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CHAPTER 1

Long afterward, many would remember those
two days in the first week of October with viv-
idness and anguish.

It was on Tuesday of that week that old
Ben Rossclli, president of First Mercantile Amer-
ican Bank' and grandson of the bank’s founder,
made an announcement—startling and somber
—which reverberated through the bank and far
beyond. And the next day. Wednesday, #he

bank’s “‘flagship” downtown branch® discovered the.
presence of a thief—beginning a series of events

which few could have foreseen, and ending in
financial wreckage and human tragedy. v
The bank president’s announcement occurred
without warning, remarkably, there were no advance
“leaks®. Ben Rosselli had telephoned a number
of senior employees of FMA* early in the morn-
© ing at their homes. To each the message was
the same: “Please be in #he Heaa’quarfer: Tower

;7. boardroom® at eleven a.m.”

o Now all except Ben were assembled in the
- hoardroom, twenty or so, talking quietly in
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groups, waiting. All were standing, no. one
chose to be first to pull a chair back from the
gleaming directors’ table, longer than a squash
cour#S, which seated forty,

A voice cut sharply across the talk. “Who
authorized that ?”

Heads turned. Roscoe Heyward, executive
vice-president and comptroller” ) had addressed a white-
coated waiter who was pouring sherry into
glasses.

Heyward was a zealous teetotaler®.  He glanced
pointedly at his watch in a gesture which
said clearly. Not only drinking but this early.
Several who had been reaching for the sherry
withdrew their hands.

“Mr. Rosselli’s instructions, sir,”* the waiter
stated. “And he especially ordered the best
sherry.”

A stocky figure, fashionably dressed in light
gray, said easily, ‘“Whatever time it is, no sense
passing up the bess®.”

Alex Vandervoort, blue-eyed and fair-haired
with a touch of gray at the temples™, was also an
executive vice-president. Genial and informal,
his easygoing ways belied the tough dccxsxvcncss
beneath. The two men—Heyward and Van-
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dervoort—represented #ie second management echelon,
tmmediately below the presidency®', and while both

‘were seasoned and capable of cooperation, they

were in many ways, rivals, Their differing view-
points permeated the bank, giving each a retinue
of supporters at lower levels.

Now Alex took two glasses of sherry, passing

one to Edwina D’Orsey, brunette and statuesque.
FMA’s ranking woman executive.

Edwina saw Heyward glance toward her,
disapproving. Well, it made little difference.
Roscoe knew she was a loyalist in the Vandervoort

camp. “Thank you, Alex.” she said, and took

the glass. ,

There was a moment’s tension, then others
followed the example. Roscoe Heyward’s face
tightened angrily.

At the boardroom doorway the vice-president
for security. Nolan Wainwright, a fowering, Othel-
lo-like figure'* and one of two black executives
present, raised his voice. “Mrs. D’Orsey and
gentlemen—Mr. Rosselli.”

The hum of conversation stopped.

Ben Rosselli stood there, smiling slightly,
As always, ks appearance struck a median point
between a berievolent father figure and the solid pillar

of sirength to whom thousands entrusted their money for
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safekeeping'®.  He looked both parts and dressed them**:
in statesman-banker black's, with the inevitable vest,
across its front a thin gold chain and fob. It
was striking how closely he resembled the first
Rosselli—Giovanni—who had founded the bank
in the basement of a store a century ago. It

“was Giovanni’s patrician head, with flowing silver

hair and full mustache, which the bank repro-
duced on passhooks and fraveler's checks'® as a
symbol of probity.

The here-and-now Rosselli'" had the silver hair
and mustache, almost as luxuriant. But what no

reproduction showed was the family drive, the . -

ingenuity and boundless energy which had raised
First Mercantile American to its present emi-

‘nence. Today, though, in Ben Rosselli the usual

liveliness seemed missing. He was walking with
a cane; no one present had seen him do so before.

Now he reached out, as if to pull one of the
heavy boardroom chairs toward him. But Nolan
Wainwright moved more quickly. The security
chief placed the chair for him. With a murmur
of thanks the president settled into it and waved
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a hand to the others. “This is informal. If
you like, pull chairs around. Ah, thank you.”
He accepted a glass of sherry from the waiter,
who went out, closing the door.

A few others seated themselves, but most
remained standing. It was Alex Vandervoort
who said, “We’re obviously here to celebrate.”
He motioned with his sherry glass. “The ques-
tion is—what ?”

Ben Rosselli smiled fleetingly. “I wish this.

were a celebration, Alex. It’s simply an occasion

when I thought a drink might help.” He paused,

and suddenly tension permeated the room.
“Pm dying,” Ben Rosselli said. “My doctors

#ell me I'don’t have long’®. I thought all of you
should know.” He raised his own glass, con-

templated it, and took a sip of sherry.

Where the boardroom had been quier before, now

the silence was intense, No one moved or spoke.
Ben leaned forward on his cane, “Come now,
let’s not be embarrassed. We’re all old friends;
it’s why I called you here. And, oh yes, to save
anyone asking, what I’ve told you is definite; if
I thought there was a chance it wasn’t, I’d have

. waited longer. Thke trouble is lung cancer, well

advarz‘ced',k I'm #ld*. 1ts probable I won’t see
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Christmas.” He paused, and all the frailty and
fatigue showed. Softly he added, “So now, as
and when you choose®, you can pass the word to
others.”

Edwina D’Orsey thought, there would be
no choosing the time. The moment the board-
room emptied, what they had just heard would
spread through the bank, and beyond, like prairie
fire. She was dazed, and sensed that the reac-
tion of others was the same.

“Mr. Ben,” said old Pop Monroe®?, a senior
cderk in the trust departmens®, “I guess you floored
us good.”* His voice wavered. I reckon no-
body knows what the hell to say.” There was
a murmur, almost a groan of assent and sympathy.

Above it Roscoe Heyward injected smoothly,
“What we can say, and must”—there was a
hint of reproof in the comptroller’s voice, as if
others should have waited for him to speak first—
“is that while this terrible news has shocked and
saddened us, we pray there may be hope. Doc-
tors’ opinions are seldom exact. Medical science
can achieve a great deal in halting, even cur-
ing—"

- “Roscoe, I said I'd been over ail #har®, Ben
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Rosselli said, betraying his first trace of testiness.
“As to doctors, I've had the best.  Wouldn’t you
expect me to ?”

“I would.” Heyward said. ‘“‘But we should
remember there is a higher power®, and it must be
the duty of us all”’—he glanced around the room
—“to pray to God for at lcast more time.”

The older man said wryly, “I get the im-
pression God has already made up His mind.”

Alex Vandervoort observed, “Ben, we're all
upset. I’'m especially sorry for something I said
carlier.”

“About celebrating ? .Forget it! You didn’t
know.” The old man chuckled. *Besides, why
not? I've had a good life; surely that’s a cause
to celebrate.” He patted his pockets, then looked
around him, “Anybody have a cigarette ? Those
doctors cut me off 2"’

Several packs appeared. Roscoe Heyward
querxed “Are you sure you should ?’ Ben Ros-
selli looked at him sardonically. It was no secret
that these two had never achieved personal
closeness.

Alex Vandervoort lighted the cigarette which
the bank president took. Alex’s cyes, like others
in the room, were moist,

“At a time like this there are some things
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to be glad of,” Ben said. “Beng given a little
warning is one, the chance to tis loose ends.”*® Smoke
from his cigarette curled around him. “Of course,
on the other side there are regrets for the way a
few things went, You sit and think about those,

33

too.

No one had to be told of one regret—Ben
Rosselli had no heir. An only son had been
killed in action in World War II*®; more recently
a promising grandson®® had died in Vietnam.

A fit of coughing seized the old man. Nolan
Wainwright accepted the cigarette from shaking
fingers and stubbed it out. Now it became
evident how weakened Ben Rosselli really was,
how much the effort of today had tired him.
Though no one knew it, it was the last time he
would be present at the bank.

They went to him individually, shaking his
hand gently, groping for words to say. When
Edwina D’Orsey’s turn came, she kissed him
lightly on the cheek and he winked.

Roscoe Heyward was one of the first to leave
the boardroom. The executive vice-president-
comptroller had two urgent objectives to ensure
a smooth transition of authority after Ben Ros-
selli’s death and to make certain of his own
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appointment as president.

Wise in the ways of bank politics!, Heyward
had begun planning his campaign even while this
morning’s session was in progress. Now he
headed for his office suite, paneled rooms with a
breathtaking view of the city far below. Seated
at his desk, he summoned the senior of his two
secretaries, Mrs, Dora Callaghan, and instructed
her to telephone all outside directors. He had
been quick to observe that only fwo members of
First Mercantile American’s board, other than senior
management officers, had been presens®*—both old
friends of Ben’s. That meant that fifteen board
members were uninformed of the impending
death. Heyward would make sure that all fifteen
received the news from him. The facts were so
shattering that there would be an instinctive alliance
between anyone receiving the news and whoever con-
veyed 1%, Also, some directors might resent not
having been informed in advance. Roscoe Hey-
ward infended to capitalize on this resentmens®*,

Half an hour after he began phoning, he
was informing the Honorable Harold Austin® ear-

nestly,” “We’re overwhelmingly distressed, of_

course. What Ben told us simply does not seem
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real.”

“Not possible!” The other voice on the
telephone still reflected the dismay expressed mo-
ments earlier. “And fo have to let people know
personally/”’* Harold Austin was from one of the
city’s oldest families, and long ago had served
a term in Congress—hence the title Honorable,
a usage he encouraged. Now he owned the
state’s largest advertising agency®” and was a veteran
director of the bank with strong influence on the
board. \

The comment about a personal announcement gave
Heyward his opening *® I understand exactly what
you mean about the method of letting this be
known. It did seem unusual. What concerned ‘
me most is that the directors were not informed

o fist, I felt it my duty to advise you and the
. others immediately.” Heyward’s aquiline, austers

Jace showed concentration®®; behind rimless glasses

_his gray eyes were cool.

“I appreciate that, Roscoe. We should have
been told.”’

“Thank 'yau,' Harold. At a time like this,

© one is never sure exactly what is best. Only

that someone must exercise leadership.”
The use of first names came easily to Hey-
ward. He was old family himself.** His personal
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connections extended far beyond state boundaries, fo
Washington and elsewhere.' Heyward was proud
of his social status and friendships in high places.
He also liked to remind people of /s direct descent
Jrom a signer of the Declaration of Independence®?,
Now he suggested, “Another reason for informing
board members is that this sad news about Ben -
is going ‘to have tremendous impact. And it -
will travel quickly.” '
Austin concurred. “No doubt of it.  Chances
are, by tomorrow the press will be asking questions.*s”
“Exactly. And the wrong kind of publicity
c¢ould make depositors uneasy, as well as depress
the price of our stock.” Roscoe Heyward could
sense wheels turning in his fellow director’s mind**,
The Austin Family Trust®, which the Honorable
Harold represented, held a big block of FMA
shares'e, \ '
- Heyward prompted, “Of course, if the board
takes energetic action to reassure shareholders,
depositors, and the public generally, the effect
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could be negligible.”

“What do you have in mind, Roscoe ?”

“Continuity of authority. There should be
no vacancy in the office of chief executive, even
for a day. With the greatest respect to Ben, this
bank has been regarded for too long as a one-man
institution’”. But no bank among the nation’s
top twenty is or could be individually run. Sad
as this time is, the directors have an opportunity
to dissipate that legend.”

. Heyward could visualize Austin—a handsome,
aging playboy*®, a flamboyant dresser, with flowing
wron-gray hair®®, probably, as usual, smoking a
large cigar. Yet the Honerable Harold was
nobody’s  fool®. At length he declared, “Your
point is valid. Ben Rosselli’s successor needs to
be decided on, and probably his name announced
before Ben’s death. I happen to think you are
that man, Roscoe. You’ve the qualities, ex-

‘perience, the toughness, too. So P’m willing to-

pledge you my support, and there are others
on the board whom I can persuade to go the
same route.’

“I’m certainly grateful...

“Of course, in return I may ask an occasion-
al quzd pro quot”
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“That’s reasonable.” o

“Good! Then we understand each other."?’

The conversation, Heyward decided as he
hung up, had been eminently satisfactory. Aus-
tin was a man who kept his word.

The next call, to Philip Johannsen, president
. of MidContinent Rubber®, gave Heyward another
opportunity. Johannsen volunteered that frank-
ly he didn’t get along with Alex Vandervoort,
whose ideas he found unorthodox.

“Alex is unorthodox,” Heyward said. “Of
course, he has some personal problems. I'm not
sure how much the two go together.”

“What kind of problems ?”

“Women, actually. One doesn’t like to ..."”

“This is important, Roscoe. Also confiden-
tial. So go ahead.”

“Well, Alex has marital d ﬁiculfzes“ And he’s
involved with another woman. She’s a left-wing
activist®, frequently in the news, no# in a context
whick would be helpful to the bank®®. 1 sometimes
wonder how much influence she has on Alex.”

“You were right to tell me, Roscoe,” Johan-
nsen said. “It’s something the directors ought
to know. Left-wing, eh ?”

“Yes. Her name is Margot Bracken.”

“I think I’ve heard of her. And what I’ve
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