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CHAPTER 1
ANNIE CUSTER WORKED FOR A FORCE SO POWERFUL THAT NOTHING ON EARTH COULD CONTROL IT. Sometimes it acted like a perfect summer of endless sunny days with showers that came and went only before dawn. And sometimes it brought season after season of hurricanes with tornadoes and tidal waves that wreaked destruction everywhere. When times were good, the whole world wanted to get into the stock market and ride its highs to the top. When it turned bad, everyone wanted to run away and hide from its devastation. The funny thing about the stock market, though, was that anyone could take a vacation and miss the highs; but no one could escape the tsunami waves, the avalanches, the free-fall crashes. They affected everyone. Everywhere.
God or the devil or nature itself, the stock market was the true dictator that ruled the earth. No one could conquer it forever, not its former chairman, who took too much pay, or anyone else. For better or worse, when it started to move in any direction it changed lives. On Monday, September 18, it was Annie Custer’s turn to get caught in the deadly currents.
That day there was mixed feeling on Wall Street. The good news was that after the deluge of 9/11 and several years of market free fall, recovery of the Dow and NASDAQ finally seemed firmly on track. The bad news was that parts of the economy hadn’t followed suit. Turned out there couldn’t be such a thing as a jobless recovery, or a recovery of jobs in only one sector. From sea to shining sea, millions of people in many fields were still out of work and suffering.
In the brokerage business, customers were still licking their wounds and regarding their brokers with suspicion for bad investment advice from years past as well as the financial irregularities that had surfaced in the fall of giant companies and the toppling of dot-coms. Billions of dollars in paper gains had disappeared forever, and not without repercussions. Above all, the United States is a free and litigious country. Clients were suing their brokers left and right, placing the blame for all their woes squarely on them.
Annie Custer’s old-line firm, Hall Stale, was taking a big hit. The firm had so many complaints to defend that there was a logjam of arbitrations looming years into the future. It was costing a lot of money to settle the legitimate cases, and costing even more to fight the clearly ridiculous ones. For Hall Stale—and the brokerage business in general—it was a lose–lose situation.
In addition to the lawsuits, something else was making business difficult for brokers. New standards for consumer protection had cut commissions to pennies. Former million-dollar-a-year brokers were struggling to make six figures, and six-figure brokers were out of the game altogether. Offices were emptying, and people were without work of any kind. The climate was as uncomfortable for brokers as it had been decades ago in the early 1970s when all the small investment houses went out of business and thousands of people lost their jobs.
That Monday morning, Annie was worrying about the usual subjects: money, her husband, her daughters. Money, her husband, her daughters. Money . . . husband . . . daughters. Every day it was the same thing. She had a greatly reduced income and the same old bills—and she was one of the lucky ones. Her husband had not died in the World Trade Center attack, her clients were still solvent, and she hadn’t been sued. All in all, she was an unusual person—and she’d worked hard. She’d never been just a stock jockey who pushed the stocks of whatever companies, bonds, or funds Hall Stale happened to be promoting at the moment. She was more than the money managers who specialized in different areas but never did the actual transactions. She logged in most of the trades for her clients herself—hundreds of thousands of them a year—and she didn’t rely solely on her assistant to do the scut work, either. She wasn’t above doing paperwork. She opened accounts, closed them, transferred money when people bought houses, and explained along the way.
She’d been a broker for a long time and helped her clients understand all the sectors that so many investors had trouble keeping straight: the Blue Chips, the Steady Value companies, the up-and-coming Growth stocks, the Cyclicals that performed well in different economies, and the Tech and Fixed-Income sectors. Every stock and bond in every sector traded every day. The prices varied minute by minute. When you were placing orders in the tens of thousands, every penny-a-share counted. There was a lot to know, and a lot to watch out for. People went crazy under the pressure. She had close personal experience with some of the victims of the business. Her own husband, Ben, was one of them.
She didn’t want to end up like him, so she was up at dawn every weekday with a clear head, and in her office on the fourteenth floor of the Lipstick Building before the opening bell sounded at the New York Stock Exchange. 
Today had been no exception. She’d pulled herself out of her recurring nightmare of New York under attack. She’d drunk a cup of coffee all alone in her kitchen. She’d dressed in a pleasant enough early-autumn suit that was far from new. Then she’d bused twenty blocks down Lexington Avenue to her office on Fifty-third Street and Third Avenue. As usual, Petra, her pretty blond assistant, was already at her desk fielding calls. A second line was ringing as Annie waved and walked into her large and airy office. Petra answered the phone, then called through the open door.
“It’s Carol.”
Annie picked up the phone before sitting down. “Hey, cutie, what’s up?” she said, sipping from the Starbucks she’d bought across the street.
“Annie, I need your help.” Carol’s plea was the cry of a wild animal, which was not unusual for Carol.
Instantly Annie was a faithful dog on point. “No problem, whatever you need.” Carol Mack was her best friend, after all. Furthermore, her mother was dying of cancer. Annie had lost her own mother to the same sad fate years ago, and the catastrophe still felt brand-new to her. “What can I do?” she asked quickly.
“You have to help me with the stash.”
Uh-oh, here we go again, was Annie’s first thought. The stash was the hoard of securities Carol’s eccentric father claimed he had hidden in the house. No one knew the value of it or where it was hidden. For years he’d tormented both Carol and Annie with hints of it, but nothing either of them said to him could persuade him to hand it over to a brokerage house to be invested properly. Annie sank into her leather desk chair and turned away from her computer, its screen already full of numbers and the tape running. “How’s your mother doing?” she asked softly.
“Not well, but one thing is a blessing. She doesn’t know what’s going on, and Dad is in complete denial. You told me what would happen if she died before I took care of her estate issues.” Carol sounded even more frantic than usual.
Annie shivered. The air-conditioning in the building was still on full force, and her hands were frozen, but the cold air wasn’t what chilled them. Carol’s situation was truly upsetting. “How do you want to handle it?”
“Look, I really think that Dad is ready to do things properly this time. I have a strong feeling he’ll do it today if we handle it right,” Carol said craftily.
“Well, that’s good news,” Annie replied slowly. She’d heard this before, and for her own sake she didn’t want to hope for a new account, only to be disappointed again.
“He says it’s big. Really big. The trouble is, he’ll hand over the stash only if you go out there and take care of it yourself. You’ll go, okay.” Carol wasn’t asking the question. She’d made up her mind.
Annie was silent. This was the last thing she ever would have expected from the most secretive person she knew. Carol had asked for her help a hundred times, but had never invited her over to meet the parents. How could she go there out of the blue and collect their money? It made no sense.
“Please, Annie. Please. I wouldn’t ask you to do this if it wasn’t an emergency.” Carol had that tone in her voice. She was used to getting her own way and didn’t mind begging when she had to. “You know what it means to me.”
Annie kept thinking, Poor Carol, her mother is dying. It was the worst thing in the world. Obviously she couldn’t handle it. She was freaking out.
Then Carol said, “I’ve been loyal to you, kiddo!”
And that hit Annie right in the gut because it was true. Three years ago Carol’s husband had sued Annie’s husband. The bitter fight contributed to the trauma Ben had experienced on 9/11. Carol’s husband, Matthew, a litigation lawyer, had won his case. Ben sank into a quagmire of disillusionment about pretty much everything. He’d stopped working, and Annie’s life had become a juggling act of painful allegiances. Now she was torn again. If she did what Carol asked and took someone’s assets out of their house, her branch manager would have a cow. If she didn’t do it, Carol’s assets—whatever they were—would be in jeopardy, and she might have a meltdown. There was also the prospect of a new account to consider: Annie wanted, and needed, new accounts. Besides that, she was curious as hell. Carol’s meltdown began anyway.
“I waited until you got into the office to call, didn’t I? I didn’t bother you at home, did I?” Carol said as she launched into her tirade.
“Honey, I’ve been telling you all this for years—”
“I know, I know. I should have taken care of it, but they’re soooo difficult,” Carol said sullenly.
Well, yes, parents could be very difficult, but that wasn’t Annie’s fault. She’d already done her best with Carol’s parents. She’d talked and advised and been there for dozens of hours of phone debate with Carol’s father, Dr. Dean Teath. Just his name alone put Annie’s teeth on edge. And he probably didn’t have that much money anyway.
“Please, I promise you won’t be sorry,” Carol wheedled.
Annie exhaled and realized she’d been holding her breath. She knew she shouldn’t succumb to the plea to go that extra twenty miles. She was a stockbroker, not a courier, not a bodyguard, not a cop! She had no armored vehicle. And there was no insurance for what Carol was asking her to do: to intervene in her private life, to take possession (of whatever) from a notoriously skittish old man who’d been resisting custodial care of his assets (as well as himself) for the whole fifteen years that Annie had been a broker.
She shivered with swelling anxiety. Okay, okay. She reminded herself that her husband wasn’t working, so she couldn’t afford to do something wrong and lose her job. As if she needed any reminders about that! But those things aside, she didn’t want to do anything wrong. So many terrible things had happened to people because of their brokers, or lawyers, or big corporations. She couldn’t forget that. There were lawsuits left and right because of the bad things people had done. The firm would punish her if she generated one. She was an honest person and never did anything wrong.
. . . But she was curious, and not so far in the back of her mind she wondered if she could pull it off. She debated with herself. Certainly Carol could be harmed by her father’s negligence. On the other hand, she knew that if she took any assets out of Dr. Teath’s possession, the water could get very muddy very quickly. There were rules about this kind of thing. And even if she had been dead-of-winter-wolf hungry—which she was—it was not in her job description to travel to someone’s home to dig assets out from under their mattresses. No, no, and again no! She decided she could not do it.
“Carol, you know I love you. I really do, but you have to go out there and get the certificates yourself. Bring them to the office where we can officially document them in your and your father’s presence.”
“But you know he doesn’t trust me,” Carol wailed.
“He will trust you if bring him into the office with you. I’ll be here waiting for you. I’ll explain everything to you,” Annie promised.
“Please, please, please. You’re my best friend, my only hope here. If he hides all this stuff again and forgets where he put it, or God forbid he dies without telling me, I might never find it. Remember when Mom forgot that she’d put all her jewelry in the Goodwill box and told me to take it in. It was just an accident that I checked it first.”
Something clicked. Something cracked in an honest person’s mind. Annie didn’t know what it was. Maybe the dirty tricks of politics. Maybe war. Maybe all the events of the past few years together just caught up with her. She didn’t know. All she knew was that the little voice inside her head, whose job it was to separate right from wrong, was strangely absent right at that moment. She caved.
“Okay, Carol, I’ll do it. But you’d better pray for both of us that this isn’t one giant mistake.” With those fateful words, she put her whole life on the line.

CHAPTER 2
NERVOUS AS SHE WAS ABOUT WHAT SHE PLANNED TO DO, ANNIE ACTED NORMALLY AT WORK FOR TWO HOURS. She made and received calls, placed some orders, and watched the tape on her computer and the news on Bloomberg TV. She didn’t leave her office to talk to her manager about Carol’s request. She didn’t consult the compliance people. She had a lot of second thoughts and knew she was guilty as hell. But quite frankly, the more she mulled it over, the more eager she was to uncover the truth about Carol’s life before Matthew. She felt almost elated at the prospect of finally learning her friend’s deep family secrets.
At ten, Annie stuffed a stack of blank powers of attorney in her briefcase just in case Dr. Teath had the securities that he claimed he had. Then she hurried downstairs and got into the waiting black Lincoln Town Car that she’d ordered for the trip. As soon as she was in the car, she started thinking about her husband. She had two opinions of him that she went back and forth on several times a day: He was a good guy who’d been disappointed by his work and his friend and had been badly damaged by circumstances beyond his control. And, he was a wimp who’d put her, the children, and their entire way of life at risk by collapsing instead of being resourceful in the face of adversity and finding something new to do. In fact, she knew both were true, and ambivalence was her downfall. Right then she using the wimp opinion to justify her action that day. For an hour or more she actually told herself that if Ben hadn’t stopped working, they wouldn’t need money, and she wouldn’t have to go out on a limb like this to get a new account. Normally she didn’t do this kind of thing. She didn’t take shortcuts. The farther they went, the easier it got to rationalize; she happened to be taking a very long way to Staten Island.
She’d had no idea how far it was. Staten Island was located practically in the Atlantic Ocean off the coast of New Jersey, five watery miles from Wall Street and the Statue of Liberty. To reach it, she could have gone in a taxi downtown to the tip of Manhattan, then taken a ferry. But after the ferry crash that killed ten people the previous fall, the ferry idea was unappealing. Her solution had been to take a limo the long way around through Brooklyn and across bridges she had never traveled before. Unfortunately there was no alternative. Staten Island was where Carol Mack had grown up, where Dr. Dean Teath had lived all his life, and where the much-heralded but unknown assets were.
It was a longer trip than Annie had anticipated, and when she finally arrived at the address Carol had given her, she was shocked. Staten Island had a wonderful charm about it, but the Teath house was far, far from what she’d expected. Annie was so surprised, in fact, that she had to check the address twice. She couldn’t believe that the family she’d always believed to be extremely affluent lived in a tiny brick Cape-style bungalow with a garage that was neither fully enclosed nor attached. In addition, the paint on the bricks was peeling, and so ancient that it was impossible to tell what its original color had been. The roof was curling asphalt, and, horrors of horrors, perched on top of it was an ancient Christmas sled pulled by two nearly fossilized reindeer. Equally prehistoric icicle lights hung from sagging gutters across the front. Uneasy, and certain that she’d come to the wrong place, Annie slid over to the car door.
“Wait for me, please,” she told the driver. He didn’t get out to open the door for her, or even bother to answer.
Outside the car, Annie was further disoriented by suddenly balmy Indian summer air and the delightfully briny smell of ocean. There was no water view from here, but on the distant horizon the tall buildings of Manhattan were etched into the sky. She felt as if she had traveled to another world, far away from her safe office in Midtown and the large apartment on Central Park West where Carol Mack lived with her evil husband, Matthew. So this was Carol’s secret.
The little suburban block was quiet. Nobody was walking around, and hardly any cars cruised the street. In Manhattan there was always noise and traffic. Huge trucks rumbled on the avenues at night, and sirens from police and emergency vehicles pushed cars and people out of the way at all hours. Brakes squealed, and from time to time there was the crunch of metal on metal, one vehicle connecting with another. There was always the hum of many blended sounds. In Manhattan it was never, ever quiet. Here the silence was deep and a little scary.
Uncertain, Annie walked to the front door and rang the bell. No one came. She tried again, and then again. Nothing except birds twittering in the trees. The quiet was so unnerving that she had the chilling thought that the old people were dead inside, and she was the one destined to find them.
Nervously, she walked around to the kitchen side of the house, where a battered old Toyota was parked in the carport. The screen door was streaked with dirt and dead bugs, and the paint on the kitchen door was cracked and peeling. There was no bell here, either, so Annie tapped on the glass. Minutes passed and nothing happened. Then she wondered if something had happened since she and Carol had spoken, and her mother had been taken to the hospital. Again she considered aborting the mission. She didn’t want to go inside.
Just as she was about to turn away, she heard the sound of shuffling footsteps. An old man opened the door, and Annie was further stunned by his appearance. Dr. Teath was tall and thin. His face was covered with stubble. His clothes were old, faded, and wrinkled. He was wearing slippers. His white hair was long enough to curl at the ends. His blue eyes were watery behind his glasses. But his voice was strong, and he boomed at her through the dirty screen.
“You didn’t have to go to all this trouble for us, Annie Custer,” he said, frowning in the direction of the Town Car with the driver parked by the curb.
“It was no trouble at all. What a charming sled you have up there.” Annie couldn’t help referring to the appendage on the roof. It didn’t go with the Carol she knew. Thank God no one was dead.
A happy smile transformed Teath’s face. “Isn’t it a treasure? I found it in the garbage years ago . . . Carol loves it,” he added, about the sled.
Annie found that hard to believe.
“Please, come in.” He opened the creaky door and stepped back to let her enter a kitchen where the appliances were antiquated, and the worn-out linoleum on the floor and counters could easily have been much older than she was.
In her banker’s blue business suit, silk blouse, and high heels, Annie panicked. In that split second, she knew she’d made the giant mistake. She was in the wrong place at the wrong time, overdressed and doing something she shouldn’t be doing. The ancient kitchen was filled with piles of garbage, and now she really wanted to flee. But then something else happened. With a dawning horror, she realized that the thick folders stacked on the counters and on the kitchen table were actually filled with stock certificates, dozens and dozens of them. Oh my God, the old man really does have a fortune! And Carol really had sent her out here to retrieve it. It was a dream come true and a nightmare at the same time . . . and the very last thing in the world she should do was touch a single piece of paper.

CHAPTER 3
DESPERATELY, ANNIE LOOKED AROUND FOR HELP. “Is Brad here?” she asked tremulously. A witness would help a lot. No one at the office would believe this.
“Brad?” Dr. Teath tilted his head to one side and scratched his head as if he’d never heard of his own accountant. White flakes from his dry old scalp showered onto the shoulders of his worn green sweater. He looked like a desiccating bird, long dead and falling apart in front of her.
“Your accountant,” she prompted. Now she was horrified by what appeared to be Carol’s frightening neglect of her own father and mother. She was having trouble processing this man as the father of the competent and compassionate friend she thought she knew so well.
“Oh, him.” Dr. Teath remembered his accountant. “He’s not so great. We can start without him. How about some coffee?”
Annie’s eyes slid over to the ancient stove. On one of the burners sat the kind of coffeepot that had pretty much gone out of style with electricity. Like everything else on the premises, it was discolored from age and use. “Not right now, thanks,” she said.
After the hours of travel, she needed to use the bathroom. On the other hand, she didn’t want to see any more of the pitiful condition of the tiny house. She searched her mind for some reference to anchor this upsetting situation with all the other clients she’d known over the years, and after a moment she found one. Old Sal, a florist with a corner shop near her apartment, had been like this. Sal’s place was such a dump it didn’t even have a name, but the plants were really cheap for the upscale neighborhood, and despite its sad appearance the shop had been a booming, all-cash business.
Every month or so Sal used to summon Annie to the store, load her up with free plants, then give her a shopping bag stuffed with ten thousand dollars in small bills with the order to go invest it for him. She’d carried the cash back to her office and done just that. Back in the innocent good old days when people had trusted each other to do the right thing, Sal had relied on her, and investing ten grand in cash hadn’t been against the rules. Now his son ran the place. It was drop-dead designer gorgeous with computers and a refrigerated van for deliveries. The shop had a fancy name, and the flowers cost the earth. It was all run on the up-and-up, and no one who frequented the place remembered what money was. Times had changed, but it was clear that the Teath family hadn’t changed with them.
Annie was more than uncomfortable. She was terrified. The rules were really different now. Brokers couldn’t walk around with cash in a bag, and for good reason. Advantage had been taken left and right of people like this. If Sal tried to give her cash now, she wouldn’t be able to deposit it for him even if he got on his knees and begged. Packing up the Teath stash was an even bigger no-no. Carol had promised her that the accountant would be there. If Brad didn’t show up, she would have to leave without touching anything. She knew she should call her friend anyway. Phone home, she told herself. Now!
Dr. Teath cleared his throat. “Have a seat. Mamie will be up in a few minutes.” The old man’s eyes seemed to harden at the mention of his dying wife.
“Good, that’s great, Dr., um . . . Teath.” Annie couldn’t help stumbling on the name. How do people live with such oddities? she asked herself. Dr. Teath, the dentist, didn’t actually have very attractive teeth himself. She curbed her wandering mind. Phone home.
“Do you know the reason for my visit today?” she asked.
“Yes, yes, of course,” the old man said impatiently.
“Can you spell it out for me? I want to be sure we’re all on the same page.” Now she was a social worker—not an entirely new role for her.
“You’re that stockbroker friend of Carol’s.” Teath eyed her with a bit of a sparkle.
“Yes, that’s right.” Annie nodded.
“Well, you’re a pretty girl, but you’re probably a thief. I’ll bet you’re here to steal my money,” he told her contentiously.
Annie’s breath caught. “What?”
“Brokers, pah,” he muttered.
“Ah, Dr. Teath, let’s sit down and talk about this for a minute.”
“Okeydokey,” he said, suddenly genial. “Whatever you say.”
Annie felt the heaviness of big trouble settling on her as she pulled out a chair and sat. The stale air in the old house, the pervasive atmosphere of neglect, and the deep fear of doing something very wrong all seemed to be conspiring to stifle her.
The old man fumbled with his chair. “Don’t get me wrong. I appreciate your coming. Would you like a hot dog? I have a few left over in the freezer. Nathan’s. You like Nathan’s, don’t you?”
“Oh yes, but I just had breakfast.” Several hours ago, anyway. In her distress, Annie’s hand brushed a folder. The edge of the cover peeled back to reveal five thousand shares of an oil company that had merged with another oil company thirty years ago. Beneath it was a certificate for five hundred shares of a defunct railroad. Oh boy. Oh boy. Southwestern Bell Telephone. One hundred shares. Oh boy.
“Maybe some cake . . .” Teath scratched his ear as he went down his menu. “A bagel. I could go out for some—”
“No, no. We need to talk business.” Her eyes slid around the room. Carol, what did you get me into?
“Ah, business.” Teath waved a shaky hand at the air, as if business was of no interest to him.
“Are all these folders full of stock certificates?” Annie indicated the stacks of files that covered all the visible surfaces.
“Yes, I put a little by for a rainy day. And now you’re here to take it from me.” He wagged a finger at her. “This is Carol’s idea.”
Annie shook her head as she thumbed through the certificates in the closest folder. They were all colors—orange, yellow, green, blue, rose. Some were dated back in the 1930s, some in the 1950s. Others were many decades later, right up to the late 1990s. The number of shares was different on each certificate, and they didn’t seem to be arranged in any particular order.
“I’m only here because Carol is my closest friend. She’s like an aunt to my daughters,” Annie murmured. She wanted to flee. Something was not right about this, something beyond the obvious. But she didn’t know what.
“Oh yeah, what about the stock market crash?” Teath demanded.
“What?” Annie frowned.
“I’ll bet you’re going to pilfer the account.” He grinned in a most disconcerting way.
Annie could see that he was not following the conversation. Or else he was following some conversation of his own that had nothing to do with her, but she’d dealt with people like this before. “Let’s not talk about me for the moment—” she murmured.
“I like getting my checks,” he interrupted.
“You mean your dividend checks? I understand, but you’ll still get a check at the end of every month,” she assured him. For anyone else she would have explained in detail how the computerized system would greatly simplify his life.
“But why can’t I collect them myself the way I always do?” he replied in a bellicose tone. “I’ve heard about those computer robbers. They can steal you blind.”
Annie wasn’t sure what he was talking about now. “We’re protected and insured. That won’t happen to you,” she said. She could be very patient, and didn’t want to get technical. She was also worried. It looked as if there was a lot of money here.
“I feel protected right now.” Teath waved his hand at his bulging folders, enjoying his importance. “I keep meticulous notes. Are you sure you wouldn’t like a hot dog?” There was no question that he looked kind of crazy.
Annie’s cell phone rang in her purse. He jumped.
“What’s that?” he cried.
“My cell phone.” She grabbed the phone and glanced at caller ID. When she saw it was her home number, she picked up.
“Mom?” It was Mag.
“Hi, what’s up?” Annie asked, pleasantly surprised that her daughter was up by noon.
“Dina’s daughter is getting married. She’s leaving us to make the wedding dress and take care of her.” Mag sounded distraught.
“No.” Annie was shocked. On top of everything else, Dina was leaving. She stared at the table in dismay. How could they live without Dina? “Honey, I’ll have to call you back.”
Then she saw something that distracted her from the catastrophe. Sticking out of one of Dr. Teath’s bulging folders was an old-fashioned bearer bond with a bunch of uncashed coupons that anyone, including herself, could redeem for instant money. On the street those coupons were called hangers, and the rule was that no one was allowed to touch them. No one.
For decades this kind of bond had been the hedge that helped rich people and gangsters avoid paying taxes, transfer funds to spies and bad guys of all kinds, and launder money. The bonds had no owner names on them and read simply “Pay To Bearer.” Bearer bonds had been so fraught with tracking, theft, and tax problems for the government that none had been issued since the late 1980s. They were the ultimate no-no, and Annie was pretty sure Carol didn’t know a thing about them. The hair rose on the back of her neck, and her jaw felt numb. What was going on here?
She checked the date on a coupon and saw that it, and several others, had come due months ago—and were worth $150 a pop. A tap on the glass of the kitchen door stopped her investigation short. Brad, the accountant, had arrived.
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