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Prologue 

Arizona visitors are prepared for desert, and they get it - extensive and beautiful. They also get a delightful surprise. An up-thrust of earth crust 25 million years ago produced a band of crisply cool high country that travels from west to east across the upper central portion of the state. Summer rains are plentiful and sharply cold winters produce deep drifts of snow. Spectacular mountains, remnants of ancient volcanoes, rise thousands of feet above the high plains. Forests and grassy meadows abound. Pinus Ponderosa, a truly giant version of the Christmas tree, carpets the land in thick forest. 

The hamlet of Bellemont, founded in the 1850’s for lumber harvesting and milling, lies in the middle of this country. If you are adventurous, an overgrown road accessible only to four-wheelers will lead you northwest from town into old, long disused logging regions. An exceptional granite outcropping, rising 75 feet above a gently sloping hillside lies 3 miles along this road. A walk up that gentle slope will take you through a stand of young Ponderosa pines: 60 - foot tall, second growth trees arisen new from clear cutting early in the twentieth century. Beyond this grove, you enter a park-like region of widely spaced trees. These are old growth specimens, some approaching 200 years of age, and nearly 200 feet tall. 

One of the tallest of these trees has a curious tumor-like growth 27 feet above the ground. It is plainly visible if you know where to look. If you don’t, the tree and its growth become a member of the stand, indistinguishable from the rest

Chapter 1

She only hears Whitworth’s final words, “… they didn’t pick you. They, well, they went with Helen Campiana. You were passed over.”

She says nothing, having learned well the executive mantra: keep your mind open, your mouth closed, and stay non-defensive in stressful situations. Whitworth goes on, but she has trouble following: his ideas are so foreign that her mind seizes a single one and worries it while the rest flow past her. Finally, when she adjusts, a measure of common sense overcomes her executive training: when you are attacked in the jungle, defend yourself or be eaten, “ Fred, this just isn’t fair. Nothing you’ve said has any...”

Whitworth holds his hand up, “Please Laura, this is very hard. Let me get the rest of it out, then we’ll come back and kick it around, see what can be done.” 

The message becomes clear. After 11 years of fast-track progress she has been passed over, she has missed an exceptional chance for promotion because of mediocre performance in her current assignment. This is all news, and shocking. For the first time in life, her career seems threatened.

The disaster started earlier with an intercom call from Fred Whitworth, Chief Scientist of the Laughlin Corporation, “ Laura? Fred here. Can we talk a bit?”  She was in her office, finishing a presentation for the Board of Directors tomorrow morning. The call surprised her; Fred was normally active on other business matters at this hour, “ Yeah, sure. 10 minutes?”

Laura Kahl, Director of Analysis for Laughlin Corporation, stood and stretched a 5’7” frame, then walked to her corner window, seeing again the endlessly fascinating view east across San Francisco Bay to Oakland: chill blue water with whitecaps flashing in thin winter sunlight. Grayish-blue docks and a forest of giant marine loading cranes were clearly visible, backed by low green hills.

She stood, hand on chin, wondering what Fred wanted, unconsciously seeing her own reflection in the smoky window glass. At 37 she retained a youthful beauty: deeply lustrous chestnut hair fell slightly short of the Donna Karan suit jacket she wore. The olive green sharkskin fabric nicely complemented lively wide-set emerald eyes in a freckled oval face. A generous full-lipped mouth concealed sparkling teeth. Because of her height she rarely wore heels; today she had on Tods flats. Nature had bestowed the genetic gift sometimes given to redheaded women; she carried almost no adipose tissue. There was no visible fat on her arms, tummy or thighs; she was long boned and pleasingly muscled, though slightly short waisted. But with hips like hers, few noticed. A heavy gold Rolex with diamond bezel encircled her left wrist; there was no other jewelry. 

In rare moments of introspection she thought of herself as a tough woman shielding a naïve small girl. But she was more than that. She knew a Monet from a Surrat, a sea trout from a corbina, and a sunset at Punta Banda from a sunrise in Christchurch. She knew how rare generosity was in the world she inhabited. She knew a period from a penis. She knew what men wanted. She knew how many terms of the infinite series for sinX she could disregard and not spoil her computer-generated images. She was an intelligent woman imbedded in a new century, strongly oriented to her work and more than a little self-centered.

Now she headed up one floor to the Executive Suite on 36 and entered Fred’s office without knocking. He was engrossed in some sort of brochure open before him and did not notice her entry, so she slipped quietly into a chair and studied her friend and mentor, Fred Whitworth: PhD, Electrical Engineering, UC Berkeley. Fred was well published, well read, well regarded and well fed: at 5’10’ and 275 pounds he was indeed a heavyweight, carrying five pounds of weight for each year of his life. He resembled the classic character Falstaff in both looks and manner. Portuguese-Irish ancestors had given him a thick head of blue-black hair that grew low on his forehead, bright black eyes like a snowman, and a wide mouth given to smiling at the friendly and the not so friendly. After a moment he looked up at the beautiful woman sitting across the desk, grinning faintly, speaking absently “ Love you, kid.” She smiled and nodded, “I love you too.” 

She meant it. They met years ago at a meeting on Renaissance Master Painters, where she presented a paper on automated image-processing methods for detecting fraudulent oil paintings - high quality paintings that plagued the world of art collection. Her methods were new and sophisticated, based on statistics taken from the entire painting. Traditional techniques focused on such things as brush strokes, use of light, oil chemistry, color, canvas, and frame materials. The methods were elegant, but not always enough in the increasingly high-tech world of art fraud. 

A gallery in Carmel, California had allowed her to apply her novel technique to three verified Masters. A national insurance firm supplied three phony paintings they had paid dearly for, failing to discover that they were the fakes before insuring. The comparative results were impressive and Fred had taken instant notice. He extended an offer of employment on the final day of the meeting, successfully hiring her away from an unchallenging engineering position with the Federal Aviation Agency. 

Over time, Laura and Fred discovered similar wide-ranging interests. They loved chatting together, engaging in satisfying intellectual duels during moments of leisure. But today was not one of those happy moments. Fred was serious. 

After some small talk he came to the point, “ Laura, did you know Bobby Rehall is retiring at the end of the year?” She did know, “ Everyone knows it Fred, you need to get out to the water cooler more. But isn’t he a little young for the bone-yard?” Fred shook his massive head and made a long face, “ Yep, but he’s crapped out. I guess it’s a case of too many hours at work and too much travel. Life is brief, he claims.  He has the bucks now, he’ll be OK.” He paused for a moment, seeming to develop an interest in something on the wall over Laura’s shoulder.  

After an overlong silence he cleared his throat, uncharacteristically ill at ease, “ The Executive Committee met with Bart yesterday to consider his replacement. It’s a VP position, so Bart couldn’t make a direct choice. He presented three candidates: Ed Force, Helen Campiana, ... and you.”

Confidence spiraled downward into a strangely hollow vacuum in her chest: her heart suddenly thumping loudly within it. If she was the winner President Barton Roberts would be talking to her now, not Fred, “ I kind of guessed I was in the hunt, Human Resources called last week with some weird questions.” 

Fred’s expressive face went neutral as he lowered his already low brow, “ Bart recommended Helen, but he also told them he’d be OK with any of you; he thought you all could do the job. You were last on his list and the Board went with Helen... I’m sorry.”

Laura sat quite still for a moment, struggling to hide disappointment and shock. She felt a familiar drawstring pulling tight inside her lower lip, a reaction when she was under strain. She hoped her lip wasn’t visibly trembling. Tears tried to come, but she choked them back severely: emotional displays at her level were not acceptable. 

Her mind worked overtime, grappling for control. She crossed her legs and attempted to retain dignity,   “And what else?” A dull rejoinder, but the best she could manage under the circumstances.

Lethal calmness and a trace of raw hurt glittered in Fred’s eyes; “You have everything necessary to go to the top here Laura, if you decide to make the effort.” He paused and raised his eyebrows as if expecting a response. She remained silent - the anger that was never far below the surface these days threatened to erupt. He redeveloped interest in the imaginary spot on the wall. Another long pause ensued. He produced a grim smile that set her teeth on edge, “ Laura, I’m on your side here you know. Like a big brother I guess.” 

He came to the hardest part, “ So I’m not picking on you when I say your fire has faded the last couple of years. You can’t leave one oar out of the water and realize your potential, at least not around this joint. Cut it or die, Kiddo; there’s not much slack, the bottom line rules with us.” He widened his eyes for emphasis, “ Always has, always will.”

He leaned toward her, looking at her but not really seeing her, “ I’ve heard you’re spending nights and weekends doing volunteer work for a goddamned dog pound.  I hope I heard wrong Laura, because if that’s why you’re slowing down, you’re killing your career for the most trivial of reasons.”

She studied her hands, trying to remain open, reminding herself that he was a friend, “It’s not a dog pound, Fred. It’s a no-kill animal shelter owned by Hazel Stein. Her husband Allen died three years ago and Hazel wanted to do something she felt would be caring and helpful. You may have known Allen, they owned the Masters Limited Gallery in Carmel; I’ve purchased art from them for years. Burt and Helen recommended me for that limited-enrollment graduate program in Art History at Pepperdine. Their faith in me made my graduate degree possible. I could never have carried my job plus all that schoolwork without their support. I owe Hazel a lot.”

Fred was not about to be sidetracked by a requiem for Allen Stein at this critical juncture, “Let’s talk about this if you don’t mind, I guess I’m missing something here. Why are you doing this volunteer stuff, don’t we keep you sufficiently occupied?” 

She felt a deep lancing stab of avoidance; this was not something she cared to discuss. How could she explain behavior she didn’t understand it herself? “Do you have some time Fred? It’s not easy for me to explain.”

He looked at his watch and shook his head, “ I want to go slow here, and I really don’t have time today.” He turned to the weekly schedule on his computer, “ How about tomorrow at 11? We can talk through lunch.”

She stood stiffly, feeling faint and self-conscious, “ I guess, but you have me worried now...” She paused, hoping he would relent and end the suspense.

He shook his head gently, “ I know, but this is important, we need to do it right. Trust me, it’ll keep until tomorrow.”

Laura gave a small wave and left the office, trying hard to appear composed. She went to the elevator and absently punched the button for 35, but when the doors opened she turned away and went into the fire stairwell for privacy. Halfway down she sat on the dirty iron steps and broke down; she had always thought she loved her work. She needed this career - she was alone in the world. What the hell was going on here? 

Then came one of those singular moments in life: a moment of such impact that she would always look back on this stairwell pause as the watershed of her adult life. 

With clarity and finality, she suddenly understood that she did not like the life she had chosen. She did not like the insane time demands. She did not like living alone, no matter how much easier it made devotion to her profession. She did not like having no one close to care for: living her hard, creative, successful, selfish life without loving any other person. She had a thousand professional acquaintances, a dozen past lovers, and not a single intimate friend to share with. 

She did not like her arrogant confidence, a confidence that came from winning repeatedly in the high-stakes game of oil field science. She did not like assisting in the process of depleting the earth’s resources, denying future generations the possibility of a comfortable existence. She did not like the toughness she had developed after years of struggle in this male dominated industry. 

But underneath, in her emotional base, there was double distress. She knew that she still hungered for the material good life. She still wanted the comforts that came with success. 

Now suddenly it seemed that her whole life was a lie, a series of wrong choices. But the right choices were in no way clear. It was perilously late in her career to make a change; there was no margin for error. She sat on the harsh cast iron steps, panicked, soiling her Donna Karan suit on layers of cigarette ash, spilled coffee, and soft drinks that had dried and hardened over years. The tears flowed and her head shook in an unconscious negative. She had no idea what to do. She felt old and desiccated, and she wondered where she had found the energy to come so far in a career she did not love. 

She remained in the stairwell for forty-five minutes until the emotional storm was exhausted. No one came to her, no one saw.

Laura returned to her office after an extended session in the bathroom repairing damage. Her secretary looked up smiling as she approached, saw the devastation, and discreetly returned to her word processor, lips compressed. Laura closed the office door and flopped in her chair, too stunned to do anything remotely connected with work. 

She was roused from turmoil by Dorothy on the intercom, “ I’m sorry Laura, but there’s this guy on the phone, he’s been calling since morning, this is the third call. Says he’s a lawyer over in Arizona. I think you should talk to him: he’s polite but very persistent. How about it?” 

Laura knew this was a tactic to pry her from the funk she was in, back into the battle. She put aside her struggle with impending doom,  “OK Dorth, put him on.” The irritating voice of an intermediary came from her Bose desk speaker, “Beckman and Curtis Law Offices.  I’ll put Mr. Beckman on.” 

Laura waited longer than she cared to, looking at her watch and drumming fingers nervously until a deep, cultured voice with slight traces of New York City came through; definitely not the regional accent she was expecting. “Ms. Kahl? I’m Pablo Beckman.  Your great aunt Sarah deVry passed away last Friday. I hope I am not the first to tell you. I serve as her executor. Her estate was modest, but there is something she wanted you to have.” 

Laura knew Sarah, but had not seen her in years, “I’m so sorry. I haven’t seen her since I was a child. How old was she?” Beckman continued, “She was 99. She left a note for you. I can read it if you wish.” Laura looked again at her watch “Please do Mr. Beckman, but we need to move along. I have a meeting here in a few minutes....” She could hear him rummaging among papers for a moment before replying, “ I’ll be quick. The note reads, ‘There is a box for you in our safe deposit at Cattleman’s. You were our smart one, Laura, maybe you can do more with it than Dad and I did.’ Is any of this message familiar to you Ms. Kahl?”  

She was surprised, “Not at all Mr. Beckman - and please call me Laura.” The cultured voice continued, “ Thank you. I haven’t opened the safe deposit box, but the key is here and I am authorized access. Would you like me to mail the contents?” Laura looked quickly at her schedule book, thinking he should just mail the package over to her. This was no time to be off the job, “Yes, please. Let me give you my home address. Thank you for contacting me.”

Beckman was ready to close, “The package should arrive some time next week I would think. Good luck to you.”

Laura thought a little luck would be welcome right now.

