniform with a frilly apron. Bluchenko already had dumped the
flowers he had used to get past the doorman, and now he shoved the
woman to the side.

The man who stared back at
Bluchenko was probably fifty, pallid and paunchy, still in his silk
bathrobe at eleven in the morning as he stood on the parquet floor
of the two-story entry hall, curious about who was sending him
flowers. There was surprise in his eyes when he saw the spiky white
hair and the broken nose, and then he saw Bluchenko's spider eye.
And in an instant, he realized that this wasn't about flowers at
all.

Then, for the briefest moment, his
face knotted in terror. Bluchenko's movement was smooth but blurred
as he drove the pale man's nose up into his forehead. Blood
exploded onto the John's chin and spilled over his
pajamas.

"Oh! Ohhh!" The man started
yelling. "My face! Mama! My face!"

Bluchenko upended the Chippendale
china cabinet that faced the entry. Broken glass and wedgwood
crashed out of the splitting rosewood frame. Next, Bluchenko used
one hand to toss the gilt-edged hall mirror onto the glass dining
table, breaking them both into shards.

Suddenly, the telephone in
Bluchenko's pocket buzzed. He flipped it open, oblivious of the
terrified maid and the wounded man who lay on his back
screaming.

Bluchenko spoke into the phone.
"Yes sir, Mister Merckhoven!"

There was a pause. "Yes, Mister
Merckhoven!" Bluchenko's voice became animated. "Yes sir!" He shot
out a sneer of a smile. "Been waiting to hear from you."

He paused. Then, "Yes, sir. In
Houston? Never been there. But no problem. I like doing business
with you, and that's the kind of package I like."

He paused again. Then, "Yes, sir.
Da. Da Svedanya." And he flipped the
telephone closed.

It was time to leave, and Bluchenko
walked deliberately to the bleeding man where he lay on the floor.
"Pay for the boy," was all he said.

The maid's face was frozen. Her
eyes were full of horrified wonder as they followed Bluchenko out
the open door.

Back in Houston, Robert's
investigator had just returned from New York. He got ready to call
his boss about his trip to the lair of the holding
company.

The investigator's name was
Clarence Snopes, but everyone called him Icky. The nickname had
come from law school, which also was where he had befriended his
classmate Robert Herrick. Icky Snopes seemed to find himself
everlastingly down on his luck, and just now, he happened to be
serving a three-year suspension of his law license. He'd gotten his
ticket pulled for buying cases from runners, lying to clients whose
work he'd neglected, appearing in court under the influence of
cocaine, and generally ignoring conflicts of interest. He was
grateful, off and on, to Robert for giving him this job as an
investigator.

Icky ran his hand through jagged
lumps of his hair, loosening a cascade of dandruff. His beard was
three days old. Behind him, the sink overflowed with green-moldy
pizza, Rice Krispies, and pork rinds stuck to a mound of dishes,
raising a fetid odor that gave way only to the stronger smell of
stale beer and bourbon. Icky was exhausted, home finally from
investigating the holding company, lounging in his one-bedroom
apartment near Houston's Bush Airport. He needed to make himself
feel normal before he telephoned the boss.

Icky used a ballpoint pen to line
the cocaine powder on his kitchen table. The pen was purple and
yellow, and the writing on the side of it said, "Bovary's Topless
and Bottomless. On Bourbon Street." He used a straw to inhale the
first line. Then he straightened the second smear of powder
carefully with the pen and sucked it in too.

Icky stared at the telephone until
it seemed to grow bright colors and unusually sharp edges. Then he
reached for it and yanked the receiver. He punched the numbers as
fast as he could. It took him three tries to get it right. The
ringing sounded loud and too crisp.

"Mr. Herrick's office," said Donna
de Carlo.

"It's me! Icky!"

"Oh! Hello, Icky."

"Is the Boy Scout LEADER in the
neighborhood?" Icky emphasized the word "leader," so she would know
he was kidding.

"Mr. Herrick?" Donna de Carlo
laughed. "He's working in the hideaway. He and Tom are going over
the papers for the suit against the holding company. But he'll want
to hear from you, so let me connect you."

There was a pause. Classical music.
Then, Icky heard the faraway sound of someone picking up the
telephone.

"This is Robert
Herrick."

"Hey, Flyin' Bob, what time's
better'n now to crawl over to Grace's Tavern and knock back a
couple cold ones before we go back to studyin' for
Torts?"

"Icky! You're back. How's it
hangin', old buddy?"

"Not bad." Icky always felt
embarrassed by the genuineness of Herrick's friendship. "I'm glad
to be back. Those jerks never did make me feel welcome at the
Rhom-BUSS."

Icky said the word deliberately,
just to show how fearless he'd been in doing battle with the
holding company.

"What'd you find?"

"No smoking guns. But ever'body
there knows how much old man Merckhoven hated Warburton Powers an'
wanted to see his ass gone."

"Icky." Robert's voice was stern.
"Icky, you sound messed up. You doing coke again?"

"Oh, no, no, NO! You think I'd ever
touch that stuff again after what I been through? Anyway,
Merckhoven hated Powers. It had to do with how Merckhoven was
trying to buy control of this Swiss company called CreditCorp that
does a lot of business in Eye-rack, and Powers opposed
it."

"You lost me. Swiss company?
Iraq?"

"CreditCorp. It's an onshore
corporation, but it controls a Swiss bank, CreditCorp does. And the
Swiss Bank does a ton of business with Eye-rack. Illegal business,
runnin' the blockade, you know. That's why the holding company
wants to take it over." Icky thought he would sound more impressive
by keeping it mysterious but saying it casually.

"What does this have to do with
Warburton Powers and Merckhoven?"

"It's the key to the case!" Icky's
smarmy self-importance made him prone to exaggerate. "Even the
minutes of the board meetings show that Warburton Powers wanted to
kill the deal. Didn't approve the tactics. The minutes are vague
'cause they're public, but I found out some other stuff. Merckhoven
was madder'n hell about it. He wanted the contacts CreditCorp had
in Eye-rack."

"Well, we'll meet tomorrow after
you've had a chance to settle in." It didn't make much sense to
Robert yet, but he had gotten the message that Merckhoven disliked
Warburton because of a deal that involved a Swiss bank with shadowy
connections to Iraq. "Sounds pretty far out," he added.

"Yeah." Icky said goodbye, and he
hung up abruptly. He tried to keep it from seeming too abrupt. He
halfway wanted to sleep, but he knew he wasn't going to.

In Robert's hideaway office, Tom
Kennedy shook his head and laughed. "That was Icky?"

"Yes. Same old Icky. He said
something about how the holding company is trying to take over a
Swiss bank that has connections in Iraq. Not a whole lot of
continuity to Icky's communications."

The round oak table in the center
of the room held a half dozen chewed pencils and even more legal
pads, each with writing on its first three pages. There were law
books everywhere, mostly Southwestern Reporters, containing the
state court opinions, stacked on the table and opened face down on
the floor.

"Might have been a good idea to get
the whole story now instead of waiting until tomorrow." Kennedy
smiled. "You never know when Icky's likely to wander off somewhere
and disappear."

"Or when he's gonna turn into a
crispy critter," Robert said. "But I've given up predicting." They
both laughed, because you had to laugh if you wanted to understand
Icky. And then they turned back to the business at hand. The suit
papers in the holding company case.

 



 


8 THE
HIT

Homicide. This here is Slaughter."
The detective spoke into the old-style black telephone in the dingy
building on Riesner Street. The Homicide Division of HPD is
cramped, with grimy linoleum floors and a few metal
desks.

"Detective Slaughter, this is New
York Homicide." The clipped accent was pleasant, because it was one
cop talking to another. "I asked for Organized Crime, but they sent
me to you."

"Fine. But why me?"

"Soon as I mentioned it had
something to do with a lawyer named Robert Herrick, your Org Crime
Division said, 'Talk to Slaughter.'"

"Okay, Detective. You done got my
fullest attention. What is it?"

"Maybe something. Maybe nothing.
But it's the kind of happening we always call Org Crime in the
other city about. We got a subject named Ivan Ilyich Bluchenko who
just got on a plane. He's on his way to Bush Airport in Houston
while we're speaking."

"Blu—what?"

"Bluchenko. No reason you'd know.
Our guys in Org Crime do. He's Russian Mafia. And he's on a flight
to your city."

The walls shined dully with gray
tile above a floor that had once contained a pattern but now
scattered its green-and-brown squares at random. The air smelled of
dust and lightly burned coffee. Derrigan Slaughter no longer
noticed the ugliness of his home away from home. He grabbed the
phone tighter as he spoke to the New York officer.

"Like I say, Detective, you done
got my attention. But where's Mr. Herrick come into all a
this?"

"Well, that's what we're not sure
of. First off, it can't be nothin' but a business trip. Bluchenko
left in a hurry. Second, lot of cell phone calls. We don't know
what they mean either. But they connect up to a customer of Mister
Bluchenko from way back."

"The holding company." It was a
stab in the dark, but Detective Slaughter remembered that strange
telephone call Herrick had fielded from Jimmy Coleman.

"Ahh . . . yeah. How did you know?
Something called Merckhoven Holding Company. And to my not so great
surprise, nobody there at the Holding Company knows this
Bluchenko."

"Kinda like Mission Impossible? All
the secretaries disavow any knowledge."

"Right. But we find out that
there's been an investigator at the holding

company asking questions and
looking at public records for a week."

"And let me guess. This here
investigator happens to work for Robert Herrick."

"That's why I'm talking to
you."

"And we do appreciate it, indeed,
Detective, 'cause I speck you got it right. I'm sure, ain't no
coincidence to Mister . . . ah, Bluchenko visitin' us
here."

He called Donnie Cashdollar, and
both of them spoke to the New York detective. Then Cashdollar
called the airport while Slaughter tried, unsuccessfully, to reach
Robert Herrick.

Robert saw Maria's nose wrinkle as
soon as they entered Professor Perry Jones's luxury condominium on
the fifteenth floor of Bayou Bend Towers. The odor of cigarette
smoke was overpowering. But the view out the window was even better
than the one from Robert's office, all green and blue and brown,
with the graceful meanders of Buffalo Bayou down below. Robert knew
how much Perry Jones loved this place: raw, muddy nature packaged
together with modern amenities.

Whenever he felt stymied by one of
his cases, Robert always knew he could consult his friend, the
irreverent Professor Jones. The professor knew the tort cases in
this state better than the Supreme Court justices. And he always
saw things from a fresh perspective. Now, in his case against the
holding company, Robert really needed Professor Jones, to tell him
whether he even had a case at all.

"Perry?" Robert called out. "Perry
Jones? You there?"

Professor Jones had been Robert's
favorite teacher in law school. Unconventional. Iconoclastic. A lot
of people disliked him. But Perry Jones had forgotten more law than
most of the other professors ever knew.

"Robert Herrick! Get your ass in
here. I'm watching TV." Then Professor Jones saw that Maria was
there, too. "Oops! Sorry about my crappy language." And he
dissolved in hacking laughter.

Maria stared at him. The professor
was almost bald, with a ring of white hair, and he was sitting on a
scooter that substituted for a wheelchair. His arms were
spindly.

"Maria, this is Professor Francis
Perribonne Jones. Known to his friends as Perry."

"Which doesn't include you,
Herrick." Professor Jones's eyes sparkled above his wispy body, and
his mouth curled up in a smile. "Maria, I'm crippled. Women reject
me. Come on over here and give me a kiss." He took the cigarette
out of his mouth.

"Well . . . I don't know . . . well
. . . okay."

She did, and she
laughed.

"Maria, Professor Jones is a tort
reform expert. They call him the Father of Tort Reform."

"Yeah, and I can't understand how
it happened." Professor Jones was struggling not to smile. "Me, the
'Father' of Tort Reform? Couldn't be, 'cause— land sakes! We used a
rubber!"

Maria looked surprised for an
instant. Then she started laughing. She swung her hand at Robert
but missed. "You knew he was going to say that."

"He always says that."

"I always say that," the
self-described cripple agreed. "Maria, sit here in this chair next
to me, where I can look at you. By the way, you a
virgin?"

Maria was dumbfounded. "This guy is
a law school professor?"

"Yes." Robert shook his head, but
he was laughing too.

"Dedicated. Studious." The
professor tried to look the part. "I give my all to my
students."

Robert nodded. "That much is
true."

"Especially the women
students."

"That part is even
truer."

"How did you get to be, ah . . .
what you call, ah, 'crippled'?" Maria wanted to know.

The professor stared out the
sparkling picture window to the west. There in the distance was
Houston's glittering Galleria, full of merchants to the wealthy,
surrounded by towers as dense as downtown, with live oaks, pin
oaks, red oaks, and lobololly pines all bristling in the
foreground, screening the bayou so that only its broadest chocolate
bends peeked through.

"I wasn't always crippled," he
answered. "Long time ago, I'm nineteen years old, and I get polio,
and unfortunately for me, Doctor Salk didn't perfect his vaccine
until a couple years later. So here I was in this iron lung. At
nineteen. It was a big change."

"Oh. I'm sorry."

"Yeah. Well, anyway. Not all the
memories are bad. I'm lying there with that machine sucking away,
and I see this nurse, they all smoked back then, and I said, 'Hey!
Give me a drag of that cigarette.'"

"You did what?"

"Nurse said something like, 'What
the hell, you're going to die anyway.' And she stuck it in my
mouth. Damn thing was between breaths, so there was this long wait,
but then that iron lung sucked it all in, this huge gasping sound.
One of the great memories of my life."

Robert looked at Maria. Her eyes
were big. Robert just looked away. He had heard it before, and he
knew what was coming next.

"Anyhow." The professor's eyes
burned. "It took about two weeks before I could talk that nurse
into giving me a hand job while I was lying there in that iron
lung. And she may not have been great looking, in fact she was a
dog, but she was beautiful to me."

Maria shook her head in
disbelief.

"So anyway, Maria, here I am now, a
cripple. And women reject me all the time." He gestured at Robert.
"After he goes home, you think you might be able to
stay?"

"No." She laughed. "Not until you
clean up your language. And your technique."

"Oh." He acted disappointed.
"Well."

"I hate to change the subject."
Robert had been waiting for an opening. "You got the investigator's
summary. Put on your Professor's hat for a second, Perry, and stop
chasing my girlfriend. Do you think there's anything we can do
about Warburton Powers's suicide? Do we have a case against the
holding company?"

"The recognition by the courts of
the so-called harassment claim is less than a century old."
Immediately, Professor Francis Perribonne Jones shifted to his
academic role. "That's pretty young for a common law tort. The
reporter for the Restatement of Torts was none other than my
friend, Professor William Prosser. And he's the one who codified
what we now call the tort of intentional infliction of emotional
distress. The harassment tort."

"Prosser on Torts." By now, Robert
was listening with the same fascination Maria had shown.

"I'm glad you remember something,
Robert. Even if Prosser on Torts does
happen to be the best known law book in the world!" The professor
repeated his hacking laugh. "Anyway, Prosser developed this tort he
called 'intentional infliction of emotional distress.'"

"Which is still what we call it
today."

"And you wouldn't think it would
catch on in Texas," Professor Jones went on. "You'd think Texas was
too rough and tough to give money for emotional distress. But if
you thought that, you'd be wrong. We're a frontier state, but we're
also a state that was established by debtors. The men at the Alamo,
they were all heroes, sure, but some of them came here because they
owed money back where they came from. They hated bill
collectors."

The Professor looked at Maria's
legs. And his eyes twinkled. "So the harassment tort grew up
big-time in Texas," he went on. "People loved to sue banks, finance
companies, or anybody who wanted to collect an honest debt. For
instance, there's the early case of Duty v.
General Finance Company. The plaintiff there won a pot of
money for emotional distress."

Robert picked up his legal pad and
wrote it down. "Duty v. General
Finance."

"Poor old General Finance, it made
a big mistake. It loaned some money to a guy named Mr. Duty." Perry
Jones cackled. "And he didn't pay. All General Finance did wrong
was call Mr. Duty on the phone and treat him like a deadbeat. Of
course they called pretty often, and they called his boss, and they
interrupted him a lot. And the Texas Supreme Court affirmed a
whopping big judgment against General Finance. They said General
Finance had inflicted emotional distress on poor old Mister
Duty."

"In my case, what the holding
company did to Warburton Powers was worse." Robert tapped his pen
on the pad. "But it's all business-type stuff."

"Doesn't matter. A lot of the cases
are about business situations."

"I know. My law firm has filed lots
of emotional distress claims." Robert shook his head. "But always
the intent was pretty clear, usually a series of criminal acts. I
doubt a jury will believe that the holding company intended for Mr.
Powers to kill himself."

"They don't have to!" The
self-proclaimed cripple grinned. "Long as the plaintiff proves
intent to inflict distress, in an 'extreme and outrageous' way, you
don't have to prove the defendant knew what was going to
happen."

Robert looked at him. Maybe, just
maybe, Professor Jones was about to tell him there was a case
against the holding company. But would a jury really buy such a
thing?

"In fact, Robert, here's a
little-known fact." The professor held up a spindly, polio-wracked
finger. "In Twyman v. Twyman, the Texas
Supreme Court adopted the version of the harassment claim that's in
the Second Restatement of Torts. It's Professor Prosser's
baby."

Robert wrote it down. "Twyman v. Twyman. Second Restatement of
Torts."

"And under the Second Restatement,
you don't have to prove intent. Recklessness on the part of the
defendant is enough."

"Hold on! You mean I can win
against the holding company even if they didn't intend to do it? If
I just prove they were reckless?"

The professor nodded. "It's
confusing. The tort usually is referred to as intentional infliction of emotional distress, but if
you read that musty old Restatement of Torts, which is what our
Supreme Court adopted, all it takes is recklessness. Little-known
fact, the kind professors love."

Robert stared at him. "I wonder if
a real jury in the real world would ever return a real verdict on a
claim like that."

Professor Jones's face was serious
for an instant. "Maybe not. Juries are something you know more
about than I do. But as far as the pure legal question is
concerned, Robert, you probably got a better case than you might
think. Recklessness is enough."

Robert just stared. The professor
was saying he could win, at least theoretically, even if the
holding company never meant to kill anyone. It was enough if they
had harassed Mr. Powers in an outrageous way, and the harassment
was one cause of his death. And it wasn't even necessary to prove
they intended to act outrageously. If Robert could show a jury that
they did it recklessly, he could prove his case.

"I still can't see twelve ordinary
citizens going for that," he muttered to himself. "But still, from
what you say, Perry, it's possible."

Suddenly, the professor's words
were heavy with mock disgust. "We through here?" Then his voice
changed. "Maria, you wanna spend the night? Or maybe just a little
nap, or something?"

Bluchenko's weapon was made from
two guns, a Glock .357 on a Smith & Wesson .38 rig, with all
the serials cut off and the barrel filed down. A classic drop gun,
made for murder and newly acquired from secure sources. Bluchenko
jerked it from behind his jacket just as the door opened. The man
in the apartment backpedaled.

The man flung his arms up
defensively. In that fraction of a second his eyebrows grew as he
looked at the gun. And the last thing the man saw was Bluchenko's
broken nose, right next to that ugly spider tatoo.

Bluchenko shot Icky Snopes once in
the right eye. Without saying a word, he tossed the gun onto the
body and shut the door.

His job was complete. Just like
that.

The two detectives were on the
stair landing when they heard the gunshot.

"Damn!" The word exploded from
Derrigan Slaughter. By the time he had said it, they were falling
over each other trying to get up the stairs, drawing their weapons
at the same time.

"We followed him, all right,"
Detective Cashdollar lamented. "Just not close enough!"

Bluchenko was so nonchalant that he
almost made it past them. They ran into him in the
hallway.

"Sorry about that, gentlemen."
Bluchenko smiled. "Just going out for some air."

"Bull-SHIT!" Detective Slaughter
slammed the hit man against the wall. "Don't you move, you mutha!
You unda ARREST!"

"Kneel down and place your hands
behind your head! Interlace your fingers. NOW!" Detective
Cashdollar put the cuffs on the big man's wrists.

And I thought it was smart to leave
the gun on top of the body, Bluchenko thought to himself. Next
time, different plan.

Slaughter kicked in the apartment
door. It wouldn't open completely, because of the body. "I can't
I.D. the man he shot, but I bet he work for Mister Herrick." The
detective grimaced. "Donnie! Call an ambulance! God! Call us an
ambulance!"

Bluchenko was genial. "What's this
about, officers?"

"You got a right to remain SILENT!"
Derrigan Slaughter's eyes were wet with frustration. "If you give
up that right, anything you say can and WILL be used against you in
a court a law!"

He read the rest of it, still
shouting, from the little blue card. Then: "We KNOW you ain't goin'
out for no air, 'cause you don't stay at this here apartment. You
stays in New York CITY! And you got blood splatters that gonna
match this dead man's DNA, and also them surgery GLOVES you got on
gonna have powder from the revolver!"

He had to stop to catch his breath.
"With these rights I just done read you in mind, are you willing to
discuss the charges against you?"

"Sure." Bluchenko was unfazed.
"You're making a tragic mistake, officers. Tell me, what is it you
claim I did, that's causing you to arrest me?"

Slaughter and Cashdollar looked at
each other. Then they looked through blurred eyes at the lifeless
body of Robert Herrick's investigator, and then back at the lying
Russian Mafioso that they had under arrest.

"Damn." Donnie Cashdollar said it,
and it was all either of them said.

Two hours later, the detectives
knew a little more about the killer. And they knew a great deal
more about the victim.

"Clarence Snopes." Slaughter read
from his notes. "The apartment manager ID'ed the dead guy as
Clarence Snopes, who been known to everybody as 'Icky' Snopes.
Seems old Icky Snopes was a lawyer once, but he got suspended. And
so he worked for Robert Herrick as an investigator."

"Victim's name is 'Icky'?"
Cashdollar looked up. "What kinda name is that for a
lawyer?"

"That'd be a long story," Slaughter
deadpanned.

The detectives learned that
Clarence Snopes had bet the football games during law school more
diligently than he read his contracts and torts. In one class, he
had answered a technical question by saying, "I haven't read this
case in the book, Professor, but I remember something that's highly
relevant from when I was a kid, in that story about Ichabod Crane .
. . ." A chorus of catcalls and laughter had drowned out whatever
evasion of the professor's question young Clarence Snopes had
intended, and from then on, his classmates called him "Ichabod,"
which they shortened to "Icky." Icky didn't bathe or shave
regularly, so the name fit his hygiene, too.

"Seems that's where Robert Herrick
and our dead man, Icky, got to be friends. In law school." Derrigan
Slaughter looked at his notes.

Nobody in law school had understood
the tie between Robert Herrick, the A-student and Boy Scout type,
and Icky Snopes, who had used his occasional gambling winnings to
discover cocaine. But this odd couple often drank beer at Grace's
Tavern after Robert was finished studying and after Icky was
through doing God knows what.

"First year in law school is kinda
like boot camp in the army, sounds like." Donnie Cashdollar nodded.
"Two guys go through that sorta experience together, they're gonna
be blood brothers for life, even if one of 'em is a law review type
and the other one's a known PO-leece character. That's prob'ly why
Mr. Herrick gave this Icky a job when he got suspended."

The detectives located Icky's
office, in a ramshackle building at the edge of downtown where the
rent was cheap. The only art on the walls was a frazzled lithograph
that depicted five variegated cocker spaniels crowded about a pool
table, unless you counted the splayed redhead who advertised oil
filters above a calendar that hadn't been changed for three months.
The detectives discovered that Icky didn't have any conventional
law practice. He just hustled cases and brokered them to lawyers
who were more consistently sober.

"In fact, Icky got his self
suspended from law practice by buyin' a case from a
heroin-smuggling, murdering case runner." Detective Slaughter had
put his notes down and was reminiscing now. "And then, old Icky
thoughtfully passed the case on to his good buddy Herrick, without
no disclosure that he had signed it up illegally. And that he owed
a big fee to this outlaw case runner he got it from."

"I remember that!" Cashdollar's
eyes bulged.

"Herrick's case was that propane
truck disaster that killed three dozen people. And you and I, we .
. . we worked the murders that came out of that propane truck case.
The murders that the case runner did."

"That's right. And meanwhile, our
deceased, this here Icky, he got his self suspended for what your
bar association calls your . . . conflict of
interest."

"And that's why Icky's been workin'
for Herrick, but not as a lawyer, during his suspension. And he
gets assigned to go investigate this holding company. Goes to New
York, and uncharacteristically does a thorough job . .

"And so now Icky's dead." Slaughter
nodded.

"Old Icky sure led a
less-than-memorable life, even if our Mr. Herrick reposed a lot of
faith in him." Donnie Cashdollar shrugged. "That's Robert Herrick.
Trusting."

"Yeah." Slaughter nodded. "And one
more a the tidbits I learned about our dearly departed deceased is,
even his own mother called him Icky."
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BOOKER & BAYNE

The secretarial bays stretched down
the hall as far as you could see. All of them were identical.
Booker & Bayne had ordered the matched veneers from a single
stand of white birch in Vermont, precisely so that the construction
would permit no variation.

Booker & Bayne was a venerable
firm. It had been founded a century ago, in 1897, by Colonel Henry
Anderson Booker. "The Colonel" had kept a spittoon in his office,
wore striped suspenders, and enjoyed the confidence of governors
and presidents. He had represented the developers of River Oaks,
qualified the bonds that dredged the Houston Ship Channel, and put
together the financing for the Astrodome. But whenever a client
proposed to do something unethical, Colonel Booker would ask his
famous question: "Yes, but is it fair?"
And then, he always found a perfectly legal way to do whatever it
was that the client wanted, fair or not.

Colonel Booker had departed long
since for that courthouse in the sky from which there is no appeal.
But Booker & Bayne was his proud legacy, and following his
principles, the firm prospered still. The Colonel's formula had
been, "Find out what the client wants, and then do whatever it
takes!" Today, the firm provided this uncompromising service to
General Brands, First Texas Bank, American Petroleum, Habushita,
Spinelli, and thousands more of the world's richest corporations.
It boasted five hundred twenty-six attorneys, every one of them
blueblooded alumni of the law reviews at their schools, and it kept
satellite offices in New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, Washington,
London, Berlin, Tokyo, and Hong Kong. The firm didn't mess with
personal injury cases unless they involved massive numbers of
plaintiffs, because the partners couldn't make any money charging
those piddling fees of only a couple hundred dollars an
hour.

If there was any living person who
wore the mantle of Colonel Henry Anderson Booker, it was Jimmy
Coleman. Jimmy wasn't tall. He stood only five foot eight. But he
seemed much bigger. With his mane of white hair combed straight
back, his pear-shaped body, and multiple chins, "He looks the way a
Mafia godfather would look if a Mafia godfather became a lawyer,"
as one of his partners put it.

Cold gray eyes. A voice like
tractor treads scuffing gravel. A face that carried a map of his
life in its creases and faded colors. And then there were his
better features, the qualities that made Jimmy a powerhouse in this
firm: his endurance through crushingly long hours, his strategic
genius, and his facility for instantaneously shifting from
cordiality to old-fashioned nastiness whenever the occasion
demanded it.

Now, Jimmy smiled with satisfaction
as he strode through the double glass doors that said "Booker &
Bayne" in elaborate gold letters. He surveyed the rows of
associates' offices that were his domain, occupied by his minions,
in the litigation section that he headed. The heavy champagne
carpet, barely darker than the matched-wood walls, cradled every
step. And as Jimmy strolled the hallway, he heard the comfortable
sound of his lawyers making money.

From the office of Jefferson
Mondini, the bank lawyer, who was speaking to the opposing attorney
in a fraud case: ". . . Well, counsel, if you think your guy used
'Generally Accepted Accounting Principles,' then I'd say Monica
Lewinsky's a senator. The instant your client used these
financials, he violated the regs and defrauded the financial
institution I represent. . . ."

Jimmy grinned. And then, in the
next office, he overhead Diana Moss dictating the first draft of a
complaint that would start a federal antitrust suit against a
transcontinental gas pipeline. ". . . And the Defendant's coercion
of all competitors, which forced Plaintiff to accept a pricing
clause identical to that afforded lesser competitors, constituted
monopolization and attempted monopolization and further constituted
a contract, combination, or conspiracy in restraint of trade. . .
."

Jimmy's grin widened. He loved
disputes between people in the oil and gas business, because their
pretense of honor always was coupled with such wonderfully
convoluted treachery.

From behind Demond Patrick's door,
he heard this bankruptcy associate screaming, ". . . No, I won't
agree to lift the stay! And neither will the court. Those phony
mortgage papers are nothing but an illegal preference, and you can
cram 'em!"

Jimmy laughed out loud. Demond's
opponents preferred to give in to him, because they knew he was a
master at finding excuses to shout just as righteously at them in
court.

Finally, Jimmy reached his own
office. The spacious one in the corner, with the priceless Italian
intarsiato chest that was his trademark, inlaid centuries ago with
green and brown vines. His desk had been specially made in Venice,
to match the chest. Its gold hardware glittered at him
reassuringly, and a faint saccharine scent, rising from a
half-dozen bowls of potpourri, told him he was home. Below the two
floor-to-ceiling windows, the antlike traffic swarmed over
Houston's concrete canyons, the Gulf Freeway and the Southwest
Freeway and the Eastex, all forty levels below and gray with
mist.

"Lisa," he said to his secretary.
"I'm here."

She stood up and gave him a hug.
"Hello, Jimmy!" All six feet of her.

Lisa Marshall hadn't become Jimmy's
secretary only because of her height. His partners occasionally
joked about it, because Jimmy did prefer women who towered over
him, but they joked carefully, behind his back. Actually, Lisa
worked here because she could turn out page after page of obscure
dictation without errors, lie effectively to clients, and handle
the pressure when Jimmy started in on a new shady deal.

Lisa pulled the hem down on her
too-short sheath, which also pulled her cleavage lower. "I know you
want Jennifer Lowenstein. I'll get her."

"Right." Jimmy walked into the
corner office. Two sides were floor-to- ceiling windows that looked
out over the darkness of the Southwest Freeway. Forty floors down,
the headlights on hundreds of cars seemed to inch by. The shadows
had faded, long ago, and the sky was harsh, but still the foot
soldiers in the litigation section slashed and burned for their
clients, and they would stay at it for hours more, into the
darkness.

Jennifer Lowenstein arrived quickly
and out of breath, because every associate in Booker & Bayne
wanted to work for Jimmy Coleman. You'd slave away like a dog, and
you'd need a cot at the office, but your time would get billed
extravagantly. And you'd make partner.

"Sit down." He motioned at one of
the desk chairs, also made to match the Italian chest, with the
same flowering vines. "We've got another mudwrestling match with
Robert Herrick."

With her windowpane suit and
old-fashioned floppy bow tie, Jennifer Lowenstein looked eager to
please. She sat ramrod straight.

"We're gonna get a lawsuit from
Herrick. And whatever it is, however silly this lawsuit from
Herrick might be, it's a bad time for the holding company to get
any kind of suit."

"You want the full court press."
Jennifer's gold-rim glasses glinted.

"I want to nuke it." Jimmy grinned.
"Even if it's a lawsuit we can win easily, I want to overkill it.
We represent the holding company. They'll pay for us to do whatever
we can dream up."

Jennifer smiled.

"You may not know much about the
Merckhoven Holding Company." Jimmy's grin widened. "You're in for a
treat. They're into everything."

Jennifer knew what that meant. When
one of the partners described a client as "into everything," it
meant the client didn't follow the rules that applied to everybody
else. It would be an interesting client, one that hurt a lot of
people and budgeted big litigation fees instead of compliance
programs.

"Thanks for thinking of me, Jimmy."
Jennifer sat up straighter.

"Tell you what. Shut the
door."

She stared at him before getting up
to do it. He'd never bothered to close his door before, because
everybody feared Jimmy Coleman, and no one would have crossed him
even if he'd bellowed out plans to firebomb the
building.

"You won't believe the kinds of
things the holding company's into these days." Jimmy usually acted
like a bulldozer, heavy and unsubtle, but she was startled, now, at
how mysterious he sounded. Almost cautious. Almost
discreet.

He grinned his crooked grin, that
discolored gash. "Now, listen carefully, Jennifer, to what I'm
about to tell you. . . ."

Meanwhile, Robert and Maria were
headed for the west side of town. Carefree, or relatively carefree.
Riding in the Duesenberg.

Robert grinned at her. "The office
says there are a zillion phone messages. It's not like me to be out
of pocket."

"Thanks." She smiled back. "Every
once in a while, I need to feel special."

They were on their way to
Vincent's. Their favorite restaurant. After the ballet. They'd seen
Cinderella. The sky was pitch dark, without a star in sight, but
the city was bright. Robert steered the burgundy hood of the
Duesenberg down Houston's Smith Street toward the Southwest
Freeway.

He liked the Duesenberg better than
any of his other cars. Better than his yellow 1931 Stutz. Better
than his green 1930 Bentley, the original James Bond car. Better
than his '63 Lincoln, with its suicide doors, or even his 1930
Cadillac, which warbled like a bird with its sixteen cylinders but
got only eight miles a gallon. These old machines were Robert's one
indulgence, his most conspicuous concession to his wealth, and he
had built an enormous garage to house them all, with temperature
controls better than most wine connoisseurs could boast.
Contentedly, now, he looked over at Maria, nestled happily in the
Deusenberg's big leather passenger seat.

"I loved this ballet." Maria was
radiant. "It's a great story."

"Cinderella isn't one of the great
ballets, though." Robert frowned. "I wonder if Slaughter or
Cashdollar called?"

She changed the subject quickly.
"You know, I've got this St. Christopher's medal that my sister
Elena gave me. And it's doing the job. St. Christopher is
protecting me."

He shook his head. "Why do you say
that?"

"Because I didn't go to Harvard,
like you did, Robert." She laughed. "I know, at Harvard, they teach
you that if you can't understand it, then it doesn't
exist."

He laughed. "Yes, that is one of
the misleading untruths that gets drummed into you at
Harvard."

They exited Smith Street and
entered the Freeway.

Maria smiled. "So, anyway, I can
tell my St. Christopher's medal is working. I almost had an
accident yesterday. Guy ran a red light and stopped less than a
foot from my car. Then, today, the same thing happened
again!"

"Maria." He laughed. "That's a lot
of nonsense. If you were being 'protected,' wouldn't that mean you
wouldn't even come close to getting hit? If that medal really
worked, you wouldn't have those near misses. Right?"

"Oh, yeah?" She faced him in the
car. "Well, I also won the lottery. A hundred dollars."

"Maria," he groaned. "That's not
St. Christopher's department. He's not in charge of the lottery.
He's only been the patron saint for travelers."

"I know, but this medal works on
that, too. Because after I won the lottery two days ago, I won
another hundred dollars in the lottery today!" She held the medal
up for him to see.

Near-downtown flashed by. Then
Vassar Street, with modern avant-garde structures sprinkled among
clapboard and brick traditionals. The freeway dipped below ground
level, where it was framed by sloping grass and concrete, and then
rose as they crossed Shepherd, Greenbriar, and Kirby Drive. The
spires and squares of Greenway Plaza, well constructed and
gracefully worn, flowed past them on the right. Here was Compaq
Center, home to the World Champion Houston Rockets and, more
recently, the World Champion Houston Comets, too. In the distance,
they saw the dusky shadows of the big Southwest Freeway-Loop 610
interchange, the scene ofthe propane truck disaster that had been
one of Robert's biggest cases, now covered with early evening
traffic to and from Houston's glitzy Galleria.

Robert swerved the Duesenberg to
miss a fifteen-year-old Cadillac that had changed lanes without
signaling. "Look!" Maria was triumphant. "My St. Christopher medal
is working here, too! That guy missed us."

Robert never bet the lottery. He
had never even considered it, and he could only shake his head at
what she said. But he laughed as he answered her, and he chose his
words carefully. "Maria, it's strange, maybe even alarming, to
think that the woman I've been concentrating all my attention on
really believes that kind of gobbledygook. And illogical nonsense.
But I love you anyway."

"I love you anyway too, you big
jerk." She smiled, but she frowned at the same time. "Where I come
from, I coulda been one of those Santerians, you know, sacrificing
goats and chickens and reading the entrails."

They coasted up to the
porte-cuchere at Vincent's.

"Instead, I turned out to be a nice
Catholic girl, and you're giving me a hard time just because I
believe in St. Christopher."

Robert waited until they were
seated at their favorite table. And Eugenio, their favorite waiter,
had brought them menus. The china was ornate in blues and reds and
golds, flanked by fluted baroque silver and crowned by a forest of
stemware with enormous lead crystal bowls. There was a wonderful
wine- and-butter-and-cream scent that alternated with the smell of
heavy aged beef and white chocolate.

"Maria," Robert said gently. "I
think, actually, they de-canonized St. Christopher."

"De-canonized him? What does that
mean?"

"It's like disbarring a lawyer. It
means they decided Christopher's not a saint any more."

"St. Christopher? Not a saint any
more?" She laughed. "Now you're the one who's into gobbledygook,
Robert. That makes no sense. Why's it called a St. Christopher
medal, then?"

"So they can sell it to people."
The instant he said it, he regretted it. Because there were several
minutes of uncharacteristic silence from Maria. And for a while,
they communicated only enough to order the wine.

"Robert," she said finally. "Maybe
you ought to let me believe in the little falsehoods that get me
through the day. That is, even if you believe they're false.
Because you're the real beneficiary of it all, you
know."

He managed a contrite sound that
signified agreement. Because she was right. He thought back over
some of the more famous illogic from Maria. Malapropisms and freak
geography. They all amused Maria and made her feel good, and they
wound up making Robert laugh too.

There was that time when she wanted
him to take her on vacation. "Robert, you never go on vacation.
Come on! I want you to take me to a beach. In a foreign
country."

"Okay." He thought of a way to
fulfill her wish without really complying. "As a Vietnam vet, I've
always wanted to go to Normandy. How about we visit Omaha Beach?"

"Get serious." Her frown had been
immediate. "Omaha's not in a foreign country, and they don't even
have a beach."

And then there was the time he'd
called her up, excitedly, about two classic movies, one with James
Dean and the other with Natalie Wood. "There's some great stuff on
the tube tonight, baby. At six, A Summer
Place. At eight, Rebel Without a
Cause." Her answer had been quick. "Honey, you know I don't
go for that Shakespeare stuff."

She always surprised him. And
amused him, and loved him. But we are so different!, he thought for
the hundredth time. And I don't want the same things she
wants.

"Robert!" She said it again.
"Robert?"

"Huh?" He shook his head to clear
the cobwebs. "What?"

"Robert, were you
listening?"

"Uh . . . , maybe not."

"Look. Not only do you make fun of
me about St. Christopher, but you don't even hear me when I ask you
something important. So, let me ask it again. Robert, when are you
going to marry me?"

The rest of the evening, for
Robert, was like a battle in enemy territory, and he felt himself,
from minute to minute, continuously losing.


 


 


 10 THE
DIRECTOR

Merckhoven's a great American, I
realize," said the Deputy Director of the CIA. "But he's putting
the squeeze on us."

"Maybe." The DCI, Director of
Central Intelligence, frowned. "But do what it takes. I want this
CreditCorp project."

"So does the D.O." The Deputy
Director sighed. His subordinate, the Deputy for Operations, ran
the Agency's clandestine service, which bragged that it was more
elite than Harvard. "The D.O. is overrun with developmentals,
especially in the Near East Division. More paper recruits than real
ones, and it's all hard-target territory. CreditCorp's probably our
best chance to get the humint that we're so pitifully lacking in
that part of the world."

"And we've got to have it." The DCI
looked across his windowless office at the glittering, lighted map.
"The congressional oversight committees love satellites. Just try
to tell them that satellites don't tell us who in Iraq is hot and
who's not, or which of those Muslim politicos is sneaking a little
alcohol. We got to have some eyes and ears on the
ground."

The zigzag front of CIA
headquarters, with green glass stripes across tan stone, rose out
of several hundred acres of bushy oaks in Langley, Virginia. An
elegant pair of symmetrical buildings. In the breathtaking entry,
black-and- white columns matched a checkerboarded marble floor that
had the eagle- shield-and-star-in-a-circle seal of the CIA inlaid
in it. The larger structure in back was more reminiscent of Fort
Knox, remote from the open parking lots and nearly empty of
windows. The Director's conference room, with a huge metal replica
of the seal, was tucked in a corner of the back
building.

"Well, CreditCorp's going to be
expensive," said the Deputy Director. "Merckhoven keeps telling me,
'You guys can afford it. The intelligence budget's going to be 28
billion this year.' Merckhoven knows exactly how much to shake us
down for."

"Damn. Trouble with the liberals in
Congress, bitching about the public's right to know, is that right
away the black budget, this supersecret piggy bank, isn't black any
more."

"And here we are, getting
blackmailed." The Deputy Director nodded.

The floor in the DCI's conference
room replicated the checkerboard marble. A fawn-colored carpet
shimmered below tasteful tan walls, crammed on one side with signed
photographs of the DCI shaking hands with six presidents, House
speakers and Senate majority leaders, Soviet soldiers, and movie
stars. On the other side, along with torn flags and colored
shields, a piece of the Berlin Wall in a glass case bristled with
anti-American slogans. It was rumored that the graffiti were
fraudulent, spray-painted by the Agency itself.

The DCI balled his fist. "Do we
even know whether Merckhoven can accomplish this CreditCorp
takeover? Did the snoops succeed with the laser ears?"

"Yes. We taped two meetings of the
holding company board of directors. Those Flash Gordon toys aren't
perfect, you understand, especially through those fucking curtains.
I mean, a 'one' sounds like a 'nine,' and so forth. But the Deputy
for Science and Technology personally ramrodded the enhancement,
and we captured enough to verify that there's been a major change
in the holding company. Merckhoven's ruling it with an iron hand,
and he definitely has a plan for CreditCorp. Greedy guy wants our
money."

"Merckhoven's asking for two
hundred million?" The DCI shook his head. "Two hundred million,
clear?"

"Not counting expenses for the
takeover, which will net him a couple hundred million more. And he
knows he's the only guy who can do the job for us."

The DCI smiled for an instant.
"Merckhoven probably thinks it's all tax- free. After all, it comes
from us dopes at Langley."

The Deputy smiled too. "Actually,
I'd love it if he thinks that, because the IRS leaks like the
Titanic. But that's not our real problem."

The DCI frowned again.
"Merckhoven'll come down from the two hundred million."

"Trouble is, there's a series of
deadlines for the CreditCorp tender offer, and there isn't time to
jack with him."

"Tell you what. Offer the S.O.B.
fifty million. And then, . . ." The Director flinched. "Well, if
that doesn't light up his scoreboard, offer a little
more."

"Up to . . . ?"

"The hell with it." The director
let out a long breath. "Right up to the two hundred million this
fine patriot is trying to stick us for."

The CIA actually accounted for only
about fifteen percent of the black budget. But the DCI, in theory
at least, was responsible for coordinating the entire
establishment, from the Defense Intelligence Agency to the FBI's
foreign counter-terrorism operations. It was as impossible as
herding snakes, and the DCI constantly griped about it.

"Used to be, we didn't worry about
the small stuff, like this thing with Merckhoven." The CIA
Director's eyes got a faraway look. "Instead, we worried about
stolen weapons-grade U-235, which is going through Vilnius and the
Czech Republic today like Grand Central Station. Or about those
Missing-in-Action Stinger missiles we gave to those friendly
Afghanistani mujahedeen, which they loaded on donkeys and sold to
every local terrorist."

The Stinger was a twenty-two pound
heat-seeking missile, fired from a four-foot, shoulder-mounted tube
that weighed twelve pounds. And it was deadly accurate at a range
over two miles. Perfect for taking down a passenger airliner, just
as it had exploded Soviet helicopter gunships after a stroke of
President Reagan's pen had sent them to the Afghan freedom
fighters. The accounting was poor, and hundreds remained still in
circulation, at black market prices of $ 200,000 or more. Recently,
the CIA had started a buy-back effort, offering $ 175,000
each.

"It's only a matter of time before
a bad guy from a denied area where we've got no human assets uses
one of those gee-whiz gadgets on a CONUS- based aircraft," the DCI
went on, using military-speak for the Continental U.S. "And years
ago, that was the kind of thing that caught this agency's
attention. Like it should today."

The DCI looked up and shook his
head. "Man. I'm here to tell you, it's different now. We got
twenty-eight billion for the whole intelligence apparatus, and all
I have time to think about is nickel-and-dime stuff about how much
is left for the National Reconnaissance Office to buy satellites,
after I pay two hundred mil to this patriot Merckhoven."

Jimmy Coleman sat at the desk in
his huge corner office. Its inlaid wood flowered in shades of
brown, yellow, and green, set off by glittering gold
hardware.

Jimmy loved the kind of
machinations that are involved in judge-shopping. He was musing now
about how he could defeat Robert Herrick's anticipated lawsuit by
maneuvering the case into a friendly court, where the judge was in
his pocket.

"Even if we file suit first, it's
usually a crapshoot. We don't know which judge we'll get." Jimmy
put his pudgy hands on the inlaid desk.

"Well, then, Jimmy, I don't
understand why you want to beat Herrick to the courthouse and file
suit first." Jennifer Lowenstein looked as if she were sitting at
attention in her navy jacket and tie. "What does it matter if we
file first, if we can't get the judge we want?"

"I said it usually was a crapshoot. I know how we can load the
dice. How we can get a judge who's one of ours."

Jennifer smiled. Jimmy was a
wonderful teacher, as protective toward his associates as he was
ruthless toward his opponents.

"My friend Dexter Medaxas is the
ancillary judge this month." Jimmy's voice sounded like hailstones
in a mesquite field. "You know, Medaxas started out right here at
Booker & Bayne. We got him his job as a judge."

"But if he's the ancillary judge,
he just hears stuff like restraining orders."

"That's what we're going to file. A
petition for a restraining order."

"How?" She blinked. "There aren't
any grounds. You can't restrain Robert Herrick from filing suit
against the holding company."

"No. But what we can do is to ask
Judge Medaxas to restrain Herrick from using Warburton Powers's
estate to interfere with our CreditCorp takeover."

"But Herrick hasn't done anything
to interfere with the takeover!"

"I know. And the tender offer is
right on schedule. But remember. When Powers died, I got Herrick on
the phone. And Herrick asked me to stop the board meeting, and he
said he might do something about it."

"Well . . . that sounds pretty
weak."

"Hey, we don't have to win that
point. We've just got to get it in front of Medaxas. Then he's got
the dominant jurisdiction, and Herrick can't file suit against the
holding company except in Medaxas's court."

"But wouldn't Dexter Medaxas have
to transfer the case to another judge when the restraining order
hearing is over? A random judge, assigned by the district
clerk?"

"Usually."

"So we're back where we
started."

"I said usually. There've been
instances when the ancillary judge has kept the case instead of
transferring it. Local rules don't prohibit it. They don't really
authorize it either. It's one of those tactics that are hidden in
the shadow of the law."

A half-dozen chins drooped below
Jimmy's grin. "Makes sense, really. Sometimes the restraining order
is virtually the whole case. The ancillaryjudge knows all the
issues."

Jennifer's eyes blinked behind the
little gold-rimmed glasses.

Jimmy held up a hand. "And I know
what you're going to say. Our case for a restraining order is weak.
And that's true, because the real case is Herrick's suit against
us."

He favored her with the jagged grin
again. "But guess who gets to decide whether to keep the
case?"

"Ah—the ancillary judge? Judge . .
. Dexter Medaxas?"

"That's right. And all Judge
Medaxas needs to keep the case is us asking him to."

"So, we file our suit for a
restraining order." Jennifer concentrated. "Which is almost
frivolous, because Herrick isn't interfering with the tender offer,
but not quite frivolous, because Herrick once said he might want to
postpone the board meeting. And because we're asking for a
restraining order, our suit gets assigned to the ancillary
docket."
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