
A LUCRATIVE BUSINESS
by Andrew 


A black glove silently pushed open the door of a hotel room clouded with cigar smoke.  Inside, a stocky man sat absorbed at a small table shoveling stacks of 100-dollar bills into his silver metal briefcase.  The assassin nonchalantly walked up to his prey, gently pressing the barrel of his gun into the back of the victim’s head.  The touch of the cold metal paralyzed the man with fear.  He looked up. Reflected clearly in the window ahead of him was his killer – a man no more than 26, with thick brown hair, dark eyes and a white untucked shirt. He saw the black glove tighten around the trigger.  There was a click and he slumped dead in his chair.


Vinny Testaverde tucked in his shirt, put on his blazer, and casually walked out with the silver metal briefcase in his right hand and the air of a distinguished businessman.

*   *   *

“Good work, Testaverde, but you shouldn’ta killed that Joey Rosito.  We’ve got to keep them alive or we’ll never get to the heart of it.  What’s a dead man going to tell us?  We need those leads,” barked Ralph Moynihan, chief of narcotics for the FBI, from behind his mahogany desk. “Although,” he paused, “you do always seem to be very well informed.” 

“I try my best,” Testaverde said, shrugging off the comment.


“Finish busting the Wall Street drug ring, “ Moynihan continued,  “and you’re on your way to the top.  This time you’ll be working with Charlie Ugetta.  So far we have one lead.  It involves Bayon Pharmaceuticals.  It’s all in the folder.  Here, take it with you.”


The manila folder briefly exchanged hands.


“Don’t worry, Ralph.  I’ll cover all the details,” Testaverde assured him, getting up from his chair, and heading for the door.


“Good luck.”

*   *   *


Testaverde slipped into Charlie’s office, inviting himself over to a nearby armchair.


Charlie, deeply absorbed in a file of mug shots, looked up from his computer.  Testaverde leaned over and flipped the manila folder onto his desk. “This is the Bayon case.  We have reason to believe there’s been activity in the market.”


“Where do we begin?” said Charlie, nervously running his fingers through his coarse blonde hair.


“Fortunately, we have a lead,” Testaverde encouraged. “ Moynihan says it’s about a pharmaceutical company…Bayon...Heard of it?”  Testaverde didn’t wait for an answer. “Our job is to confirm our suspicion of their involvement in a drug ring.”


“Certainly a convenient front for moving illegal drugs,” Charlie acknowledged. 


“But how are they pulling it off?” questioned Testaverde.


“Probably with some fancy work...by an insider.”

*   *   *


The secretary showed the two men into the office, where the CFO
 of Bayon sat perched on his beautifully upholstered maroon leather chair.  His polished brass nameplate shimmered with the letters that spelled TIMOTHY TRUSDELL.  He looked up and made quick eye contact with Testaverde, then with Charlie, and hastily extended his hand to greet both agents, later gesturing to two antique chairs.


Trusdell looked nervously at the agents.  “What can I do for you?”


“Well, for a start, your company finances don't check out,” confronted Charlie, thrusting a balance sheet under Trusdell’s nose.  “Your sales are not in sync with your profits.  It looks as if your profits might be coming from elsewhere.”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” denied Trusdell, bluntly, waving away the balance sheet. 


Testaverde sat quietly in his chair as the two men jabbed and parried. It was clear that more than a simple interrogation would be needed to solve the case.

*  *  *


Half an hour later, Testaverde and Charlie sat luxuriating at a Starbucks in the building lobby.



“They can definitely get away with selling illegal drugs through this kind of company,” surmised Testaverde, sipping a latte between words.  “As far as we know, the drugs could be packed and disguised as a medication, but proving it through their financial records could be tough. These guys are pretty slick.”


“It depends on whether it’s a one-person-operation or whether it involves the entire company,” determined Charlie. “But then there’s something about this Trusdell guy that seems disingenuous.  With all the authority he has in the company he could be running the scandal single-handedly,” Charlie continued. “Now listen to this.  According

to the accounting search included in the file from Moynihan, Bayon only sold 150,000 cases of Broakaludian worldwide.  They couldn’t possibly have made $1.5million on those sales. With Trusdell’s access to the figures, all he would need is an accomplice in packaging and distribution to smuggle the drugs.”


“It’s a possibility,” Testaverde said, reluctantly. “We don't want to jump to conclusions though.  This is probably a big operation and what seems obvious could be deceptive.”


“Why don’t we go down to the warehouse to get a better feel for this operation,” Charlie firmly suggested. “We can’t just look at the numbers.  We need to see all the possibilities.”


“Why not? Sounds like a good idea.  I’ll make all the arrangements,” volunteered Testaverde.

*   *   *

The phone rang in Timothy Trusdell’s office. 


“Hey, Tim.  It’s me,” an anxious voice said at the other end.  The CFO continued to listen.  “You’ve got to start manipulating those figures better.  The FBI is already breathing down our necks, and we can’t afford a slip. Who knows what they’re planning next. We’ve got to pin it on someone fast.” 

*   *   *

Speeding across the Queensboro Bridge, the wind whipped mischievously over the East River’s dark waters. Charlie flipped on his shades, as the sun glared down on the windshield of Testaverde’s metallic blue convertible.  The two detectives sat in silence, Testaverde wrapped up in his thoughts, and Charlie skimming through a page of Bayon financials knowing, like Testaverde, that the financials alone would not solve this case, nor would it determine the future of the company.



“How do you think they’re doing it?”  Charlie asked, looking up from the folder, as they approached the Bayon warehouse on the Long Island City waterfront.


“Beats me.  They could be smuggling the stuff out in a million different ways,” Testaverde said hopelessly, as the two climbed out of the car, Charlie taking the folder with him.


They were greeted promptly by a security guard who showed the detectives inside. The guard directed them down a steel-gray corridor to the head of operations. The head of operations, Boris Yavankov, had been expecting them.  Charlie could tell.  The officer welcomed the two detectives and showed them to a coat rack outside his office, where both men hung up their jackets and where Charlie carefully placed the Bayon folder on the rack above.


“Ready for the tour?” Yavankov grunted through his walrus–like moustache, irritated by his guests’ intrusion, and eager to get it over with.


Without wasting a second, he escorted Testaverde and Charlie into the intricate maze of production. Huge conveyer belts streamed through the warehouse, laden with crates packed to the brim with assorted pharmaceuticals.  Workers milled about directing boxes to their proper destinations. The din of the warehouse was deafening. With this vast, meticulous operation, it would be hard to pinpoint any specific illegal operation, Charlie concluded.  Testaverde seemed to have made the same conclusion.
The visit continued uneventfully as if they had been touring a museum. The overwhelming activity blurred any visible suspicions the agents might have had. 


By the time they had completed their heavily Russian-accented tour, it was just past noon.  Led by Yavankov, the two detectives grabbed their jackets, politely thanking the head of operations.

*   *   *

The two detectives jumped into the familiar convertible again.


“Did you pick up anything? Any additional thoughts? Testaverde asked curiously, eager to see if Charlie had any new ideas, as he released the emergency brake.


“Not really. The operation seems well concealed.  With all the activity, it was hard to zero in on anything. Whoever’s running this operation certainly picked the right company.”

*   *   *

Testaverde pulled into Charlie’s semi-circular driveway at 985 Fifth Avenue.  Both detectives were eager to retire to their homes after working late on Friday.  Upon entering his building, Charlie was greeted jovially by the uniformed doorman on his way up to his apartment on the eleventh floor. Charlie’s apartment was nothing special, but nevertheless it had a great view.  As he walked in, Charlie tossed his jacket on a nearby chair and made a beeline for the fridge, quickly grabbing an apple.  


Charlie could not stop mulling over the case, as he meandered into his study. He sat down at his desk, kicked up his feet, and took a bite of his apple, still deep in thought about the case.


After seeing the warehouse operation, there was no doubt that this scheme was being run by a small group.  With all the activity in the warehouse, the vast number of workers could not have coordinated something of this magnitude, nor could they have concealed the secret operation for so long.  Someone would have been bound to tell.  It could be that a small group was being manipulated, but by whom?


Suddenly, an idea struck Charlie. I need that folder, he thought.  He scanned the room quickly, tearing his jacket off the chair. But the folder was gone.


Charlie’s mind raced frantically, reenacting the day. He had had the folder in the car with Testaverde, on the way to the warehouse.  Oh no! I must have forgotten it on the coat rack.  I wonder if anyone’s at the warehouse at this hour. It’s only 8 o’clock. 

Charlie pulled on his jacket as he walked out the door, still frustrated by his careless oversight. They might still be open.  There’s probably a guard who can let me in, he reassured himself. Yet the probability that no one would have opened a folder with CONFIDENTIAL plastered all over it was slim.

*   *   *

The dense fog clouded Charlie’s view as he took the familiar route across the Queensboro Bridge. Charlie pulled to the right toward the warehouse.  The wheels of his Honda skid beneath him on the wet road.


Charlie breathed a sigh of relief.  In the distance, dim lights illuminated the warehouse.  The crunching of the gravel seemed to amplify itself against the stillness of the night.


Charlie pulled his steel-gray Honda right up to the door, alongside a lone maroon Toyota Camry.  Charlie stepped out into the brisk night, and then quickly into the warehouse, already able to hear a radio blaring at the guard’s desk.  Yet he found the guard’s desk empty and the security monitors switched off. “Musta had to use the john,” Charlie tossed off.   The silence of the warehouse contrasted eerily with its daytime bustle.  But Charlie was too preoccupied with the folder to think about anything else.


As he made his way down the dismal corridor, he heard a sudden shout from Yavankov’s office, shattering the silence.


“How can you be so careless, Yavankov?”


A shiver ran up Charlie’s spine.  It was Trusdell’s voice. 


“Well, how was I supposed to know about it?!” Yavankov shouted, aggressively.


“Well, I would think…”


“Will the two of you quit it,” interrupted a calm and faint voice nearly muted by the argument.


Silence immediately ensued.


Charlie pressed his ear to the door.  He was so close to it, his breath clouded the polished brass doorknobs.


“He’s right.” Trusdell again.  “We’re in over our heads.  The F.B.I. is closing in. We need to get our act together or it’s curtains,” the C.F.O. admitted with false reluctancy.  “They’re beginning to figure it out.”


“Don’t worry, boys.  I’ve got it all taken care of,” Yavankov assured. “Tomorrow the F.B.I. will do a midnight raid on Unit 2 in packaging and distribution. They’ll find the doctored financials, as well as shipping records. I’ll make sure everything’s there.”


“Brilliant!” Trusdell chimed in. “And seeing there’s little else to discuss here, I declare this meeting adjourned.”


Charlie, who was still just outside the office, responded like a startled rabbit, and sprang from the door, hastily grabbing the folder from the coat rack.  The wall-to-wall carpeting under his feet, as well as the heavy metal music still blasting from the unattended guard’s desk, muffled each footstep of his sprint down the deserted corridor. He dashed into his car.  Seeing the lights in Yavankov’s office fade into darkness, he ignited the engine and took off. 

*   *  *

“Rough night?!” inquired Moynihan, leaning up against Charlie’s desk.


Charlie looked up from his second cup of coffee.  Dark circles framed Charlie’s bloodshot eyes. “What would lead you to assume that?” joked Charlie, taking another hefty swig from his cup, trying to keep himself awake after a sleepless night, puzzling over what he had heard.


The phone rang, unwantedly, giving the two agents a quick wake-up.  Charlie reached out, fumbling with the receiver as if he were attempting to find the snooze button on his alarm clock.


“Hey, Charlie.  How are you?” Testaverde greeted, energetically.


“Pretty good.  What’s up?”


“The warehouse.  We’re going to raid it tonight…Unit 2.”


Unit 2.  Charlie’s tired mind strained. I’ve heard that before...I’ve heard that before. “Of course,” he muttered to himself.


“Charlie…Charlie, are you there?” Testaverde questioned.


“Yeah, what’s the plan?” Charlie asked, uneasily, trying to restrain his anxiety.


“I’ve got the plan all laid out.  It’ll be simple.”


Charlie’s mind raced.


“I’d like to check it out. How did we get the idea for a raid?”


“We got a tip last night, anonymously, from one of the workers.”


“Yavankov,” Charlie muttered under his breath.  “I’d like to come over and see the plan firsthand,” he continued.


“Sure, come on over,” Testaverde replied. “See you in a few.”


Charlie hung up the phone and slung his holster across his chest, along with his trench coat.  Both could come in handy for a rainy day.

*   *   *

Charlie left his wet shoes on Testaverde’s doormat before letting himself in through the unlocked door.



“Hey, Charlie,” Testaverde greeted, emerging from the kitchen with a bowl of chocolate-covered almonds.


“So what’s the plan,” Charlie said, hoping his uneasiness wouldn’t show, carefully noting Testaverde’s gun in the holster on the kitchen counter.


“Sure let’s get down to business,” Testaverde said, directing Charlie to a table where the map of the warehouse was displayed.


Probably got that from Yavankov too, Charlie thought to himself, skeptically, also observing that he and Testaverde would not be covering the same ground in the warehouse, possibly giving Testaverde room for planting fraudulent evidence.


“So as you can see here,” Testaverde pointed, making a small chocolate smudge with his finger. The two of us will burst into the warehouse together, flash our badges, and proceed to enter Unit 2 from both the front and back doors.  I’ll pick up any evidence I find in packaging and distribution, while you detain any lingering workers.”


“Sure…” Charlie whipped out his gun. “But at what point did you plan to tell me that you were in on it too?” Charlie asked, accusingly.


“I don't know what you’re talking about? Put that gun away.  Somebody could get hurt,” Testaverde demanded, feigning bemusement at Charlie’s accusation.


“You know perfectly well what I mean. You’re coming with me down to headquarters. But first,” he paused, “I’d like to know how you thought you could trick the FBI?”


Testaverde glanced nervously at his gun in the next room.  He knew he couldn’t make a run for it.  Charlie had him covered.


“Maybe we can make a deal,” Testaverde suggested, struggling to maintain his composure.


“I’m not interested in your money,” Charlie scowled, as the two men circled the table like hawks, each step in sync with the other.


Testaverde stopped, facing Charlie. “Too bad.  There’s a lot to be had.”


A sudden gentle touch of cold metal pressed against the back of Charlie’s head.  His gun clattered to the floor.  He looked up. In the window ahead, he saw the reflection of his killer…It was Trusdell.

� Chief Financial Officer
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